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        London, April 1812

      

      

      

      The wolf bared its teeth and exposed long white fangs that glistened in the moonlight. Its front paws rested on the fallen body of the horse. In the shadows, another creature scuttled back and forth. It might have once been human, but no longer. Long skinny arms ended in talons, it crawled hunched over, and its skin was blackened and peeling as though it had walked through fire. It gave a high-pitched scream and jumped forward, gnashing its teeth at the wolf and tearing a chunk of flesh from the slain equine.

      Ianthe squeezed the bridge of her nose and willed the vision away. She didn't want to watch the two creatures feast on the horse. It was enough that life cursed her with the sight; she didn't need such gruesome images played out in her mind.

      A great-great-uncle of Ianthe's had been mage-born. At any one time, there were only a dozen mages in all of England, Scotland, and Wales. Mages were powerful men and women who could wield frightening magic and bend the laws of nature to their own dictates. Once a family had a mage born into it, the following generations would see a scattering of those known as aftermages. A faint magical trace ran through their veins and bestowed a range of lesser abilities.

      Ianthe had a particularly useless form of second sight. The snatches she saw never made any sense, except in hindsight. Who would lay coins into the hands of a seer who could only tell you what had already occurred?

      Life had further cursed her as she left childhood with a form that attracted the attention of men and the envy of women. After suffering a broken heart and body at seventeen, she found her way to London and the welcome embrace of the demi-monde.

      Ten years later, at age twenty-seven, Ianthe was so very tired of it all. Not the muscular ache of a hard day's physical labour, but the heartache of walking a lonely, empty road. This was the deep, unrelenting mental fatigue that arose from being trapped on a path that held no appeal—a path scattered with images that had no meaning except to torment her.

      Ianthe's life was defined by shallow appearances and useless fripperies, and it ate at her. Over the years, all the hopes and dreams she'd ever held as a young girl had been slowly drained away, until she had become an empty shell. Now she was merely a decorative vessel to be filled by the leavings of men.

      She sighed, scrubbed her hands over her face, and tucked a red curl back behind her ear. Phillip would be here soon and he had paid for a bright and vivacious mistress, not a woman so bone-weary she could lie down and sleep for a century.

      Ianthe uncorked a bottle of tonic and poured a scant inch into the tumbler on her dresser. Taking a breath to steel her nerves, she downed the brown concoction. It tasted vile and burned a path down her gullet. She washed it down with cold tea and waited for the mixture to work its way through her limbs and up to her head. The tonic performed a dual role—it would banish the visions and provide a burst of energy through her veins that would make the evening bearable. Not that Phillip was a problem. No, the issue was most definitely her.

      Ianthe stared into the mirror and examined her appearance for any sign of wrinkles or grey hairs. Courtesans had limited reigns, for there was an endless supply of younger, firmer, and perkier bodies waiting to replace them. Wealthy men could grow old and fat, whereas the women reliant upon those men were discarded at the first signs of age.

      While men might not realise there was a mind hiding behind her porcelain exterior, Ianthe approached her career with a business-like attitude. She learned the lessons of other women who had fallen from favour before her. By taking a patron instead of a regular clientele and keeping herself apart, she maintained an air of the exotic and unattainable. Ianthe was a rare bloom men wanted to pick, but could not grasp. Many sought her, but few had her.

      Seconds elapsed and the tonic worked its magic, loosening her limbs and diminishing her worries. Selling her body kept a roof over her head and food in her stomach, but it hollowed her out. Ianthe promised herself she would escape before she turned thirty, or there would be nothing left of her worth saving. There were few prospects for aging courtesans, and she didn't need the sight to foretell her future. She would slip from the upper echelons and slide down to the brothels. It was a continuous tumble. Before you knew it, you were fifty and fighting over the best street corner in Whitechapel.

      After a few more minutes, Ianthe's world looked a little brighter. She powdered her already pale face, added more rouge to her lips, and practiced her smile. Being a courtesan was like being an actress, only the audience was smaller. Ianthe played for one man and hoped her performance pleased him. Her patron paid for her modest town house, and a year ago he'd promised to make over the deeds in her name. Tonight she planned to ask, again, to have them in her hands. Owning the house was a step toward independence and it would give her an asset to sell—other than herself.

      "Let the performance begin." Smile in place, Ianthe rose, brushed out her skirts, pulled down her bodice to reveal more of her bosom, and headed downstairs.

      She found Phillip drinking in the room that fronted the road. Ianthe called it her library, but it wasn't really; it was just a parlour that she'd converted to a cosy snug lined with books. There was a desk by the window and large armchairs to either side of the hearth. Her patron sat in one of the armchairs, staring at the dancing fire. Phillip called the room his petite office, and he often met associates here to discuss things of a sensitive nature. The courtesan's discretion extended to all that happened under her roof, and she would never surrender a confidence.

      "Phillip, darling, I hope you have not waited long." She swept into the room and bent down to kiss his cheek, letting him peer down her cleavage as a precursor of things to come.

      "Not at all, my dear. I’ve enjoyed the quiet time to think." He gave a distracted smile and waved his glass at the fire. Phillip was a large man whose body displayed the excess flesh of a life richly led, with far more dinners than dances. His worries showed in the lines deeply etched over his brow and the thick grey hair covering his head.

      She understood his wife to be something of a harpy, who thought any silence required noise to fill it. Ianthe squeezed his arm and took the seat next to him. "Shall we go through to dinner, or would you prefer more time for your contemplations?"

      She waited for his response and would never dream of rushing him. For three years Ianthe had been the Cyprian, or mistress, of Sir Phillip Dunne. A man of good family, he worked as a solicitor with an affluent and eminent clientele. There were rumours that he advised the prince regent himself, but Phillip remained tight-lipped about who among the ton sought his legal expertise. His complete discretion was a factor in his popularity—and was something he and Ianthe had in common. Sometimes, when deep in thought, he expressed bitterness that the ton sought him professionally but spurned him socially as being only a lowly knight.

      When he had turned fifty, he’d treated himself to a lavish gift. He procured the jewel of the demi-monde, Ianthe Wynn, as his mistress. Wealthier men gnashed their teeth as she was taken off the market, and Ianthe breathed a sigh of relief.

      For three years he had held on to her, while others marvelled at his prowess. The reality was far more prosaic. Ianthe ensured he was content and wouldn't pass her over for younger and more energetic women. She was weary of selling her body and worn down by feigning passion as yet another boor pounded into her. There was a quiet relief in the company of the undemanding solicitor, and they both appreciated the value of silence.

      Depending on Phillip's work and social commitments, they were seen out at the best spots once or twice a week. Physically, he only required release once a week. The rest of the hours in the week were hers to do with as she pleased, and Ianthe spent most of them at the stables near Hyde Park, where she trained horses. Ladies of the ton paid a premium for a sidesaddle mount schooled by her seat and hand. Shame they didn't take the same view of their husbands.

      Despite what noblewomen thought, Ianthe was no prostitute. There was far more to her role than lifting her skirts. To rise in the demi-monde, a woman had to be intelligent, witty, and—above all—able to listen to a man. She always put Phillip's wants and needs first. Under her roof, he was king, and his every whim was anticipated and served by his loyal concubine.

      She held in a sigh as she regarded him. What would it be like to have a man consider her needs? To put his own desires aside and learn what fuelled her fire? Although truth be told, very little roused her these days. The thought of a cup of cocoa, bed, and a book was far more thrilling than leading a peer to her bedroom.

      Phillip dropped his glass on the side table, and the soft thud brought her back to the present. "Let us go through to dinner."

      He rose, held out his thick arm to her and they walked through to the adjoining dining room. Here she had clad the walls in lush red-and-gold patterned wallpaper. The chandelier over the table lit up the room and candlelight danced in the wall brackets. In her little home, Ianthe kept an equally modest table. The dark rectangular table only seated a maximum of ten guests. It was a scandalously small number for a courtesan to entertain, but Ianthe didn't open her home to others. If Phillip chose to bring his closest colleagues to the house, at most they would number four or five, and be a select group who required the most discreet entertainment.

      Tonight, only one corner of the table was set, with Phillip at the head and Ianthe at his right hand. She kept the household staff to a minimum. The backbone of her house was her abigail, Sarah, and Sarah’s husband, Perkins the butler. Those two loyal retainers had served her for eight years now, ever since she had taken her first patron and could afford staff. Apart from them, there was only a maid and the cook. A smaller staff kept her expenses down and made her monthly payment stretch a little further. It also allowed Phillip greater privacy, with fewer ears to overhear sensitive conversations.

      She signalled for Perkins to begin serving. Over a quiet meal Ianthe played the attentive mistress, always following Phillip's lead and looking for clues as to what he wished to talk about. She kept herself abreast of politics, war, the arts, and the spread of Unnaturals across England, so she could converse on any topic. Ianthe layered her conversation with touches and caresses, subtle groundwork for after-dinner activities.

      She aroused his waning libido with gentle strokes of a finger, or a lingering look from under her lashes. At the same time, she asked Phillip about his work and conversed intelligently about matters of law. When he began going into great detail about numerous property acquisitions he was making for a notorious rake, she recognised the ideal opening to discuss her own property transaction.

      Ianthe laid down her fork and took up her glass. "Speaking of property, Phillip, there was a more personal transaction we were going to conclude."

      Phillip drank his wine and stared at her over the top of the glass. Ianthe feigned indifference as she sipped hers and signalled for Perkins to clear away the dinner plates. Her lungs could scarce draw breath as she waited. This was a delicate game, to push so gently that he noticed the nudge, but not so hard that he became resentful. If only the second sight would reward her with a vision of Phillip handing over the deeds and her riding off into the sunset.

      She leaned forward and tugged her bodice so the fabric slipped and barely covered her breasts. His gaze dropped and he wet his lips at the distraction, but would it work? One moment stretched into two, then Philip smiled, and she managed to breathe again.

      "You have been a most patient and understanding mistress, Ianthe. The papers are drawn up and signed. I will have them delivered to you tomorrow."

      She raised her glass and toasted him. "You are a most honourable man, Phillip. I only hope I can thank you sufficiently."

      Ianthe smiled. After three years of selling her body to this man she would finally receive the long-promised bonus—ownership of the house she lived in. Yet deep down, a tiny part of her broke away and shrivelled up on itself. Like a fallen leaf in the harsh sunlight, a fragment of her soul curled up and died. The house was a step in the right direction, but would she need to sell her entire soul before she broke free of this life?

      Even the warm numbness of the tonic didn't stop her feeling tired to the depths of her bones. The smile remained in place on her lush lips while inside she calculated how much more money she needed to escape London. Their world encouraged a frivolous lifestyle, where expenditure far outstripped income. Ianthe was an anomaly, worrying over pennies and squirrelling them away as she worked toward a larger plan.

      Phillip set down his glass and rubbed his palm. He massaged his fingers deep into the tendons, and scowled at his arm.

      "Is everything all right, dearest?" Ianthe asked.

      He tried to turn a grimace into a smile, but failed. "Nothing. Just a cramp." He shook the limb and opened and closed his fist. Clenching and releasing his fingers, he tried to work the tightness free. "I'm sure we can do something about it upstairs."

      "An excellent suggestion." She followed him up the stairs and steeled herself. In her mind, she rehearsed her lines and stage directions so that her reactions would appear natural.

      They entered a bedroom, but not hers. She never took him to her room. This was a separate room she kept for entertaining Phillip, decorated in a more masculine fashion with deep greens and blues, and dark wooden furniture. The workroom, she and Sarah called it, the place where Ianthe conducted her business. She couldn't have a man in her bedroom. That was too personal and an invasion too far. A man might momentarily possess her body, but he would never touch her sanctuary.

      After three years, she knew what Phillip expected. She played her role of coquette, giving a subtle tease as she undressed and then dropped her gown to pool at her feet. Underneath, she wore only short stays, a shift that barely grazed her bottom, and stockings held up with pink ribbons. His gaze fell to the creamy thigh exposed between stocking top and the edge of the shift. Ianthe stroked a hand over her thighs and up higher. She dragged the shift as her hands caressed over her stomach and up to her breasts. A sigh escaped her red lips, as though she imagined Phillip doing it himself.

      She pulled the shift from her body and tossed it to the floor. Standing before him in only stays and stockings, Ianthe caught Phillip's darkening gaze and held it while she played the valet and undressed him. Her hands stroked his body as she removed each garment. She gauged his breathing to know when to linger, where to kiss or caress, and when to hurry things along. Phillip was her sole focus. Inside this room, his pleasure was the only thing that mattered. The heights he reached with her would likewise influence the size of his payment.

      When she had massaged his member enough to awaken it to the task, he pushed her to the bed and climbed between her knees. Ianthe closed her eyes and gasped with fake wonder, while her mind flitted to the stack of bills on her desk, waiting to be paid. She had a particularly high invoice due in just over a week and possessed no answers as to where she would find sufficient funds to meet it. Phillip had not increased her monthly payment in over two years, despite her turning in a consistently satisfactory performance.

      In between gasps and moans, Ianthe pondered if she should ask for a raise in her allowance when he finished up. With the issue of the house's ownership settled, she could tackle the other problem of needing a higher monthly income. For her to escape London before she turned thirty, she needed to secure more funding to purchase both a small acreage and the foundation breeding stock.

      But first, she had a more pressing task to complete. Ianthe called out Phillip's name as continued to labour and she uttered the words men liked to hear at such moments. Ianthe gasped about his size and prowess, and cried that her release was imminent due to his skill.

      "Oh, Phillip," she breathed as she clutched at him. He usually just needed a little encouragement to finish, but tonight he seemed to have trouble finding his peak. His weight settled heavily on her and Ianthe hoped he wouldn't take too much longer, or she would drown under him and disappear into the mattress. As it was, one of her stays had shifted and was pressing into her breast quite uncomfortably.

      He gave a long groan, his body twitched, and then he stilled.

      At last. She muffled a relieved sigh.

      His arms buckled under him and his body slumped over her. Ianthe stifled her cry, and it wasn't one of ecstasy but alarm. Phillip was a rather large and heavy man, and her lungs struggled to work with him pressing down on her chest.

      "Phillip, dearest, would you mind terribly if we moved?" She tried to roll him to one side, but couldn't lever his weight with him wedged between her legs. Her knees were thrown wide to accommodate his bulk, but it left her in an awkward position.

      "Phillip?" He still hadn't moved or answered her and concern grew in her chest. She couldn't hear the wheezy gasps he'd been uttering moments before. Cold dread washed through her as she grasped his head between her palms and lifted his gaze to hers. She promptly wished she hadn't. His eyes were open, but the black pupil had taken over his iris and his stare was blank and vacant. This was no moment of intense ecstasy. Phillip had taken a journey, but he would not be returning.

      Ianthe closed her eyes and took a deep breath—or as much of one as she could, in her compressed state. She tried not to think about his member still inside her. Despair washed through her trapped body as she thought of the house deeds he had promised and now would never deliver.

      "It's not fair," she whispered and fought a sudden rush of tears. She had been so close to freedom, and life had snatched it away from her. Why had the sight not warned her to secure the deeds first? What was the point of being an aftemage when the supposed gift failed her time after time?

      "Sarah! Sarah!" She called for her abigail who would be lurking out in the corridor.

      The door opened, and her constant companion peered around. "Yes?"

      Ianthe waved her hand at the mound of flesh burying her in the mattress. "I need your help, Sarah. He's dead."
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      Desperate times called for desperate measures, and Ianthe's life was rapidly descending from forlorn to farcical. The newspapers leapt upon her predicament as stark relief from war stories. She opened the pages to find yet another article that called her a femme fatale, because of the manner of Phillip's death. Given that she sought her patrons among the older members of the ton, it wasn't the reputation she wanted. For once in their lives, senior men of the ton actually listened to their wives when they lectured about the follies of weak hearts. Rumours circulated on the grapevine that no older gentlemen wished to tempt a similar fate, and she would not find a replacement amongst them.

      The only possible competition that could bump her from the pages of the scandal sheet was the horrifying scandal of a man who turned into a wolf at the assembly rooms. Ladies were swooning at the idea that a dangerous Unnatural had danced next to them. Although, now that the Unnaturals Act had passed into legislation, it might happen more often as such creatures revealed themselves.

      "Wolves," Ianthe muttered as she closed the paper on the drawing of the horrid beast with its large teeth exposed. The vision of a wolf fighting over the dead horse flashed before her eyes. Mages and their aftermage descendants always kept to themselves and apart from the other creatures. Ianthe had never rubbed shoulders with any true Unnaturals and didn't intend to. Perhaps the vision was a warning to stay away from such animals.

      "Wolves? What do hairy dogs have to do with it, and why didn't the sight warn you about Phillip's weak heart?" Sarah growled under her breath as she finished wrangling Ianthe's curls.

      "Because the visions only torment me, they do not inform me of future events." Ianthe sighed and pressed a hand to her temple, as another headache threatened. Phillip's sudden demise highlighted her precarious situation. Her income would now dry up, yet her creditors still expected to be paid. Only this morning another financial demand had been tossed at Perkins. Her creditors barely paused at the step, but threw their invoices in her direction and ran, just in case her lethal touch reached out for them and squeezed their dried-out organs.

      Sarah scowled as she placed a bonnet on Ianthe's head. "You are completely mad. This is the most daft idea I've ever heard."

      Ianthe waved her hand out of the way and tied the bonnet herself. "Daft or not, if I don't go we could find ourselves discussing the merits of my actions from the gutter. The sight is far too unreliable for me to earn a living as a seer. Instead, I must approach Lady Dunne about the house deeds. I'll not let our home be snatched out from under us if all I need do is swallow my pride and ask. Phillip had the papers executed and they only needed to be delivered."

      Sarah narrowed her eyes and fussed with the ribbon. "That lot will have their claws out for you. You're a fool to run straight into them." She tugged on the bow to even out the two sides. Then her scowl softened somewhat. "The old harpy will lord it over you, assuming she even acknowledges your existence. Why place yourself at her mercy, just to be humiliated?"

      Ianthe understood the source of Sarah's concern and laid a hand on her companion's arm. "When have I not been looked down on by the likes of her? I am no stranger to it and I have enough fortitude left in my spine for the task at hand."

      Besides, she'd swallowed a finger's width of tonic to dull the pain. Today was Phillip's funeral and Ianthe would attend. It was her one opportunity to make her request of Phillip's widow. It was highly unusual for a woman of the ton to attend a funeral, but Lady Dunne was made of sterner stuff than her aristocratic sisters. Most women avoided the events so as not to burst into displays of unseemly histrionics. It said something about the widow that she did not intend to cry in public. Her attendance presented a rare chance for Ianthe to approach and hope that Lady Dunne's stoicism extended to talking to her husband's mistress.

      Ianthe planned to walk into the lion's mouth and hope its teeth did not shred her. Or was she the slain horse the wolf and demon fought over in her vision?

      She dropped a hand to brush her skirts. She wasn't hypocritical enough to wear full mourning and the rules of society didn't quite extend to courtesans and mistresses. But she still mourned her former patron, and had found a deep grey and lavender gown that would suffice. Over the top, she wore a grey spencer with purple braiding, and a matching bonnet.

      It was hard to remember that only a few days had elapsed since Phillip died in her embrace. Events had moved apace after Sarah helped roll the dead body off her and then ran downstairs to fetch his man. They had kept everything secret, maintaining his dignity and discretion even in death.

      It took three of them to carry his cooling body out to the waiting carriage. It was far too much effort to try and re-dress him; instead they wrapped his naked form in a blanket and took a corner each with Perkins at the shoulder end. Ianthe ensured Phillip made it home to be 'discovered', deceased, in his own bed. She trusted in the strict confidence of her staff and none would breathe a word of what happened. Ianthe still shuddered at the thought of being trapped under him.

      Phillip's household, however, proved themselves less trustworthy. The picture appeared in the newspaper the next day. Ianthe shuddered as she glanced at the cartoon that still resided on the hall table. Silly thing should be tossed in the trash.

      A caricature of a rotund elderly man lay slumped over a bed, while a half-naked and buxom lass clutched a riding crop and proclaimed, He didn't last the ride. The man was notated as 'Sir P'. Another figure peered around the doorframe: His tiny label read 'Viscount H'. Underneath his character was the question, Is it my turn now?

      Sarah huffed. "Doesn't even look like you. You are far prettier. That doxy is coarse of form and face."

      A brief smile flitted to Ianthe's face at her abigail's defence, but it pained her to be the object of such ridicule and speculation. Even more disturbing, she knew that Viscount Hoth watched her, waiting to step into Phillip's shoes. She had hoped to keep Phillip for a number of years, long enough for the banker to turn his attentions to another. Seeing him creep round the door of the cartoon seemed a hideous premonition of events yet to unfold.

      Yet again the sight failed her and gave her no direction about either Hoth or a new patron to replace Phillip. Why did others have useful gifts from their mage blood while she struggled with useless visions that served no use except to inspire maudlin poetry?

      Hoth took mistresses of his own, yet he made no secret of his desire to possess her. She was a toy he could not have, because Phillip didn't share. Only his respect for his business with Phillip had kept Hoth at a short distance. Such was the perilous nature of Ianthe's position. She needed a patron to pay her monthly income, and on the face of it Septimus, Viscount Hoth, was a satisfactory substitute.

      The viscount was wealthy and rumoured to be exceedingly generous to cast-off mistresses. It was in many ways her ideal situation: Service him for a year or two, and then accept a modest country home as payment. Though it dovetailed neatly with her plans, there was something about him that sent ice racing down her spine. Were his former mistresses truly so content that no one ever heard from them again, or was there something else at play?

      Ianthe shook aside those thoughts. The tonic splintered her attention and made it hard to concentrate. She needed to address the immediate problem, that being the roof over her head. Phillip owned the house, which meant it now fell into the possession of his wife and son, unless she could procure the deeds by asking very nicely. Her actions in approaching the widow at the funeral were gauche and would doubtless result in her being censured, but she had no other option. The family would never be home to her, and it wasn't as though she could pop round for tea after a suitable interval. By the time the widow was out of mourning, Ianthe would be living on the streets. She either acted now, no matter how grievous the breach of etiquette, or missed her opportunity. Phillip should have had the good grace to hand over the deeds before dying.

      Ianthe took a hired hackney cab to close to the church and then walked the remaining distance. The church was packed; it seemed every pew was jammed with bodies, eager to view the man who was caught in flagrante delicto by death. It would take either a plague of vampyres swarming London or Napoleon sailing up the Thames to provide a better distraction.

      The grieving widow and her family took up the entire front row. The women stood rigid and quiet; the only sign of any silent tears was the occasional handkerchief pressed up under black veils. The men were more stoic, although his eldest son was no doubt calculating the size of the purse that had just fallen into his lap. Ianthe assessed what little she knew of him. If she remembered correctly, he was in his late twenties, and from what she could see he ran to corpulence like his father. Phillip had spoken of his son with pride when the younger man had joined the family legal practice. She vaguely recollected talk of a grandchild, so he was married. His wife must be the mousey woman clinging to his arm as if she were drowning in a heavy ocean.

      Ianthe didn't usually take younger men as lovers; they were simply too exhausting and too much work. But if Phillip's son was anything like him, then perhaps he might consider inheriting more than just his father's estate? That would be a tidy solution and it would enable her to escape the clutches of Septimus. Speaking of whom, the viscount stood just behind the widow. He turned and met Ianthe's gaze just as her mind skimmed over thoughts of him, as if he possessed some sixth sense that alerted him to her presence. He nodded in her direction and then turned back to speak to his companion.

      She continued her inspection of the gathered mourners. Colleagues and clients filled more rows, as did the curious and those members of the ton who simply thought it was the done thing to attend every funeral. Many turned up simply for the food and drink that would be served afterwards, and whatever tidbits of gossip were dropped like crumbs.

      Ianthe acted with discretion. She sat at the very back of the church and kept her eyes downcast. She was aware of the nudges and twitters around her, the sharp reproving looks from the women and far more speculative ones from the men. She drew a deep breath. Society could think what they wanted. She’d had a three-year relationship with Phillip, and would pay her final respects.

      At the end of the service, she joined the line of mourners who filed down the aisle and past the deceased to say their last goodbyes. When it came her turn, she paused and laid a hand on the casket. It was better to remember him like this, laid out in his fine coffin lined with blue silk, wearing a tailored jacket and cravat. She needed to erase the memory of his large, naked body enveloping her in death.

      As the service concluded, she waited near the back for the mourners to disperse. The fewer people to witness her attempt to grovel and save the roof over her head, the better. The reporters had enough fodder to fill their pages. Once the church emptied, she steeled herself, and then walked out into the afternoon sunlight. She was about to cross an invisible line, one conveniently highlighted by God as a shadow from a lamppost drew a horizontal stripe on the stones underfoot.

      The demi-monde and wives never interacted. One pretended the other did not exist. It was how things had always been in society; husbands kept their mistresses, and wives turned a blind eye. Mistresses did not stroll up to wives and strike up a conversation. Or at least, they didn't until today.

      "Lady Dunne." Ianthe crossed the shadowy line and bobbed a curtsey. Far too many people still milled around outside, chatting and waiting for carriages to round the corner.

      The widow recoiled and clutched the hand of the woman next to her. She had a drawn, pinched face, and thin lips that warned Ianthe not to expect any compassion. From behind her veil, her watery blue gaze narrowed at the young woman before her. Her breath escaped with a sibilant hiss.

      Then she regained her composure. "You have no right to be here."

      Ianthe held her position. She could do this, although she wished she could sneak a mouthful of tonic from the flask in her reticule. "I knew your husband for three years, and I came to say goodbye, like everyone else here. But I wanted to ask you about certain papers of mine that Phillip had in his possession."

      "You dare use his name? You murdered my husband and then come here seeking favours! Did you expect to profit from your foul and perverted acts?" The woman spat with such venom against her veil that the netting swayed with each fired breath. Her voice escalated in pitch, and those around them fell silent. Heads turned and gazes widened.

      "I did not murder your husband. His heart simply could not sustain the vigorous activity." This meeting was not going as planned. Ianthe suspected there would be another caricature featuring her printed the next day. She had hoped to have the house deeds delivered after a quiet word with the widow. Instead, they were fast becoming a spectacle. Perhaps she should turn it into a full-on dramatic performance by tearing her gown open and throwing herself at Phillip Junior.

      The man in question fixed his gaze upon her. Ianthe gave him a look and arched an eyebrow. He seemed on the point of stepping forward when his mousey wife and two other women tackled him and dragged him into a waiting carriage. Ianthe sighed; another lost opportunity.

      "Sir Phillip's death was a great tragedy. I merely sought to enquire about papers that he had promised to deliver this week." She needed the deeds; without them the house could be sold from under her and her future would become ever more perilous.

      The widow would not be swayed. She pointed an accusing finger at Ianthe. "Your kind are a scourge upon this earth that should be cleansed along with those Unnatural vermin. You corrupt our husbands with your lewd and licentious ways."

      Ianthe drew a tired breath. Society never changed. The ton believed themselves so pure and beyond reproach. They considered the women working for a living as just the filth beneath their feet. Sometimes she had to speak up for her sisters, even if it would cost her dearly.

      "You conveniently forget that Phillip sought me out. The demi-monde does not knock on your doors to lure away your husbands. They leave you willingly, to seek entertainment they cannot find at home. I rather thought wives such as you would thank ‘my kind’. In performing our duties, we allow you to neglect yours."

      Ianthe had no warning apart from the sudden indrawn breath. Then the grieving widow slapped her cheek. The noise of hand meeting flesh rang out in the silence, and was met by a gasp from the captivated audience. Then a titter ran through the crowd as they waited to see what would happen next. Ianthe was so very tired, or perhaps the tonic had sapped her will to care.

      "That usually costs extra," she murmured, and turned her face to present the other cheek.

      Lady Dunne walked away, for which Ianthe was grateful. The widow had quite the arm, and her cheek stung. Keeping her head held high, Ianthe descended the steps. The crowd parted before her and she continued down the street. She couldn't afford a carriage for the ride home and it took all her effort to hold herself together as she walked.

      Only when she reached her house and the front door closed behind her did she lean against the wall and bite back a sob. Damn them. Home for how much longer?

      Sarah and Perkins appeared before her, worry creasing two brows at once.

      "Well?" Sarah asked, as she took the bonnet and spencer from Ianthe's limp fingers.

      She shook her head and raised a hand to her face. "The widow did not take kindly to my questions. We must look elsewhere for a solution."

      She stripped off her gloves and handed them to Perkins.

      "What do we do now? Does the sight not give you any clues?" Sarah wrung her hands.

      She sighed. In her mind, she heard the little bottle of tonic calling her name. "First, you will help me change. Then we will hope the swelling in my cheek dissipates, and I will attend Caroline's salon tonight. I must secure another patron before Lady Dunne finds the house deeds."
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      "Life's not fair. Why do I have to dress like a French vampyre?" Quinn scowled at his reflection in the mirror as he tugged on his cravat. For some reason, even though the length of starched fabric had started life identical to the one that graced Ewan's neck, his always looked lopsided and malformed.

      "Because Alick—or as the newspapers refer to him, the great Highland beast—is banned from polite society. As are all the Highland Wolves, except for you and me." Ewan tugged on the white cuffs at the ends of his sleeves and turned to survey Quinn.

      Ewan was as impeccably attired as ever. He could make Beau Brummell feel shabby, but dandyism couldn't compare to military precision. Tall and leanly muscled, Ewan possessed black hair, deep blue eyes, and a square jaw. As if life hadn't showered him with enough gifts, he had also received the ability to tie a perfect knot with his eyes closed. Meanwhile, Quinn had the ability to constantly look like a ten-year-old caught wrestling a dog in a mud puddle. Life wasn't fair.

      It wasn't the disparity in their ability to tie a cravat that weighed on Quinn. It was the other inequality of life. He suffered the misfortune of being the only wolf unable to shift form. At times the pressure built to such intensity inside him that he thought his skin would tear apart and he would explode. His wolf clawed from the inside but couldn't break through. Ewan, on the other hand, could change, but simply refused to.

      "Why don't you shift? I can't understand being able to and not doing it." Quinn frowned at his lieutenant.

      "Because I find it uncivilised and unnecessary." A smile twitched Ewan's lips, and then he sighed. "We cannot have you venturing forth looking like this." He undid Quinn's cravat with one finger, and re-formed it.

      "Why did you ever agree to take the bite then? You should have been a dandified French vampyre," Alick asked from the corner where he sat on a loveseat. More accurately, he dwarfed the delicate piece of furniture with his bulk. With his wild hair, pale blue gaze, and an imposing muscled breadth, he looked like he was cobbled together from half an ancient Viking berserker and half a great beast that roamed the isolated wilds of the Highlands. His appearance was made more manic by the scar slicing down his face. It began at his forehead, slashed through his eyebrow, narrowly missed his eye, carved through his cheek, and stopped at the corner of his mouth.

      Ewan turned a cool blue gaze on the Highland beast. "It might surprise you to hear, but my first loyalty is to Scotland, not my tailor. I took the bite to become a better soldier to fight for my country. And if society wants to see my exposed buttocks they can pay. I'll not put on a free show like some."

      Alick snorted. "You're just jealous that my arse is being discussed in the newspapers and not yours."

      Quinn heaved a sigh as Ewan's nimble fingers worked at his throat and tied a perfect knot. "I thought my knot would pass muster." Having the older man dress him just reinforced his self- image of being the scruffy youngster who needed a nanny.

      "Only as a tourniquet." Ewan narrowed his gaze, adjusted one corner, and then slid a silver stickpin through the silk. "Now you are presentable."

      Alick chuckled as Ewan fussed over Quinn's appearance. "You're wasting your time. The lad will be dishevelled by the time you get there."

      "Why is it that you can look like you stopped mid-shift but I cannot?" It grated how they treated him like a wayward child, even though he knew it was done out of affection. Having grown up with four older brothers, Quinn found that his brothers-in-arms, and now wolf pack, treated him much the same.

      "Because I wear feral with panache." Alick grinned and finished his drink.

      Quinn snorted. Panache his arse, it was simply that no one wanted to tell the large man he looked like a swineherd.

      Alick's face adopted a rare serious expression. "Stop worrying about it, lad. We can all sense the wolf inside you. You're just a late bloomer, that's all. The change will happen when you find sufficient motivation."

      Dejection plunged through Quinn like cold water. "I rather thought having a vampyre slit my throat would have qualified as sufficient motivation."

      Ewan brushed lint off Quinn's shoulders. "If you had shifted that night you would have revealed yourself as a Highland Wolf and exposed Aster as the true cryptographer working on the list of traitors. You might not have realised it consciously, but I believe your wolf refused to throw your adopted sister in the path of such danger."

      Quinn resisted the urge to sulk. Ewan's words made sense. Their plan had been crafted to protect Aster, their captain's wife and mate. Life still wasn't fair, but he had wallowed enough. "Do we have a plan for this evening?"

      When Ewan turned his back, Quinn tugged on his cravat and loosened the layers. After having someone try to slit his throat, he found he hated anything tight around his neck. Since he couldn't shift to protect himself, he'd rather have a weapon in his hand and nothing cutting off his airflow.

      The Highland Wolves were on the trail of a group of men working against England. They had secured an ensorcelled and coded list that named the traitors, but too many men had already died trying to unmask the plot and they still had no proof. One name on the list sat close to the crown—the Duke of Balcairn. The wolves padded softly regarding him. One didn't accuse a duke of treason without ample evidence.

      Of the remaining names, one, Sir Phillip Dunne, had just died of natural causes while in the arms of his mistress. The courtesan was connected with another name on their list, Septimus Fletcher, Viscount Hoth. The woman's involvement with two traitors seemed too unlikely to be coincidental, and they planned to find out what she knew.

      "Our plan for the evening is simple. Tonight is an open salon for the demi-monde. You will earn us some spending money at the tables and I will stalk our Cyprian," Ewan said as he gathered up his top hat and gloves.

      Quinn stared at his accessories as though they were instruments of torture. Dressing up and rubbing shoulders with society wasn't high on his list of priorities. Why did the demi-monde follow the same dress rules as the ton? He thought the half-world should have half the requirements, like open shirts and no cravats. He'd much rather be galloping through open country on horseback than mincing through a packed drawing room. It was only the lure of spending time near Ianthe Wynn that made him endure Ewan's grooming process.

      He heaved a sigh and plonked his hat on his head.

      Alick still had a smirk plastered to his face. "You boys have fun among the old toffs. I'm stalking the pubs of the East End for any snippets about Hoth from those who have worked for him."

      The men headed out the door and hailed a hackney. Quinn still scowled—not because of his restrictive clothing, this time, but because his fellow soldiers so easily assumed the courtesan was complicit in any conspiracy. While Ianthe Wynn's name was tied to two they knew to be traitors, the idea of her involvement didn't sit right with him. Not that he had any evidence either way; perhaps he simply didn't want to believe the object of his obsession could be capable of treachery and betrayal.

      He had spotted the ethereal courtesan on his first day in London and been fixated on her ever since. Every day he stood by the rail on Rotten Row to watch her on a grey stallion. While undeniably beautiful with her alabaster skin, fiery hair, and curvaceous figure, it was more than her appearance that drew him and called to his wolf—it was her skill with the temperamental horse.

      She sat with a gentle ease, her hand on the rein always guiding and never restraining. Those who swirled around her had no idea of the expertise it took to manage the animal, while appearing to do nothing at all. He longed to talk to her, to hear her training method, and, if he were honest, to steal a kiss from her luscious lips.

      It was a short trip to the enormous mansion on Grosvenor Square hosting the evening's entertainment. Quinn stared at the tall metal railing protecting the façade. This evening the double gates were thrown open, and a succession of well-dressed men trod the cobbles of the driveway.

      "The earl's wife is confined to the countryside, about to deliver the hoped-for heir. To console himself, the earl has moved his mistress in," Ewan explained as they walked closer.

      Light spilled from every window of the house, as did laughter and music. Tonight, the demi-monde entertained in grand style, and men were drawn to the house like bears to honey. On the pavement outside, young bucks nudged each other as they ventured into the brightly-coloured world of the courtesans for the first time. Older and wealthier men were more comfortable in their positions, sure of their ability to crook a finger and have the woman of their choice obey. They strode right up the stairs, needing no confidence-booster from their peers.

      As soon as the Wolves stepped over the threshold, both men and women called out to Ewan. He was a striking companion and moved with a predatory grace. Some likened him to a dancer, but he was pure assassin and possessed remarkable skill with a blade. They handed their coats and hats over to an attendant, while Quinn listened with open ears. It appeared the aloof Scotsman had something of a reputation in London, and quite the following.

      Being unmasked in the newspapers as one of a troop of Unnaturals who could transform into wolves didn't stop ladies making offers to Ewan as he strode the hall. Or perhaps knowing his true nature made him all the more appealing, with the added hint of danger and the forbidden.

      Quinn cast a glance in his lieutenant's direction. "Where do you find the time?"

      "Since the War Office refuses to send us on active duty, in between assignments I have nothing but time. Besides, every exchange results in some snippet of information." He lifted two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter and handed one to Quinn. "Now, let us find the object of our mission."

      It seemed to Quinn that every room in the house was jammed with people. There were far more men than women. Each fair maiden commanded a circle of admirers as the game of love played out. Some men looked for temporary escape, a few hours at most; others sought more permanent arrangements. As unlikely as it seemed, business deals were negotiated among the heaving bosoms and half-lidded glances.

      They found the object of their enquiry in a parlour. The room was decorated in the Egyptian fashion, with columns and motifs dancing around the walls in shades of blue and gold. There to one side was Ianthe, as lovely as her namesake—the ocean nymph of outstanding beauty from Greek mythology.

      When the Ianthe of legend died, the gods themselves had mourned and blanketed the fields around her grave with purple flowers. Tonight, this Ianthe wore pale lavender, as though she were in half-mourning. Or perhaps it was simply to complement her colouring. The gown clung to the curve of her breasts and the sleeves slipped off her shoulders, revealing her collarbone. Her red hair was piled high on her head with a few curls artfully arranged about her face. She was beautiful and vivacious. Quinn's wolf wanted to snarl at the men who surrounded her and pull her away to somewhere private.

      Ewan laid a hand on his arm, as though reading his thoughts. "I'll worry about her. You watch from the card tables."

      Quinn bit back the words that rushed up his throat. Why did Ewan get to approach Ianthe? Just because he was older, more experienced, higher-ranking, and seemed to know everyone in the room? Admittedly those were compelling reasons, especially when they were all stacked up. But Quinn deserved a chance and he thought Ianthe deserved an honest approach, not subterfuge and games.

      Instead, he asked a more reasoned question. "How do you intend to approach her?"

      Ewan's cold gaze swept the room, barely registering Ianthe. "I won't. I intend to ignore her. Courtesans hate that. I will play out my bait and wait for her to come to me."

      They split up and Ewan moved among his admirers, presenting his back to their target. Quinn circled the felt-topped tables, watching the games in progress and assessing the merits of the players. He sipped his champagne as Ewan chatted to an older woman. The crowd contained a few rich widows who sought companionship. Given the way this particular matron kept tapping Ewan's arm with her fan, it looked like she was intent on investing her finances in him.

      From across the room, he stared at the subject of their mission. Quinn appraised her the same way he assessed an opponent at cards. Beneath the expensive gown, he saw a tired woman. She pretended to laugh at the comments of those around her, but he saw the faint lines at her eyes and the tension to her smile. Her hand tightened on her fan when someone touched her, since she could not be seen to pull away. There was a stiffness to her posture, yet she was fluid when seated on a horse.

      Quinn saw a woman who would rather be anywhere else than in this parlour tonight. Damn the plan. He was going to rescue her, and the deuce what Ewan thought. He dropped his glass on a tray as a waiter passed by, then straightened the points of his waistcoat, brushed his hands through his hair, and made his way through the crowd.

      He stopped before her and bowed. "Quinn Muir at your service, madam. May I escort you somewhere more private?"

      The conversation of the older men around her ceased abruptly, as they turned to stare at him and mutter their rebukes. Ianthe's smile froze in place. Her grey gaze rested on him, and she tilted her head. "I think you are mistaken, Mr Muir, for I am quite content where I am."

      Well, that wasn't the response he had expected. He’d imagined that when he rode up and offered to rescue her, she would fall into his arms and point to the closest exit.

      He tried again. "I thought you might like some fresh air and equally fresh company."

      The men at her sides straightened, or as much as their ancient and arthritic posture allowed.

      "We were here first," one growled, as though she were a bone an old hound had dug up. Although, given the age of her admirers, they were the fossils, not Ianthe.

      Quinn longed to drop his fangs and growl back, if only he could effect even a half-change to let his wolf show through. "Do you not grow tired of conversation with the same old gentlemen?"

      He wondered what she saw in these men. He doubted any of them was younger than fifty. None would have the stamina to give a woman like her the evenings she deserved. He was surprised they were even still upright; surely they should all be tucked up in bed by now?

      "Age brings with it wisdom and courtesy," she said. The smile never moved from her face, but her gaze narrowed as she swept his appearance. "I am not familiar with you, Mr Muir. Do you perhaps possess a fortune, to compensate for your lack of title?"

      He stiffened. There was a blight on younger sons, for they lacked both titles and fortunes, as though the worth of a man depended on whether you had to call him lord or not. "No, madam, I do not possess a fortune."

      The men beside her chuckled, and one spun a diamond ring on his pinkie. She gestured at Quinn with her fan. "Ah. Then we have nothing further to discuss."

      He swallowed and bowed as the laughter of the older men washed over him. He might be dismissed like an errant schoolboy, but he was persistent. He intended to show Ianthe Wynn that a poor young man who held her in regard was worth far more than an old man with a fortune, who saw her as a mere objet d’art to add to his collection. He would regroup, muster his forces, and sally forth again.
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