
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents

Gentleman Wolf (Capital Wolves duet, #1)

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Epilogue

Sign up for Joanna Chambers's Mailing List

Further Reading: Provoked

About the Author


Gentleman Wolf

An elegant werewolf in Edinburgh... 

1788. When Lindsay Somerville, the most elegant werewolf in Paris, learns that the man who held him in abject captivity for decades is on his way to France, intent on recapturing him, he knows he must leave the Continent for his own safety. Lindsay cannot take the risk of being recaptured—he may have been free for a century but he can still feel the ghost of his old chains under his fine clothes.

... on a mission... 

While he’s in Edinburgh, Lindsay has been tasked with acquiring the “Naismith Papers”, the writings of a long-dead witchfinder. It should be a straightforward mission—all Lindsay has to do is charm an elderly book collector, Hector Cruikshank. But Cruikshank may not be all he seems, and there are others who want the papers.

... meets his match

As if that were not enough, while tracking down the Naismith Papers, Lindsay meets stubborn architect Drew Nicol. Although the attraction between them is intense, Nicol seems frustratingly determined to resist Lindsay’s advances. Somehow though, Lindsay can’t seem to accept Nicol’s rejection. Is he just moonstruck, or is Nicol bonded to him in ways he doesn’t yet understand? 

Note: this is the first book of a duology – the story continues and will complete in the second book, Master Wolf.
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Prologue
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MacCormaic’s Keep, Achinvaig, Scotland

March 1682  

––––––––
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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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Chapter One
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A little more than a century later

Paris, October 1788

––––––––
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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?”

––––––––
[image: image]


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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Chapter Two
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Two weeks later

Scotland, November 1788

––––––––
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LINDSAY'S ARSE ACHED like the very devil.

Sighing, he shifted on the carriage bench, seeking out a more comfortable position and failing to find one. Despite the padded velvet upholstery, the long days of travel were taking their toll, though thankfully, they were now only a dozen or so miles from Edinburgh.

He did not enjoy travelling. It was an altogether inconvenient and tedious business, even when everything went smoothly—and this particular journey was not going smoothly.

They had been on the road for far too long and should have arrived several days ago, but thanks to storms at sea, lamed horses and an extremely tiresome attempt by brigands to rob them, they were lagging. To make up some time, they’d hired a second coachman, and now they were travelling day and night, pausing only to change the horses.

Lindsay didn’t mind the swift pace so much—indeed he preferred it—but poor Wynne was exhausted. He’d finally fallen into a fitful doze a few minutes ago and now he was slumped on the opposite bench, his body swaying with the movement of the carriage, wig slightly askew.

For Lindsay though, the most difficult part of this journey was not the lack of sleep but the burning desire growing in him to tear back the curtain that obscured the carriage window and look upon the moon. He was painfully aware of the darkness outside, the scents and sounds of the nocturnal world they were barrelling through.

As the carriage sped onwards, he began to pick up the faintest whiff of the city, still some way off but just a hint of it on the breeze. That complex tangle of scents—a familiar reek to Lindsay—made him yearn and dread at once.

It was the smell of home.

There were a thousand layers to it: the unwashed bodies of the townspeople who lived cheek by jowl in tottering tenements. Lime and urine from the tanners and dyers. Yeast and hops from the brewers and bakers. Dung from the animals driven into King’s Stables Road to be sold alive, and blood from their carcasses, hawked in the Fleshmarket.

How could it smell exactly the same after more than a century?

Lindsay was frowning over that thought when a violent jolt to the carriage nearly threw him from his seat. It was only a passing lurch, caused, no doubt, by one of the many gaping holes in the road, but the jostling disturbed the curtain, the brass rings shifting on the pole so that a gap appeared, drawing Lindsay’s gaze.

At first, he saw nothing but clouds. But then—abandoned by a sooty cumulus on the move—the moon was revealed to his rapt gaze. The cloud scudded away, unveiling her, a fat half-pearl hovering placidly in the midnight firmament. She glowed with a warm, golden lustre that gently illuminated the darkness of the carriage interior, making Lindsay’s pacing beast still, attentive now.

“Sir? Are you... that is, are you perfectly all right?”

Distantly, Lindsay was aware of Wynne addressing him, his voice tight with worry.

“Hmm?” he responded. His gaze was still on the sky, though he felt Wynne leaning towards him.

“Forgive me, sir. I was supposed to keep the curtain closed. You were very clear about that.” When Wynne fell silent, Lindsay sensed the betraying quickening of the young man’s heartbeat. Wynne was nervous and his next words were whispered. “Shall I close it now?”

Lindsay dragged his gaze away from the window with difficulty. He regarded Wynne curiously. His servant was very awake now, and Lindsay could plainly sense his fear. He tried to say something reassuring, but as ever when his wolf was rising, found himself struggling to formulate a sensible sentence. Something about the way the beast surfaced made his mind a little slow, and often—as now—he fell helplessly into the antique speech rhythms of his youth.

“Poor Wynne,” he said softly, eyeing the dark shadows under the young man’s eyes. “Thou’rt trauchled.”

Wynne didn’t know what he meant—he could see that plainly—but with his beast scrabbling to the surface, clamouring for its freedom, he could find no better words. Cursing, he lifted his cane to rap twice at the roof of the carriage, the signal to stop. The coachman immediately began to slow the horses.

Wynne’s expression sharpened with anxiety. “Are you sure you wish to stop, sir? You were most insistent before we left that you wished to avoid this eventuality.” His gaze flickered to the window. “The moon affects—” He stopped without finishing the sentence, casting a worried look at Lindsay.

Lindsay concentrated. “My judgment?” he managed, and Wynne looked mortified.

Well, it was true. They both knew it was, and Lindsay had specifically instructed Wynne that he must be kept from any sight of the moon on this final stage of the journey. Having suppressed his wolf since they left Paris, Lindsay was desperate to shift, and even a passing glimpse might sweep away whatever fraying scraps of resistance he had left.

But really, why bother to resist? It was too late now, and already he didn’t care. Indeed, it occurred to him that shifting before he reached Edinburgh, rather than being a bad idea, was actually a perfectly sensible course of action. What better way to reacquaint himself with his home after so many years away?

He couldn’t imagine why he’d ever thought otherwise.

“Sir.” Wynne’s anxious tone interrupted his thoughts. “You were very clear that if this happened, I was to stop you—” He broke off as Lindsay made an impatient gesture in his direction.

“Hast thou brought the...” He frowned and twitched his fingers, searching for the word.

“The satchel, sir?” Wynne offered unhappily.

Lindsay nodded.

“Yes, sir, it’s ready to be left where you instructed.”

Lindsay offered a distracted smile, hoping he looked approving rather than predatory. “Very good,” he managed.

It was plain from Wynne’s anxious expression that he was worried, but whilst that was regrettable, it was of little consequence to Lindsay now. His wolf was well pleased with the turn of events and eager to be free. Denying him was out of the question.

When the carriage finally came to a halt, Lindsay unfolded himself from his seat and climbed out into the cold autumn night. The mizzling rain was the light, dense sort that could unexpectedly soak a man. Already there were puddles on the hard-packed road and water dripping steadily from the trees.

Lindsay’s fingertips tingled.

Wynne climbed out of the carriage behind him and followed him into a copse of trees out of sight of the coach. He stood quietly as Lindsay stripped, his face tight with anxiety as Lindsay handed each item of clothing to him in turn: coat, tricorn hat, boots, breeches, shirt, stockings. Smallclothes too. Even the velvet ribbon that secured Lindsay’s dark, unpowdered locks at the nape of his neck. Lindsay removed every stitch till he was quite naked and Wynne’s arms were full of his discarded garments.

With his clothes off and the ends of his hair brushing his bare shoulders, Lindsay felt the familiar rush of life-joy that the wolf filled him with—and then his other self was expanding inside him, reaching out to the very outermost points of his skin, barely contained now.

He managed to wait till Wynne had turned away and disappeared back inside the carriage— indeed, until the carriage had begun to trundle away and he’d left the hard-packed dirt at the side of the road for the softer stuff that led deeper into the woods beyond the line of trees.

He had barely run a half-dozen steps before his transmutation began.

Sometimes a change was painful. Wretched.

Other times, it was gloriously easy.

This was one of the easy ones. There was no effort at all, just a rippling flow as the wolf surfaced, overtaking his human form. The cool, wet earth on the soles of his feet brought forth the beast's eagerness to run. The rain on his bare skin gave rise to an ardent desire for a warm pelt that began to materialise the instant he ached for it. He lifted his head to catch the heady scents of the forest and glimpsed his own dark muzzle. Human colour leached away and in its place was silver, iron, pewter, storm-cloud, haze-of-rain and mist-grey. The thousand greys of broken stones and lichen-rash and icy pools.

In these first moments of transformation, his longstanding curse didn’t feel like an affliction. It felt like the source of all joy, all delight.

Lindsay lifted his head to the scarred silver moon and howled.

––––––––
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HE WOKE IN THE COBWEBBY light of a pale grey dawn, miles from where he’d begun. He had shifted back as he slept, and his human body was cold and filthy.

Groaning, he sat up. Beside him lay the satchel Wynne had buried for him, and several feet distant, at the base of a tree, there was a dug-up hole. He was very glad the wolf had undertaken that task for him. Claws were infinitely better for digging holes than human hands.

Lindsay blinked a few times and rubbed at the back of his neck. The taste of blood was in his mouth, so it seemed he had hunted last night. He fished inside the satchel and drew out a flask of water, drinking deeply, then rinsing out his mouth. The freezing water made his teeth ache. He used more of it to clean his face and hands then slowly rose to his feet. The action of standing, stretching his long body upward, gave him an odd feeling after the hours he’d spent on all fours. Head up instead of down, nose in the wind instead of to the ground. There was nothing that felt more human than the act of rising up on two legs. At times like these, when he was close to the wolf, Lindsay would sometimes wonder how the creatures of the world reacted when they saw humans standing up. Rising, towering over them.

It must be horrifying, he thought.

Monstrous.

He felt like a monster now, stretching upwards, defying his beast’s natural form, arrogantly exposing his belly and sex organs. Gazing out at the world not as one of its creatures but as one of its masters.

Lindsay reached for the satchel again and drew out the bundle of simple clothes tucked inside. With each garment he donned, he became a little more the man, and a little less the beast.

At last, pulling on a pair of worn leather boots, he was fully human again.

He was not at all far from the city, thank God, and Wynne would be there already, installed in their rented rooms and probably unpacking.

Poor Wynne. He’d likely be beside himself by now, wondering when Lindsay would appear. Probably wearing holes in the carpets with his pacing. Ah well, Lindsay would be there soon enough.

The sun had risen fully now, though its glory was hidden by a layer of soft grey clouds, and the morning air was sharp and cold. Lindsay was very familiar with that greyness, and with the spare, northerly air. The familiarity of it was oddly disconcerting, like putting on shoes and finding them already moulded to your feet inside. Part of him wanted to soak in every familiar sight and sound and smell, to let this feeling of home fill up every empty space inside him. But another part of him—the slave part, the cur—urged him to flee. To run while he could, before Duncan MacCormaic found him.

Lindsay knew that was not a rational way to think. Duncan was in Spain, heading for France now. Lindsay had come to Scotland precisely because he was safer here than in Paris.

But he did not—could not—feel safe.

Lindsay ascended the final steep rise of the Caldtoun Hill, stopping at the crest to gaze down at the vista below. It had once been a very familiar view, but now he barely recognised it.

Long ago, when he’d been a boy, he and his brother used to come up this hill to play. They’d climb over the crumbling wall at the back of their close then scramble down the steep, muddy bank to the stinking shallows of the Nor’loch. They kept a leaky old barge there—little better than a raft really—for crossing the stagnant, filthy water. When they reached the other side, they’d stash the barge in a hidey-hole, then scamper through the fields till they reached the village at the foot of the hill. A scrambling run took them to the summit, and from there, they’d look down at this very same vista, at the great black crag of the Castle Rock and the body of water—the Nor’loch—that stretched before it.

Now half the Nor’loch was gone and the drained part was naught but mud flats, littered with centuries of mouldering rubbish.

When he and his brother were boys, they could smell the Nor’loch, even from here. The filthy water used to stink like the devil’s own privy. The tanners and dyers had used it for their noxious trades, and everyone threw their waste in it. Back then, it was where they’d tested witches—mostly unprotected women, stripped to their thin shifts and dooked in the filthy waters. There had been executions by drowning too. People nailed in barrels and chests and thrown right in to drown in their makeshift coffins. Oh, the misery those waters had seen. Lindsay and his brother had been convinced it teemed with ghosts.

But now... now much of the water was gone, and at the edge of the exposed, muddy ground the wooden frame of a pump squatted, its massive timber arm slumped in the silt, awaiting its masters’ return for another day’s work. To the north of the mud flats, new buildings had already begun to spring up, all sharp, symmetrical edges, the newly quarried sandstone bright in the dawn’s light. And from those few finished buildings spread signs of further industry, half-built walls and deep ditches ready for foundations to be laid.

This, then, was Edinburgh’s “New Town.”

Francis had been here when the town’s Council had come up with the ambitious plan. The city was vastly overcrowded so they’d decided they would drain the ground to the north and construct new houses there, a battalion of modern, elegant ones, each built to exacting requirements. This new town would be grand and elegant. It would draw the wealthy Scots back from London with their money and their business.

When Lindsay had first heard of the plan, years ago now, he’d been sceptical. Would so many people want to buy new houses in Edinburgh? Would London exiles really return? At first, it seemed that his scepticism had been well founded. There had been reportedly little interest in buying plots, particularly after the run on the banks in ’72, but looking down, it seemed there was some appetite for the plan. Standing here in the dawn light, with all these signs of burgeoning industry before him, Lindsay could finally see the possibility of it. Already, more than half the Nor’loch was gone and elegant houses had begun sprouting up like daffodils in spring, bright and new. There was a great bridge too, long and poker-straight, linking this newborn place to its mother’s dark and wretched womb to the south. Old town and new; two sides of the same city.

Lindsay stood on the crest of the hill for long minutes, gazing out at the familiar skyline of his old home and at the modern city it was giving birth to. Briefly, excitement flickered in him, but he suppressed the feeling quickly and ruthlessly. The fate of this place did not matter to him. He wouldn’t be here long enough for it to matter, a few weeks, a couple of months at most, then back to the Continent.

He’d leave this parochial little country behind him without an ounce of regret.

And with any luck, he’d never have to return.
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Chapter Three
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Lindsay was very glad of the stout boots he wore as he walked to the bridge he’d spied from the summit of the Caldtoun Hill. By the time he reached it, the boots were ankle-deep in mud from his feet sinking into the soft, wet ground, over and over.

Thankfully, the bridge itself was free of mud. It led him right into the bustling heart of the city, delivering him to the middle of the High Street, the long, knobbly spine of the city that stretched from the Castle at one end to Holyrood Palace at the other. Between those royal houses dwelt every type of person imaginable, from the highest peer in the land to the meanest pauper.

The familiar reek that had teased at Lindsay’s nostrils in the carriage last night was very strong now, close to overwhelming. It was a scent that was rich with life in a way that made Lindsay’s hunkered-down beast stir within him again, interested.

It wasn’t just the smell that was familiar. The High Street was as busy as ever, a tangled throng of townspeople going about their business, hawking goods, gossiping, bartering and debating—all under the same grey sky as when Lindsay had been a boy, and in the same clipped, brusque voices. The mode of dress may have changed, but it looked as though little else had.

Wynne had rented comfortable apartments at Locke’s Court for their stay. It was a good address, just off the Canongate, and perfect for the sort of idle, wealthy gentleman Lindsay generally pretended to be. He headed that way, already dreaming of hot coffee and something hearty to eat.

Briefly, as he neared St. Mary’s Street, he paused, discombobulated. It took him a moment to understand why—until he realised that he was standing where the Nether Bow gate used to be—but was no longer. Now there was no physical barrier between the Canongate and the rest of the town.

Despite the gate being gone, there was still a noticeable change when Lindsay entered the Canongate proper. The crowds thinned, growing quieter and more polite, and there were fewer hawkers here. Even the sedan chairmen were quiet, their chairs neatly lined up in readiness as they waited for custom.

The inhabitants of the Canongate were easy to spot: finely dressed and well-spoken. Lindsay, in his present workmanlike attire and with no obvious occupation to explain his presence, stood out, garnering a few wary glances. He was glad when he was able to slip into the close that led to Locke’s Court, escaping further scrutiny.

The close was narrow and gloomy, but it opened out onto a sizeable, well-kept courtyard, empty but for a pair of ladies, strolling towards him, arm-in-arm. They were probably heading for the waiting chairmen outside, their gowns and slippers too fine for walking. As they drew closer, Lindsay noticed their matching suspicious expressions and stepped respectfully out of their path, sweeping off his hat as he made them an elegant leg.

“Good day, ladies,” he murmured as he bowed, glancing up at them from under his lashes and offering his most charming smile, letting admiration warm his gaze. In an instant, their frowns vanished, one of the women raising her fan to peep at him over the lacy rim while the other nodded a cooler greeting, her concerns apparently assuaged by his fancy manners—or perhaps by his pretty face. He watched them pass him by, then disappear into the close, their wide skirts brushing the dank walls.

Once they were out of sight, he discreetly nosed the air, searching for Wynne’s scent. After a moment, he had it and followed it to a stout wooden door on the south side of the courtyard. He rapped the door loudly, and a minute later it swung open, revealing Wynne himself, still wearing last evening’s clothes and looking exhausted and rumpled.

Wynne’s expression, at first taut with anxiety, slackened with relief at the sight of Lindsay, and for one brief moment, he closed his eyes. “Thank God,” he breathed. “You’re back.”

Lindsay’s chuckle was soft. Apologetic. “Poor Wynne. Were you up all night?”

Wynne opened his eyes again. “I could not sleep, sir.”

“I’m a wretch for worrying you,” Lindsay said, contrite. His usual, rather neutral accent was safely back in place now, the antique Scots dialect carefully buried again.

Wynne shook his head and stepped aside. “Come inside. I’ll have a bath drawn for you and a hot meal fetched—you must be starved.”

Lindsay crossed the threshold but paused there, reaching out to touch the young man’s cheek, urging him to lift his chin and meet Lindsay’s gaze. Wynne flushed faintly.

After searching his servant’s face for several long moments, Lindsay said, “I think you need a bath and food more than I do.”

Wynne tugged out of Lindsay’s gentle grip. “I’m perfectly fine,” he insisted. Then he turned and started down the hallway towards a flight of stairs, adding over his shoulder, “Our apartments are on the next floor.”

Their rooms were elegant and well-proportioned with comfortable furnishings. There were several bedchambers, a good-sized parlour, a small dining room and a kitchen. Wynne had made arrangements for their meals to be delivered each day and for other domestic services to be provided as required. Lindsay, who had come to rely upon his manservant’s excellent organisation, rarely noticed these details, but he was aware, vaguely, that wherever they went, the fireplaces would be cleaned out each day, the linens aired and whenever he wanted to bathe, there would be a tub of hot water. And he was duly grateful.

Entering the parlour, Lindsay crossed the floor to peer out of the window onto the courtyard below. The glass was thick and warped by time, making it difficult to see with any kind of clarity.

“Is it your intention to call on Mr. Cruikshank today, sir?” Wynne asked behind him.

Lindsay turned back to him. “It is. Once I’ve bathed at any rate. I’m perfectly filthy.”

“I’ll have some water brought up,” Wynne said. “Do you wish to sleep for a while first? I can wake you whenever suits.”

Lindsay shook his head. “No, I slept for a time last night—and hunted too, so I’m well-fed and rested. All in all, I’m ready to go and see Mr. Cruikshank without delay.” He fingered his jaw then and, finding it rough, added, “Though I should make myself more presentable. Could you look out my shaving things?”

“Of course, sir.” Wynne executed a short bow, adding as he straightened, “I suspected you’d wish to proceed so I took the liberty of pressing your blue coat and breeches earlier.”

Lindsay smiled. “Thank you, Wynne, but would you mind, pressing another suit for me?”

“Of course not, sir. Which one?”

“The pink stripe coat. With the Nile green breeches, if you please.” When Wynne raised his brows, Lindsay added, “I would like to convey a certain impression to Mr. Cruikshank.”

“Dressed like that, I expect he will consider you to be quite the Macaroni, sir.”

Lindsay grinned. “Indeed. Particularly once you’ve styled my hair and made up my face. I aim to appear to be the vainest of fops, you see. A fool with too much money and easily parted from it.”

Wynne had been too long in Lindsay’s household to find this request remarkable. He merely nodded serenely.

“As you wish, sir.”

––––––––
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JUST OVER TWO HOURS later, Lindsay emerged again from the mouth of Locke’s Court, although this time he was dressed very differently. Whereas earlier, he’d worn the dun breeches and brown drab coat of a working man, now he was eye-catching indeed. His coat was a pink-and-ivory striped affair—very bold, particularly when teamed with the Nile green satin breeches. Clocked stockings of pale pink silk, intricately embroidered with a pattern of twisting leaves, graced his well-shaped calves, and his silver-buckled shoes had fashionably high heels that clacked on the cobbles as he walked.

His face was made up with powder, patches and rouge. One black velvet dot rested just above his upper lip while another graced the opposite cheek, an inch or so below the outer corner of his right eye. The powder he wore was very white, the rouge on his lips and cheeks a deep rose, and several glittering rings winked on his slim fingers. As for his coiffure, well, Wynne had outdone himself, transforming Lindsay’s straight black hair into a stiff cloud of curls and rolls.

All in all, he looked both beautiful and slightly ridiculous as he set off to call upon Mr. Hector Cruikshank. A proud, fashionable peacock of a man.

Cruikshank reportedly lived in Rigg’s Close, and whilst Lindsay wasn’t entirely sure which of the narrow alleyways that led off the High Street that was, he had a general idea of its location; an inkling that it might be one of the grimmer ribs that stretched off the High Street’s long spine.

As he set off through the Canongate, his foppish attire and swaggering gait attracted numerous glances, though no explicit comment. That gradually changed as he progressed further up the High Street, and by the time he’d reached the Tron Kirk, he was garnering whistles and open stares. A woman in a low-cut gown selling oranges eyed him lasciviously, prompting the burly hawker selling meat pies beside her to remark, “If it’s cock yer after, a man that wears mair powder on his face than a lassie is no’ goin’ to make ye happy.”

“Who needs cock?” the woman scoffed, ignoring the glare of a passing clergyman who stalked past like an angry crow, hands tucked behind his back, neat as a pair of folded wings. “He can put that bonny face between ma legs and I’ll be happy enough!”

Lindsay grinned and winked at the woman lewdly as he passed, waggling his tongue suggestively to make her laugh.

It seemed that Edinburgh hadn’t changed so very much—it was the same old soup pot of sybarites and Presbyterians. A soup pot in other ways too, he mused, as he took in the people on the fringes of this busy thoroughfare. Gaunt, barefoot urchins scrabbling for food. Threadbare, hard-faced prostitutes, grimly soliciting. Petty thieves and cheap crooks circling, ear-marked from the pillory and devil-kissed by the executioner’s brand.

The rich and poor of this city lived cheek by jowl, and whilst that infant “New Town” might ultimately change things, for now, everyone shared the same crowded streets. Shared the same buildings too, with the poorest stuck in damp, mean rooms on the lower floors while the wealthy enjoyed more spacious and comfortable accommodations higher up, away from the filth and stink of the street.

As Lindsay drew nearer to the part of the High Street where he thought Rigg’s Close was located —walking as carefully as a cat to avoid the worst of the muck on the ground—he spied, from the very corner of his eye, a youth, unfolding himself from the shadows. Nearly as tall as Lindsay, he was a bit too slender for his height, though he moved with subtle grace, coming up on Lindsay from an oblique angle.

A thief, who thought to make Lindsay his pigeon.

Lindsay let him get close enough to touch before he turned abruptly on his heel and caught the boy’s hand—which was already ghosting over his pocket—in a crushing grip. The boy’s eyes widened briefly but he quickly recovered, casting a sultry look at Lindsay from under his sandy lashes and murmuring, “If yer prick’s as fine as yer breeks, sir, I’d fair like a taste o’ it. Would you like to try my mouth? I’ll gi’e you a good price.”

A risky tactic, though perhaps Lindsay’s outrageous garb had persuaded the boy he’d not be offended at such an approach. And perhaps he would have even welcomed it, were it genuine. The boy was a pretty morsel, with a wide, generous mouth that would look very well wrapped about his cock.

As it was, Lindsay only smiled thinly. “I do not think it was my prick you were trying to reach, but my purse.”

“No, sir,” the boy insisted, shaking his head and tugging desperately against Lindsay’s hard grip. “I wasn’t, honestly.”

“Save your lies,” Lindsay said, thrusting the boy away so roughly he stumbled back several steps, only just avoiding falling to the ground. “Lucky for you, I’ve no time to spare today.”

The boy stared at him wide-eyed for an instant, then turned and fled, disappearing into the crowd.

“Ye should’ve called the Guard on him.”

Lindsay turned to face the plump doxy who had spoken. She was leaning on a nearby wall. She raised a painted brow at him and gave one side of her ample bosom a lazy nudge in token advertisement of her wares.

“He’s been driving away half my custom with his thieving and stealing the other half with his arse,” she complained.

Lindsay lifted a negligent shoulder. “Well, he’s a pretty lad.”

“Not as a pretty as you,” the whore assured him, with a wink. “You’re that bonny, I’ll do you half price, if you want. Unless it’s only lads you like?”

Lindsay offered her a small bow. “A charming invitation, ma’am, to be sure, but I’ll have to decline. I have a pressing appointment. Tell me, is Rigg’s Close nearby?”

She sniffed and jerked her head castlewards. “Second on the left.”

Her gaze was already drifting past him in search of another customer.

––––––––
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RIGG’S CLOSE WAS JUST as Lindsay had thought it would be, a dark and dingy alleyway that led into a squalid courtyard surrounded by tenements of crumbling stone and blackened timber. The ancient, crooked buildings loomed over a meagre square of cobbles, blocking out any hint of sunlight.

A few children played in the tiny courtyard, gathered round a dirty puddle on which wobbled two paper boats, while a young woman in a threadbare gown and dirty apron scrubbed one of the tenement steps. When Lindsay entered the courtyard, she sat back on her heels to wipe her brow and glance briefly at him, her expression suspicious, before returning to her work.

Lindsay was a little surprised that a man as reputedly wealthy as Cruikshank did not live somewhere more salubrious.

Well, Francis had said that the man was a notorious miser.

The children all turned to look at Lindsay as he strolled past. One, a grubby, rosy little girl, pointed at his shoes and whispered to the other children, “He’s wearin’ lassies’ shoes.”

Lindsay stopped in his tracks and turned to fix his gaze upon her, regarding her steadily. The other children sidled away, leaving her isolated. The girl’s expression grew nervous, but she met his gaze bravely.

“I will have you know, mistress,” he said loftily, “that I am not wearing ladies’ shoes. These are the finest gentlemen’s shoes that money can buy. I bought them in Paris. Do you know where Paris is?”

She considered his question for several long moments. Then she said, almost defiantly though her high voice quivered, “You’re wearin’ rouge like a lassie an’ all.”

He laughed at that, amused by her boldness. “I am. It’s very fashionable, you know. For ladies and gentlemen. Especially in Paris.”

He winked then and she giggled, eyes sparkling with glee at being included in his joke.

“Now then, Mistress Fashion,” he said, growing businesslike. “Tell me this: where does Mr. Cruikshank live?”

Her eyes widened, but she pointed at the far corner of the courtyard. “O’er there. Top floor. If ye bang the big door at the side, his man’ll answer.”

“Thank you, mistress,” Lindsay said. He pulled a coin out of his pocket, letting her see it before he tossed it to her, smiling approvingly when her small hand snapped up to deftly catch it.

Leaving the children to their game, he crossed the filthy courtyard to the door the girl had pointed out and rapped hard upon it with his cane. A full minute passed before he heard sluggish footsteps descending the stairs inside. When the door opened, it was to reveal a heavyset man with greasy, greying hair and an unshaven, pock-marked face. He wore a shabby brown livery trimmed with braid that looked as though it might once have been gold but was now a dismal greyish yellow. Even the fingernails of the hand which held the door open were black with grime and needed paring.

The man looked Lindsay up and down in a rude manner, then, glowering at him, grunted, “Aye?”

“Mr. Cruikshank is expecting me.” Lindsay said, offering a careless smile. “Kindly tell him Mr. Somerville is arrived to see him.”

The man’s irritated expression did not alter. “Wait here,” he said and closed the door in Lindsay’s face.

Five full minutes passed before he returned.

“The master says ye’re to come in,” the man muttered, opening the door wide this time and gesturing for Lindsay to precede him into the narrow stairwell, before closing and bolting the door shut behind him, then locking it with a key from a heavy ring at his waist.

The stairwell was dank and shadowy, the weak light trickling down from a window further up quite inadequate to the task of illuminating the worn, uneven steps. Having secured the door, Cruikshank’s servant shoved rudely past Lindsay, taking the lead again. “Follow me.”

They ascended three full flights before they finally stopped at another door. The servant took out his ring of keys again to unlock it. It seemed that Hector Cruikshank liked to be secure—this lock was a stout one, the key sizeable. There was some effort needed to turn it and a bit of shoulder heft required to fully open the thick wooden door, but finally it was done, and the servant waved an arm to indicate that Lindsay should lead the way this time.

Though it was still aforenoon, candles glowed in the wall sconces of the hall Lindsay stepped into, cheap tallow ones that gave off a fatty reek. The ancient ceiling was stained brown with the burned-off grease of decades of such illumination.

“Ye’ve tae wait in the parlour,” the servant muttered. He pointed at a door. “He’s got somebody in the study wi’ him just now.”

Lindsay nodded his agreement and strolled into the parlour.

It was an unlovely room, filled with dark wooden furniture from the last century, unsoftened by cushions or coverings. Lindsay selected the least uncomfortable-looking chair and settled back to wait.

A tall, narrow mahogany clock measured Lindsay’s wait with aggravatingly steady tocks. It looked like nothing so much as a coffin leaning against the parlour wall. Lindsay half-expected the front of the case to creak open and a dusty skeleton to fall out.

Five minutes passed, then five more.

Then five more still.

Irritated, Lindsay was considering going in search of Cruikshank’s surly manservant when the door finally opened again.

He rose fluidly to his feet, impatient to be conducted to Cruikshank’s study, only to hesitate when he realised that the man standing in the doorway was neither the manservant nor the elderly Cruikshank himself.

At first, all Lindsay could make out of the man was his outline—tall and broad across the shoulders—and his heady, compelling scent. As Lindsay inhaled that scent, his pulse began to quicken and the strangest sensation overcame him, as though he might black out. Discreetly, he rested his hand on the back of a chair to steady himself.

The man stepped out of the gloom then, fully entering the parlour. He was dressed quite severely, all in black, some rolled-up papers lodged under one arm. All in all, he would have cut quite a grim figure were it not for his strikingly handsome face. His eyes were bright with intelligence, his chin strong and square, and his beautifully carved mouth drew Lindsay’s helpless gaze.

Such a generous, sensual mouth, even with the fine lips pressed together in what looked rather like a disapproving line.

That thought finally roused Lindsay from his daze. Why was the man regarding him with that wary and faintly censorious expression? It was only then that Lindsay remembered what he’d chosen to wear to his interview with Cruikshank.

Stifling a groan, he glanced down at his pale pink stockings and high-heeled shoes, experiencing a moment’s regret over his sartorial choices. A man like this, soberly attired and serious-seeming, would no doubt find Lindsay’s clothing distasteful, and probably a sign of a frivolous nature—if not worse.

Feigning unconcern, Lindsay stepped forward to greet the newcomer. “Good day to you, sir.” He managed to bow with casual elegance and was distantly amazed at how collected he sounded, quite as though this were any ordinary meeting. As though his whole body was not thrumming like a tuning fork in the presence of this fascinating stranger. “Lindsay Somerville, at your service.”

The man blinked once, the only sign he gave of any discomposure, before doffing his hat and offering his hand to Lindsay. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Somerville.” His voice was deep, though he spoke quite quietly. “Drew Nicol.”

As Nicol swept his hat off, Lindsay saw that his hair was the pale gold of barley. Somehow, Lindsay hadn’t expected it to be so fair. Even less had he expected to be gripped by a sudden, inexplicable desire to touch that hair. To thread his fingers into the pale strands and tug the serious, handsome face towards his own. To kiss the unsmiling mouth.

Abruptly, he realised that Nicol was still holding his hand out, waiting for Lindsay to shake it. Lindsay quickly stepped forward to take Nicol’s in a firm grasp. The man’s scent was even better up close. Lindsay wanted to take great gulps of it and had to force himself to breathe normally.

His greedy gaze travelled over Nicol. He’d noticed the man’s beauty immediately, but now he saw Nicol’s face had character too, stubbornness in the set of that firm jaw and fierce intelligence in the blue—no, grey-blue—eyes. The initial hint of censure Lindsay had detected in Nicol’s gaze still lingered there, but there was something else too—in his eyes and in his scent—a sharp note of interest that roused Lindsay’s wolf to preen and stalk within him, sleek and vain, even as his human heart pounded with nerves.

For a long, almost stifling moment their tangled gazes held, and then Nicol seemed to realise he was staring. Mortification burned briefly in his eyes before his gaze shuttered and he quickly drew his hand back, stepping past Lindsay to move further into the parlour. Lindsay still felt the ghost of his touch though, a lingering physical memory of the press of Nicol’s fingers and palm against his own. Closing his hand into a loose fist at his side, he trapped the feeling there, ignoring the baying hound inside him that demanded he take hold of Drew Nicol’s arm and pull his body up against Lindsay’s. His wolf might demand that he act on instinct, but he was in his human form now, and in the human world this sort of attraction could spill into violence as easily as lust. There were many men who could not admit, even to themselves, what such feelings meant.

Lindsay watched Nicol cross the floor of the parlour and pause in front of the only decoration the room boasted: a painting of an overflowing bowl of fruit beside a wine flagon. The colours in the painting were so muted by decades of candle grease that everything was now some shade of drab brown, as though the fruit was going slowly bad. Once a depiction of riotous plenty, now it was a study in neglect—and Nicol was staring at it so hard you’d have thought it contained the secrets of the universe.

Into the silence, Lindsay said, “What a singularly ugly painting.” When Nicol didn’t immediately respond, he added, “Still, it matches the rest of the furnishings at least.”

Nicol finally turned at that, his composure apparently restored. “We all have our own ideas of good taste,” he replied mildly, not meeting Lindsay’s gaze.

For some reason, that bothered Lindsay. He wanted Nicol to look at him, which was an entirely lowering discovery. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d given a fig about such a thing.

“It’s true that taste is a very individual thing,” Lindsay agreed. “For example, as you can see, I am vastly fond of colour.” He gestured at his own clothing with a flourish of his arms, virtually forcing Nicol to look at him again.

His words were an explicit invitation to Nicol to judge his appearance, and as he stood there he had the dubious satisfaction of seeing the man do just that. As Nicol’s eyes swept down Lindsay’s body, disapproval flashed briefly in his eyes again, though he swiftly masked it. Absurdly, Lindsay was stung and found himself adding waspishly, with a dismissive glance at Nicol’s coat, “Of course, some people prefer no colour at all.”

Nicol raised his brows. “It is possible to enjoy colour without wearing six shades of it at once,” he replied.

Lindsay’s lips twitched at the unexpected display of dry humour. “I deserved that,” he admitted.

“It’s possible,” Nicol agreed. He appeared neither annoyed nor amused, his blank expression giving nothing away, but his scent told Lindsay he was... well, he was something. Intrigued? Irritated?

Lindsay decided to try a change of subject. “So, Mr. Nicol, do I take it you have an appointment to see Mr. Cruikshank today?”

“I’m afraid not,” Nicol replied, “I called by today because I happened to be passing and hoped he might be free. Apparently, though, I will have to wait until he is finished with you.”

“I shall endeavour not to detain him for long,” Lindsay promised. “But how likely is that? What sort of man is he to deal with?”

Nicol blinked, possibly surprised by the bluntness of the question. “You have not met him before?”

Lindsay shook his head. “No. In fact, I am only just arrived in Edinburgh today.”

“You are new to the city then?”

“Not quite entirely new, but it’s been some years since I was here last. I’ve been living on the Continent for a while.”

“I see.” Nicol eyed his clothing again, perhaps reassessing his appearance with the benefit of this new information. Foreign fashions would not be often seen in this corner of the world. “Do you plan to stay long?”

“A month or two,” Lindsay said, with an airy gesture to emphasise the vagueness of his plans. “But we digress—you were about to tell me what to expect from Mr. Cruikshank?”

Nicol gave a slight shrug. “He is business-minded. Drives a hard bargain. Knows what he wants.” Several moments passed before he added, almost as an afterthought, “He appears quite physically infirm, and consequently many people make the mistake of underestimating him, but he has an exceedingly sharp mind.”

“I shall bear that in mind. Thank you.” After a brief pause, Lindsay pointed at the paper cylinder tucked under Nicol’s arm. “Do I take it your business with Cruikshank is concerned with those?”

That was blatant prying and Nicol gave him a look that said as much. “It is,” he agreed, but he offered no further information.

Not to be put off, Lindsay asked another question. “Are they”—Lindsay peered at the papers, his brows stitching together—“drawings?”

“Yes.”

“You are an architect then?”

“Yes.” This time there was a note of exasperation in Nicol’s voice at what was swiftly turning into a cross-examination.

Unmoved, Lindsay continued. “So you are building a house for Mr. Cruikshank?”

Nicol gave a faint sigh, plainly irritated by Lindsay’s constant questions, but resigned now to answering. “Yes, though I actually completed the design some time ago. The building itself is already near complete but there are a few last details to check regarding the interior. That is my business here today.” He gave a tight smile, as though to say Does that answer all your impertinent questions?

Lindsay itched to grab hold of Nicol, to kiss that stiff smile from his appealing mouth. Instead, he doggedly continued the conversation. “Is this house being built in the New Town?”

“Yes,” Nicol said. “Almost all of our work is there. The demand for houses in the New Town is great.”

“Is that so? I’d heard it was proving to be a struggle to sell the plots.”

Nicol shook his head. “At first it was, but this last year or two things have changed, especially since the American War ended. And now that the houses are going up, people begin to see the benefits of moving there.”

“I’m not sure I see what’s so appealing about it,” Lindsay admitted. “It just looks like a muddy plain at the moment.”

He did not miss the sudden gleam of evangelism in Nicol’s gaze.

“There may not be much to see yet,” he said, “but the few houses that have been built are both modern and elegant and far more spacious that anything the city can currently offer. There will be no towering tenements there to block the sky. The air and water will be clean. The streets will be safe at night—”

“All right,” Lindsay interrupted, chuckling. “I admit, that all sounds delightful. But what about the rest of the city? Won’t it just be left to go to rack and ruin?”

“Of course not,” Nicol replied earnestly. “The New Town will only house a proportion of the city’s residents. The rest will stay here, but they will benefit from the departure of their neighbours as there is presently a great deal of overcrowding in all of the tenements. Once a few people move away, the overcrowding will ease, allowing those in poorer accommodations to move into better apartments. And with the demand for those apartments reduced, the rents should likewise go down.”

“But it will be the wealthiest who leave, will it not?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“And with the wealthiest townspeople gone, the shopkeepers and tradesmen who serve them will likely follow?”

“Perhaps,” Nicol agreed. “In time.”

“So, what happens then? Surely the existing buildings and roads will begin to deteriorate? For who will be left to pay for such common works once the wealthier residents are gone?”

Nicol’s gaze glinted with what looked like appreciation at that question, and Lindsay felt an odd stab of satisfaction at having provoked his interest despite his previous unwillingness to converse.

“It will be a gradual process, no doubt,” Nicol said, his growing animation indicating that this was a subject close to his heart. “But I believe that if people are given a better place to live and real hope for the future, they will work to improve themselves and to make a better life for their families. The first step is to eliminate the worst of the overcrowding, but it is only the first step. The next—”

He broke off when the door opened.

Lindsay turned, frowning, to see Cruikshank’s insolent manservant standing in the doorway, scowling at them.

“Mr. Somerville,” the man said flatly, “Mr. Cruikshank will see ye now.”

God damn it.

Lindsay did not want his conversation with Nicol to end. He wanted to hear what Nicol had been about to say, to see more of that unexpected fervour. Irritably, Lindsay nodded an acknowledgement in the servant’s direction before turning back to Nicol. “Perhaps we could continue our conversation another time?”

“Perhaps,” Nicol said, non-committal.

Lindsay stood his ground. “I could call by your offices,” he said, then raising a brow, added, “I believe I may have a fancy for one of your New Town houses myself.”

Nicol met his gaze. His expression was difficult to read, his scent even more so. The silence was becoming awkward when he finally said, “I fear there would be little point, Mr. Somerville. We presently have a waiting list of about two years and you said earlier you only expect to be in town a few months at most.”

Lindsay’s frustration at that evasive response was equalled only by his disappointment that Drew Nicol seemed not to want to see him again. Which was absurd, when the last thing he ought to be doing was getting distracted by a handsome man. Nevertheless, he found himself smiling flirtatiously as he said, “True, but I do plan to return to Edinburgh one day, and besides, property is an excellent investment.”

Nicol did not answer, but his scent sharpened again. It was a scent that made Lindsay’s wolf rise in him, his beast lifting its head, curious and demanding.

And Christ but it made his prick rise too.

“Mr. Somerville,” the manservant prompted from the doorway, with heavy emphasis. “Mr. Cruikshank is waiting.”

Lindsay ignored him. To Nicol—who had not replied—he said, “I will ask Mr. Cruikshank for your direction, Mr. Nicol.”

Nicol said nothing, but he dipped his head in acknowledgement of Lindsay’s words, his blue-grey gaze wary.
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Chapter Four
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As Lindsay followed Cruikshank’s manservant down the short corridor and into another gloomy chamber, he tried to put Drew Nicol from his mind, ignoring his wolf’s grumbling.

“The master will be back in a minute,” the servant said. “Ye can sit if ye like.” And with that, he left.

Lindsay examined his surroundings. He had been shown into a small, crowded study, dominated by an enormous desk hewn from the same black wood as the furniture in the parlour and carved in the same formal Jacobean style. 

One wall of the room was lined with shelves, most of which were crammed with books, but the top three rows held a variety of curiosities. On the very top shelf stood a row of glass jars of varying sizes—the contents of which were unidentifiable from Lindsay’s vantage point—and a portable wooden chest with strap hinges and sturdy locks. The shelf below was taken up by porcelain, an absurd quantity of the stuff and much of it looking quite dusty. Lindsay spotted at least half a dozen very fine pieces amongst scores of far less remarkable ones. None of the pieces were shown to advantage by their crowded placement. Indeed, they all looked rather... forgotten. The third shelf contained a bewildering array of objects of all shapes and sizes: snuffboxes, bottles, packets of papers, some mathematical instruments. Lindsay’s eye was caught by a set of silver bodkins in a velvet-lined case. Stepping closer, he examined them: ornate mother-of-pearl handles and long silver needles gleaming against the plush black fabric. It struck him as odd that Cruikshank was displaying such domestic items.

“So, Mr. Somerville,” a high, thin voice said behind him. “Ye’ve come to see me.”

Turning to meet the owner of the voice, Lindsay was faced with a wiry old man standing in the open doorway, his thin frame made smaller by his round-shouldered posture.

The man shuffled into the study. He wore no wig and his head was almost entirely bald, just a few straggly puffs of white hair above each ear. His brown eyes were curiously round, his brow grooved with deep lines, and his thin lips were turned down mournfully. He looked like nothing so much as a little old monkey.

“Mr. Cruikshank, I presume,” Lindsay replied, stepping forward to greet his host.

The old man’s gait was slow and halting. He wore a drab brown banyan that swamped him, baggy woollen stockings on his thin legs and a pair of Turkish slippers on his feet, the once dark red brocade faded to pink. When Lindsay took his hand, it felt like a handful of fallen leaves, dry and papery, no strength in his grip at all.

He smelled of mouldering paper and dust. The smell of the crypt.

“Welcome,” he said. For several moments, he inspected Lindsay, his gaze travelling from the top of Lindsay’s powdered head to the tips of his elegantly shod feet. Then he added in a wondering tone, “Is this how the gentlemen are dressing in London these days?”

“Only the most elegant ones,” Lindsay said.

Cruikshank gave a wheezy chuckle, then pointed at the silver bodkins Lindsay had been examining. “Ye were admiring my witch prickers, I see.”

“Witch prickers?”

The old man sent him a sly, amused look. “The witchfinders used them,” he said. He gave Lindsay a broad wink and added, “The handles are hollow.”

“Really?” Lindsay feigned ignorance, though he knew of what the old man spoke. “To what end?”

“The witchfinder would appear as though he was plunging the needle into the accused’s flesh, but the spike was actually going into the handle. Having no wound or blood after being pricked with such a long, sharp needle was viewed as a sign of guilt.” Cruikshank’s eyes gleamed. “That set was reputedly made for a famous witchfinder called George Cargill. They say he was a friend of the King himself—James the Sixth, that is.”

Cargill. That was the name of the witchfinder Thomas Naismith had been following.

Lindsay gave no sign of recognition at the name. “Well, King James was certainly interested in finding witches,” he observed neutrally.

“That he was,” Cruikshank agreed. He waved at one of the chairs. “Sit yerself down, Mr. Somerville, and I will do likewise. I am no’ very good on my feet these days.”

Lindsay nodded and settled into the chair in front of the desk while Cruikshank hobbled round to the other side.

The chair was horribly uncomfortable, the backrest made up of barley-twist spindles that dug into his spine when he leaned against it. It was a style of furniture familiar to Lindsay from his childhood days, making him feel at once at home and discomfited. These rooms were not so very different from the ones Lindsay had grown up in, only a few closes away.

Cruikshank’s desk was covered in paper. There were books piled up on the left-hand side, all open and bristling with thin strips of paper that appeared to be marking pages of significance. In the middle of the desk lay another book in which Cruikshank had evidently been writing. His pen and an inkpot lay on a blotter beside it. The writing on the page was small and spidery. An economical hand, but not a tidy one. The ink on the page was smeared in places, and in a way that made Lindsay wonder whether Cruikshank was left-handed.

Cruikshank finally reached his own chair, then slowly, arthritically, lowered himself into it, letting out a soft, pained grunt when his skinny rump touched the seat.

He looked up then, fixing his mournful gaze on Lindsay, and said, “So, Mr. Somerville. I had a letter from one of my correspondents, George Fenton, telling me ye would be calling on me. He has vouched for ye as a man of means and a serious collector. So, tell me. What is it ye want from me?”

Lindsay offered his most winning smile. “You have quite the reputation, Mr. Cruikshank—I’m told you are the man to come to when one is seeking... unusual items. That is what I collect, you see. The most unusual. The rarest. I aim to have the most envied collection in all of Europe.”

Cruikshank’s gaze was shrewd. “I may have happened upon a few rare objects in my time.”

“Come now,” Lindsay replied. “Don’t be modest. Your reputation as a man of both learning and resourcefulness is well known.”

Cruikshank’s expression didn’t alter, but his scent did, if only slightly, a tinge of something new threading through the paper-dust aroma. Not for the first time, Lindsay wished he had Francis’s ability to intuit what such subtle scent changes meant, but he was only able to detect the changes themselves, not what they signified.

“I thank ye for the kind words, Mr. Somerville,” Cruikshank said in his dry, wheezy voice, “But I regret that yer own reputation is rather less well known, at least to me. Other than Mr. Fenton, no one I know has heard of ye.”

Lindsay glared at him. “I may not have been collecting for so long as some of your other clients,” he said loftily, “But I can assure you that I have already acquired a number of highly desirable items. What’s more I have the means to acquire many more, which I daresay is more than many of your associates can say!”

Cruikshank’s eyes widened a little at this display of offended pride, and he said hastily, “Come now, Mr. Somerville. I intended no offence.”

Lindsay regarded him for a long moment, then gave a tight nod. “Very well.”

“Good, good,” Cruikshank replied. “Now, tell me. What item is it ye seek?”

Lindsay leaned back in his chair. Crossing his legs, he admired the elegant silver buckle on his right shoe and said, “I wish to acquire a set of papers. They belonged to a man called Thomas Naismith. I’ve heard a rumour you may know where they are.”

Cruikshank didn’t immediately respond, but sat there, watching Lindsay with his little, round monkey eyes, his expression quite unreadable. At last he said, “I already have the Naismith papers, but I suspect ye knew that.”

Lindsay was a little surprised, both by Cruikshank’s ready admission and his directness regarding his suspicions as to Lindsay’s state of knowledge. However, he only smiled and said, “I’d heard you might do. And that if you didn’t, you would in any case be the best man to ask how to find them.”

Cruikshank did not respond to that, but sat very still in his chair, watching Lindsay. At last, he said, “I acquired Thomas Naismith’s papers at the request of a particular client, Mr. Somerville. They are already spoken for.”

Lindsay let his smile deepen and become confiding. “If they are only spoken for, they have not yet been handed over. You still have them in your possession, yes?”

Cruikshank nodded,

“Then you may still decide to sell them to me.” Lindsay pointed out. He offered a complacent smile and said, “I am a very wealthy man, Mr. Cruikshank, and I do not like to lose out on something I have set my heart on. I am prepared to pay you very handsomely.”

“I already have an agreement with my client,” Cruikshank said, but Lindsay noticed that the fingers of his right hand were tapping out a betraying tattoo on the arm of his chair. He was considering the matter.

“Who is your client?” Lindsay asked.

Cruikshank shook his head. “I cannae tell ye that,” he said, with a smile that indicated Lindsay was being impudent and they both knew it.

Lindsay shrugged and said with deliberate arrogance, “Well, whoever he is, I very much doubt he can pay what I can.” He lifted his hand to toy with the quizzing glass that hung around his neck and had the satisfaction of seeing Cruikshank’s gaze going to the expensive rings that winked on his fingers.

At length, Cruikshank said slowly, “My client is a powerful man, Mr. Somerville. I wouldnae like tae cross him.”

Yet still his fingertips drummed on the armrest of his chair as he considered.

Lindsay canted his head to one side, letting his smile grow playful. “Let us not flog this to death. I make no bones about it, Mr. Cruikshank: I am serious about these papers. I’ll want to see them before I buy, of course, but why don’t you tell me what sum it would take to persuade you to part with them?”

Cruikshank’s gaze did not move from Lindsay’s face. He pressed his thin lips together so hard, he looked as though he had no mouth at all. Steepling his fingers under his chin, he said softly, “Ye wouldnae pay five hundred English guineas for them, I’ll wager.”

There was a dull gleam of avarice in his gaze.

It was a truly outrageous sum for the scribbles of some long-dead scandal sheet printer.

Lindsay leaned forward, resting his elbow on the desk. “I might,” he said. “Let me see them and I will tell you.”

Cruikshank visibly swallowed. Had Lindsay surprised him with his willingness to consider paying so exorbitant a price? It was very likely a great deal more than Cruikshank’s current client was prepared to pay. Yet still he hesitated. Did he fear the consequences of breaking the agreement he had reached?

“Oh come on, at least show me them,” Lindsay wheedled. “I may agree to your price, but you can’t expect me to do so sight unseen.”

“No,” Cruikshank said slowly. “I wouldnae expect that, but to be frank, I’m no’ sure I’m prepared to consider an offer from ye at all, Mr. Somerville. It’s something I need to think on.” He leaned back in his chair, stroking his chin. “And there’s little point showing ye the papers if I decide not to sell them tae ye, is there?”

Lindsay did not like the direction the conversation was taking.

“How about this,” he said. “I should dearly like to see the papers—even if you decide not to sell them to me. So, I will pay you a viewing fee, just to look at them. Shall we say... fifty guineas?”

“A viewing fee?” Cruikshank repeated, narrowing his eyes. “Fifty guineas, just to examine them?”

“I still hope to buy them,” Lindsay added quickly. “If we can come to terms after I’ve seen them, all to the good—and the viewing fee will count towards the price in that event. If not, at least I’ll have had the opportunity to peruse them.”

Cruikshank said quickly, “It would have to be under my supervision.”

“Of course.”

“And only the first packet. There are six packets in all, but—I have to be careful, ye understand.”

Lindsay hesitated, but at length he nodded. Sight of one packet should hopefully be enough to satisfy himself as to the authenticity of the papers and give him some notion as to the contents. “All right.”

The old man considered that in silence, fingertips tapping on the arm of his chair. At last he said, almost reluctantly, “Very well, Mr. Somerville. The papers are not here. These rooms are too small and not secure enough to keep my whole collection in, so I keep a number of items with my bank. However, I can arrange to have them fetched. Call upon me again in”—he frowned, thinking—“better make it three days’ time, and I will allow ye the opportunity to view the first packet. If ye still wish to acquire them at that stage—and I am minded to consider an offer from ye—we can discuss whether terms can be reached.”

The thought of having to wait three days was aggravating, but Lindsay showed no sign of his frustration, merely saying in mild tones, “Very well. I will call upon you again on Thursday afternoon to see the papers, if that will suit?”

“It should suit well enough.” Cruikshank reached for the bell and moments later, the door to the study opened, revealing Cruikshank’s manservant.

“Meek,” Cruikshank said, “Mr. Somerville here will be calling on me again on Thursday afternoon. Ye are to be sure tae show him in as soon as he arrives, no matter what I am doing or who I am with, understood?”

Meek scowled and crossed his arms. “Thursday willnae do,” he answered flatly. It seemed he had no more respect for Cruikshank than he did for anyone else. “That’s the day we’re flittin’ tae the new house. Ye’ll no’ be here to receive anyone.”

“Aye,” Cruikshank muttered, “I forgot about that.” He looked up at Meek. “What day is the semblie for the Order?”

“The next day. The Friday,” Meek confirmed, looking none too pleased. “But—”

Cruikshank cut him off with a wave of his hand and Meek fell into a resentful silence. “Well, Mr. Somerville. As it happens, I’m putting on a dinner at my new house on Friday for the members of my club. If ye’d care to join us, you can examine the first packet of papers after dinner—for a viewing fee of fifty guineas. I cannae promise ye more than that.” He paused. “Shall I see you then?”

Lindsay’s smile was wide. “You shall, Mr. Cruikshank. What time should I arrive?”
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Chapter Five
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Lindsay spent the next two days reacquainting himself with the city and calling upon several of Francis’s acquaintances. Despite it being over a decade since Francis had last set foot in Edinburgh, he’d kept a number of his old friendships warm and had provided Lindsay with several letters of introduction. The obligatory visits were tedious, of course, but valuable. When one went somewhere new, it was useful to make as many connections as possible. As a result of his visits, Lindsay was assured he’d receive invitations to dine and promised a temporary membership to a gentlemen’s club for the duration of his stay.

Having conducted all of his duty visits and with still a full day before the supper party at Cruikshank’s new house, Lindsay found himself brooding over whether to call upon Drew Nicol.

Nicol had preyed on his mind more or less constantly since their brief meeting in Cruikshank’s parlour. However, after leaving Cruikshank’s, Lindsay had talked himself out of pursuing any further acquaintance with the man. Lindsay was, after all, in Edinburgh for one reason only. Nicol could only prove to be a distraction from his purpose.

And yet, Lindsay could not put the man from his mind. He tasked Wynne with finding out Nicol’s direction, then, once he had the information, brooded over what to do with it.

By the time Thursday morning rolled around, he’d had enough of his own swithering. What harm would a brief call do, after all? Most likely he’d find himself wondering why he’d found the man so alluring in the first place.

He dressed for the occasion with care, remembering that hint of disapproval in Nicol’s gaze. A small part of him wanted to provoke Nicol with another outrageous ensemble, while another part yearned to show the man he was no mere Macaroni. In the end, he chose a slightly more restrained suit, a sage green velvet coat with matching breeches, a waistcoat of pale gold silk embroidered with tiny flowers, and his favourite red-heeled shoes. He left off cosmetics and tied his hair in a modest queue, secured with a plain ribbon. Even his jewellery was simpler, a cravat pin of jade set in gold, and a single gold serpent ring with tiny jade eyes that he slid onto his index finger before setting off.

Nicol’s firm, Messrs. Abernethy, Guthrie & Nicol, had its offices on Bank Street, a short walk from Locke Court. When Lindsay reached his destination, he paused outside to briefly study the building in which Nicol worked. It was of a style very familiar to him from his youth: tall and thin with serried ranks of windows and steep, crowstepped gables. Not Nicol’s favoured style, he’d wager. This was mightily old-fashioned compared to the buildings Nicol designed.

Stepping up to the front door, Lindsay rapped the heavy wood with his cane. The door was promptly answered by a gangly youth, a boy of perhaps eighteen or so. He was all bony wrists and elbows and spots, and his slightly alarmed air made Lindsay suspect he was a very new junior clerk.

“May I help you, sir?”

“I hope so,” Lindsay replied, offering with his most winning smile. “I am here to see Mr. Nicol.”

Without waiting for an invitation, he stepped forward and the polite youth automatically made way for him, allowing Lindsay to stroll past him. No sooner was Lindsay inside than the boy thought better of it. Belatedly he asked, his tone hopeful, “Do you have an appointment, sir? Mr. Nicol does not like to be disturbed otherwise.”

“Oh, he’ll see me,” Lindsay threw over his shoulder, not pausing his step but continuing down the hallway, heels clicking on the polished wooden floor. Behind him, the clerk let out a muffled sound of weak protest, but Lindsay wasn’t listening. He closed his eyes and lifted his chin, inhaling, searching for Nicol’s scent—and yes, there it was. That flinty, spare scent, so oddly familiar, yet so new.

He wished he had a name for it.

“He is always most particular about appointments, sir! I’m quite sure he wouldn’t—” The clerk was trotting behind Lindsay, his tone almost pleading. Really, Lindsay felt like a scoundrel, taking advantage of him so.

“Please don’t worry,” Lindsay soothed carelessly without looking back. He made for the door he now knew would lead to his quarry. “I assure you, Mr. Nicol will be delighted to see me. As you can see, I know the way.”

Without pausing to knock, he swept into Nicol’s office, closing the door firmly on the clerk’s startled face before turning and leaning back against wood.

The fair head of the man sitting at the desk in the middle of the room snapped up at his entrance.

“For Christ’s sake, Hugh. I told you I—” And then he broke off, his scowl transforming to an expression of astonishment. For one glorious moment, Nicol’s grey-blue gaze travelled over Lindsay with what looked very like stunned admiration—Lindsay had to wonder if the man had even recognised him without the curls and rouge—but a moment later his scowl was firmly back in place and his words made it clear he knew exactly who Lindsay was.

“Mr. Somerville? How the devil did you get in here?”

“And good day to you too,” Lindsay drawled, levering himself away from the door and strolling forward till he stood in front of Nicol’s desk.

Nicol had been poring over a sizeable plan, two corners of which were being held down by matching brass paperweights, and a third by a book. The fourth corner curled up towards the centre of the desk.

Lindsay lifted one of the brass paperweights and examined it. The corner of the drawing he released was adjacent to the other free corner, resulting in fully half the drawing rolling in towards the centre of the desk. Nicol cursed and shot out an arm to catch the paper, smoothing it back down across the expanse of polished wood. He scowled at Lindsay even harder.

“Would you kindly put that down?” he gritted out.

Lindsay ignored him, examining the paperweight idly. It was a two-headed bird of prey, its sharp claws curled around the blade of a sword. Lindsay recognised the symbol.

“Are you a freemason?” he asked, holding it up in inquiry.

“What? No. That was my uncle’s,” Nicol replied distractedly, before repeating crossly, “How did you get in here?”

“Your clerk let me in,” Lindsay replied. “Though you mustn’t blame him. He’s barely out of leading strings.” With a flick of his wrist, he tossed the paperweight to Nicol, who snatched it out of the air and set it down on his desk with a bang.

Lindsay offered a mischievous smile and added in a confiding tone, “I’m afraid I rather bullied my way past him.”

Nicol’s scowl only deepened.

Such an angry fellow, Lindsay thought. If only he’d unfurrow those fair brows and let the tightness in his jaw relax. And perhaps eat a little more—his face, though startlingly handsome, was a little too angular.

“You won’t scold him for it, will you?” Lindsay asked silkily, fingertips just resting on the edge of Nicol’s desk. He was watching Nicol carefully, conscious of his body’s reaction to the man even as he did so. His heart was already racing in response to Nicol’s heady scent, desire spiking in him.

He could see that he was not alone in his reaction. Nicol was not indifferent to him. His grey-blue eyes darkened as Lindsay drew closer and his scent sharpened. Lindsay might not know for certain what the change of scent meant, but he was willing to wager the man felt some level of attraction. Though whether Nicol was the sort of man to give into that attraction or to fight it remained to be seen.

Nicol dropped his gaze to his desk, busying himself with rolling up the plan he’d been poring over. “Hugh won’t get a scolding,” he said. “However, I can see he needs a lesson in how to deal with forceful characters.”

Lindsay laughed at that, making Nicol glance at him suspiciously, as though he thought Lindsay might be laughing at him.

“Aren’t you going to invite me to sit?” Lindsay asked. “I’m beginning to think you don’t like me, Mr. Nicol.”

Interestingly, Nicol coloured at that, a faint pinkness washing over his cheekbones. It made Lindsay want to see that same pinkness washing up over his chest and throat —preferably in response to Lindsay touching his body. And God, that thought was making him hard. He shifted, subtly adjusting himself, and did not miss Nicol’s gaze jerking down to his crotch then quickly back up again.

“Fine,” Nicol said stiffly, gesturing at a chair that stood against the wall. “Have a seat, but I’d be obliged if you’d get to the purpose of this call. I don’t have all day.”

Lindsay fetched the chair, setting it down on the opposite side of Nicol’s desk before gracefully lowering himself into it and crossing his legs slowly, enjoying Nicol’s furtive glance at his shapely calves.

“I hear,” he began, “that your services are much in demand.”

Nicol eyed him suspiciously. “As I told you at Mr. Cruikshank’s, my partners and I are indeed fortunate to be very busy at this time.”

“From what I can gather,” Lindsay said smoothly, “your services in particular are in demand.”

He’d wondered if Nicol would be flattered by his interest, by Lindsay having taken the trouble to seek out information about him before coming here; but if anything, Nicol appeared irritated.

“My partners are equally well-qualified,” he replied tightly. “I can assure you that all of our clients receive the very best service.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Lindsay murmured—and he didn’t, given that it sounded as though Nicol did most of the work. In making enquiries, Wynne had learned, from one of Nicol’s clerks, that the two senior partners, Abernethy and Gibb, did little these days. The general view, it seemed, was that they’d made a canny move when they’d taken on the talented and hardworking Drew Nicol as a partner.

Leaning back in his chair, Lindsay stretched his legs out before him, enjoying the way Nicol’s gaze once again flickered helplessly towards this display, then quickly away.

“So,” Lindsay continued, “If we assume for a moment that I want a house in the New Town designed by you, tell me: how long will I have to wait?”

Nicol considered that, his eyes moving over Lindsay’s face as though he was trying to discern how serious Lindsay was. He was silent for so long, Lindsay thought he wasn’t going to answer, but at last, he said, “Two to three years, perhaps longer, depending on how selective you are about the particular plot and design.”

Did he think that would put Lindsay off? Lindsay almost laughed. Two to three years—hell, a decade—was the merest blink of an eye to Lindsay and his kind. Not to mention that property was always an attractive investment. Income-bearing, easily explained... and not going anywhere.

“Obviously, I should like it as soon as possible,” he said, “But if I must wait, so be it.”

Nicol’s gaze narrowed slightly. “If you’re serious about this, you’re welcome to look at the plots we have available. If one takes your fancy, we can take a deposit on it. If not, we will let you know when additional plots come up.”

“Can I see them today?” Lindsay asked, pleased by the prospect of prolonging their meeting.

Nicol shrugged. “Yes. Now, if you like.”

Lindsay smiled. “Now would be perfect.”

“Very well. I’ll call for Hugh. He can take you there directly.”

Hugh?

When Nicol reached for the bell on the corner of his desk, Lindsay shot out his hand, seizing the man’s wrist before he reached it. Nicol’s gaze snapped up, his surprise at the unexpected contact evident.

“I don’t want your clerk to show me,” Lindsay said. “I want you, Mr. Nicol.”

Nicol’s expression, at first stunned, became annoyed. He gave off a tangled knot of scents that was difficult to read, but Lindsay didn’t drop his gaze. This moment felt critical somehow, something important hanging in the balance between them.

After a moment, Nicol dropped his gaze to Lindsay’s hand on his wrist and tugged, forcing Lindsay to release him.

As Lindsay lifted his hand from Nicol’s, he noticed for the first time, the band of gold on Nicol’s third finger.

The sight made his heart stutter in his chest.

“You’re married,” he observed, staring at the slim gold band. He sounded perfectly calm, but he was aware it was an odd comment to make in the midst of an already odd conversation.

“Widowed actually,” Nicol replied, adding hoarsely, “My wife passed away four years ago.”

For a moment, Lindsay couldn’t reply—the grief in Nicol’s blue-grey eyes affected him viscerally—he couldn’t tell if the pain in his chest was sorrow or jealousy.

At last he managed to get out stiffly, “My condolences.”

Nicol nodded.

After a few silent moments, Nicol gave a sigh. Then he said quietly, “If you really want, I will take you to see the plots. I do warn you though, the ground is filthy and I fear the mud will ruin your shoes. It may be better to do this another day, when you are more sensibly shod.”

“No, no,” Lindsay replied. He wasn’t sure why Nicol had relented, but he wasn’t about to let this chance pass him by. “Let us strike while the iron is hot, Mr. Nicol. I will take my chances with the mud.”
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Chapter Six
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“And so,” Lindsay said, as he stepped delicately through another filthy puddle. “This is the ‘New Town’ I’ve heard so much about.”

Nicol glanced at him over his shoulder, coming to a halt when he saw how far Lindsay was lagging behind. Nicol’s sturdy leather boots were far more suitable for the quagmire they were presently traversing than Lindsay’s once beautiful but now sadly besmirched shoes.

“Building houses is a messy business,” Nicol said calmly as he waited for Lindsay to catch up with him.

“I see that,” Lindsay replied dryly. He searched the ground for a safe spot on which to set his next step.

“If you’re hoping I’ll set a cloak down to spare your ridiculous shoes, I’m afraid you’re doomed to disappointment.”

Lindsay looked up. “You mean you won’t be my Sir Walter Raleigh?” he asked, pouting prettily.

Nicol’s handsome face flushed and he gave an embarrassed sort of laugh. “No, of course not.”

“Pity,” Lindsay said regretfully. “I think I’d make a ravishing Good Queen Bess.” He batted his eyelashes at Nicol, who hurriedly turned away.

“Well, I’m afraid you’re just going to have to get your shoes dirty,” he said, striding away again and leaving Lindsay to follow. “I did warn you.”

Lindsay sighed, accepting that there really was no way of doing this without getting filthy. He set off after Nicol again, trying not to shudder as his feet sank buckle-deep into the mud. Ahead of them, he could see a crew of working men, clambering around a maze of foundations and part-built walls, teams of them shifting huge stones with workhorses, while others set the blocks in place. All of them labouring and straining.

Stonemasons. Hard men who did hard work.

A man of around fifty, who appeared to be overseeing the men, waved at Nicol as he approached. He was smiling at Nicol, and Lindsay could see it was a genuine smile. Lindsay hung back as Nicol stepped forward, watching as Nicol shook the older man’s hand and clapped his shoulder, his bearing friendly and respectful. Once they’d greeted one another, Nicol removed his tricorn hat, raking one hand through his thick fair hair. He was listening to the overseer intently and even smiled briefly at something he said, his usual grim countenance briefly lightening, filling Lindsay with a strange and burning envy. He wanted to be the one to make Nicol smile like that. More, he wanted to make him laugh. Make his eyes glint with interest and warm with desire.

Ah, Christ.

As though he sensed Lindsay’s attention on him, Nicol glanced his way, pale gaze steady as Lindsay picked his way over the wet ground.

“How are you faring, Mr. Somerville?” he called out as Lindsay drew closer. He glanced down at Lindsay’s mud-caked shoes and raised a brow.

“Go on,” Lindsay said crossly. “Say, ‘I told you so.’ I know you want to.” Without waiting for an answer, Lindsay turned to the older man and held out his hand. “Lindsay Somerville. Pleased to meet you, Mr.—?”

The man blinked at his familiar tone—no doubt he’d been expecting to be ignored or at the very least talked down to by Nicol’s finely dressed companion.

“Paterson, sir,” he said, then seemed to collect himself, hurriedly wiping his own hand on his rough breeches before raising it to accept the one Lindsay had offered.

His palm was very rough, with thick callouses, but his handshake was careful, almost delicate, as though he was worried about besmirching Lindsay.

“Mr. Paterson is the master stonemason here,” Nicol said. “All of our houses are built from Craigleith sandstone. He sees to it that we have the best-dressed stone in the New Town.”

There was a protective note in Nicol’s voice—a warning, Lindsay apprehended, that he should not think of patronising or belittling Paterson, which was fair enough, given how many men of Lindsay’s apparent wealth and status would do just that.

Lindsay smiled at Paterson. “I daresay you’ll have a lot of work on just now.”

“Aye,” Paterson said, “and for the next fifty years I reckon. We’ve a whole city to build, thanks to this gentleman and his like.” He began to cough then, making a signal of apology with one hand as he turned away, fishing in his pocket for a handkerchief which he held over his mouth till the brief fit passed.

“’Scuse me,” he mumbled when he turned back, tucking the handkerchief away.

Nicol appeared troubled. “Your chest is bad again?”

Paterson made a dismissive gesture. “It’s just a cough.”

“You’ve not been working the stone in the sheds again, have you?” Nicol asked, his brow furrowed. “You need to take that work outside. The dust from this stone—”

“Dinnae fuss,” Paterson said, smiling at Nicol to soften the words. “We were workin’ in the sheds durin’ that bad weather spell, but we’ll get out in the fresh air now.”

“See that you do,” Nicol said grimly. He turned to Lindsay then. “So, Mr. Somerville. Shall I show you our available plots?”

Lindsay blinked, then glanced around. “You mean these are not the new plots?”

Nicol gave a sharp bark of laughter. “God, no. These are already sold. They will be finished much sooner than the ones I mentioned to you.” He clapped Paterson on the shoulder again. “I’ll be by again on Thursday.”

“Aye,” Paterson said, then glanced at Lindsay, offering a respectful nod. “Good day to you, Mr. Somerville.”

“And to you, Mr. Paterson.”

“Come on,” Nicol said, striding on. “It’s this way.”

Lindsay hurried after him, wincing as his shoes sank into the mud again, his foot pulling free with a dispiriting squelch.

Nicol led him past a score of plots after that. The buildings were all of a similar design, a neoclassical elegance to them, each proportion pleasing to the eye, everything regular and symmetrical.

“These buildings are very handsome, I must say,” Lindsay said truthfully. “Are they as beautiful inside?”

Nicol nodded. “As elegant as you could wish. The cabinetmakers and haberdashers of Edinburgh are run off their feet with business.”

As they walked further on, the building activity began to peter out, each structure diminishing in size the further they went.

“We’re walking along what will eventually be the street in front of these houses,” Nicol explained, gesturing ahead of himself in a straight line. “These houses have been built north to south but the houses on the plots I’m taking you to now will be built east to west.”

They continued onwards, leaving all the workmen behind, till finally they reached a large untouched area of muddy ground. Other than a few wooden pegs roughly marking the plot boundaries, there was no sign of any activity.

“Here we are,” Nicol said. “What do you think, Mr. Somerville?”

Lindsay regarded his surroundings. At last he said, faintly, “Lovely. Which bit of mud would be mine?”

Nicol gave a short bark of laughter, surprising Lindsay—and Nicol too by the look of him. Their gazes met and briefly held, then Nicol flushed a little and turned away, giving Lindsay his back.

After a moment, he cleared his throat and gestured at the ground in front of him. “This section here will take six townhouses and the street will cross with the one we were just walking along. The Council’s plan is that most of the buildings will be constructed in a pattern of squares and straight lines.”

“It sounds elegant,” Lindsay observed, “if simple.”

“Quite so,” Nicol agreed. He appeared well-satisfied. “Elegant and modern.”

“You approve,” Lindsay observed.

Nicol turned back to face him then. “I do,” he said, smiling. “It’s a simple, rational design that suits the classical style of my buildings. Their beauty is, after all, in their lines and proportions.”

As he spoke of his work, Nicol’s wariness subtly eased.

“That is what you are selling then?” Lindsay said, “A vision of rational elegance?”

“I suppose so. Is that what you are looking to buy?”

Lindsay grinned. “Possibly. Join me for dinner tonight, and we can discuss the matter further.”

Nicol’s wary look promptly returned. “I—that is, what do you want to discuss?”

Lindsay could have kicked himself. In his eagerness to see Nicol again, he had been clumsy. Entirely lacking in subtlety.

Forcing an insouciant shrug, Lindsay said, “I’m interested in taking a plot but I’d like to discuss further your vision for how all this”—he gestured at the empty ground—“will ultimately look. We may as well discuss it over dinner. I could certainly do with the company. I barely know anyone in Edinburgh.” He offered an apologetic smile. “You’d be doing me a favour.”

A slight frown marred Nicol’s handsome face, and Lindsay wondered if it was because he wanted to refuse the invitation—or maybe because he wanted to accept.

“We could dine at Dalkeiths,” Lindsay added.

“The club?” Nicol asked. “It’s only for members, I think you’ll find.”

“A friend of mine has arranged a temporary membership for me for the duration of my stay,” Lindsay said. “I could take you as my guest. My friend tells me that Dalkeiths has the best table in town.”

Nicol didn’t disagree with that, but neither did he appear impressed, or even much interested. “I daresay,” he murmured.

“Will you come then?” Lindsay persisted.

Nicol’s frown deepened. “I’m not sure why you—”

“Oh, just say yes.” Lindsay interrupted impatiently, then, worried that he sounded a little too desperate, added more calmly, “It’s only dinner and some conversation.”

Nicol stared at him for a long minute. Then something seemed to give in him, and with a sigh he relented. “All right,” he said. “What time?”

“Seven o’clock?” Lindsay only just managed to keep the note of triumph out of his voice.

“Very well, Mr. Somerville. Seven o’clock at Dalkeiths.”
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Chapter Seven
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“Do you suppose anyone will wear rouge at Dalkeiths?” Lindsay asked, peering inside the small pot of ruddy paste he held.

“I doubt it,” Wynne replied. He was working Lindsay’s dark hair into a neat queue. “I’ve barely seen any gentlemen wearing cosmetics.”

“But surely!” Lindsay protested, turning his head to squint up over his shoulder at Wynne. “In the evening? For dinner?”

Wynne just shrugged. “Do you really care if there’s no one else wearing rouge?”

Lindsay considered that. “Not really,” he admitted, turning back to face the mirror. “Besides, I can’t resist shocking Mr. Nicol again. When we first met, I was made up like a Covent Garden whore and on the second occasion, I was au naturel. Which is rather dull, isn’t it? I think this time, I’ll go for something in between.” Dipping his pinky into the paste to pick up a dab of vermillion, Lindsay touched his fingertip delicately to the apple of his cheek, circling lightly to blend the paste in.

Wynne chuckled. He was tying Lindsay’s queue with black satin ribbon now. Lindsay admired the perfect curls of dark hair Wynne had styled above his ears and the smooth, glossy sweep from hairline to nape, where his queue began. He was eschewing hair powder tonight. As much as he liked a dazzlingly bright coiffure, he was unwilling to wear sticky powder in his hair in case matters proceeded as he hoped.

Hair powder made such a mess of the bed linens.

He watched Wynne in the glass, fussing with the black ribbon, gaze narrowed in concentration on his task.

Wynne Wildsmith.

They’d met four years ago, when Wynne was a threadbare youth, scraping by on the streets of Rouen. A runaway, Lindsay had later realised, from England. Lindsay wasn’t usually one for picking up waifs and strays, as Francis and Marguerite so often did, but Wynne was different. When Lindsay had stepped in to save the young man from a certain beating and likely worse, he’d found himself first taking the boy home, then offering him temporary employment despite his lack of skills. He’d never intended it to last for more than the fortnight he’d planned to be in Rouen, but when Wynne had discovered Lindsay’s true nature, then proven himself to be as loyal and brave as a man could wish, Lindsay had realised he had found a rare gem.

Their relationship was unusual. Master and servant. Friends. Comrades. For a brief while, Lindsay had wondered if the boy was tender on him, until he’d realised Wynne’s feelings ran rather more along the lines of hero worship. And Wynne had pretty soon been cured of that.

Wynne was certainly capable of romantic feelings though. That much had been obvious, last year in Paris, whenever he looked at Marguerite and thought no one was watching. Poor Wynne. Marguerite was so very dazzling, and he so very ordinary. She had barely noticed him at all.

Of all the forms of love, unrequited love was probably the cruellest.

Lindsay dipped his finger into the rouge pot and tackled his other cheek, then his lips. Wynne had finished his hair now and was crossing the room to fetch the jewel case.

Tonight, Lindsay had chosen to wear lilac and silver, a quite unexceptionable choice were he in Paris or London. But here in Edinburgh he’d likely be viewed with muted horror, like a gaudy parrot let loose to mingle with the pigeons in St. Giles Square.

He grinned at the thought.

“Something amusing you, sir?” Wynne asked as he set down the jewel case and opened it up.

“Just thinking of what the solid burghers of Edinburgh will make of my coat,” he said.

Wynne grinned. “It’s a very fine coat.”

Lindsay peered into the jewel case and extracted an amethyst ring, the stone a near exact match to his coat and big as wren’s egg. He pushed it onto his index finger and regarded his hand. Moon-pale skin, long, slender fingers, carefully buffed nails.

He glanced in the mirror.

He looked like a louche, debauched aristocrat. Affected and bored and yes—he smiled at himself—as handsome as the devil.

He would do very well, he decided.

Hopefully Drew Nicol would agree.

––––––––
[image: image]


THE DINING ROOM AT Dalkeiths was a gloomy, hushed cocoon of a place.

The walls were panelled in dark, burnished wood, and blood-red Turkish carpets muffled the floors. The windows were obscured by heavy curtains of maroon velvet. Beeswax candles of the best quality glowed in wall sconces and on tables, but their light was somehow robbed by all those rich, dark furnishings, and by the equally dark clothes of the soberly attired patrons.

When Lindsay entered the room, brilliant in silver and lilac, the diners’ murmured conversations petered out and a few heads turned his way, showing shadowy, disapproving expressions. Lindsay wished then that he’d worn his hair powdered after all, to look all the more dramatically bright. Instead, he satisfied himself with giving the company a dazzling smile, making an elaborate leg and drawling, “Good evening, gentlemen.”

There were one or two murmurs and someone gave a hrrumph before the diners returned to their meals, pointedly ignoring him. Amused, Lindsay turned his attention back to the footman who’d been instructed to take him to his table.

“If you’d follow me, sir,” the man said quietly.

The table he led Lindsay to was in the gloomiest corner of the room.

“Fetch another candle, would you?” Lindsay said as he settled himself down in the chair facing the door through which he’d entered. “I won’t be able to see my own dinner at this rate.”

“Very good, sir.”

The footman was back quickly. “I’ll bring your guest directly he arrives, sir,” he said, setting the candlestick on the table. “May I fetch you some wine in the meantime?”

“Indeed you may,” Lindsay smiled at him. “What do you recommend?”

“We’ve just had a delivery of an excellent new Bordeaux, if that is to your taste?”

Lindsay nodded. “That will do very well. Thank you.”

The servant bowed and moved away, leaving Lindsay with nothing to do but look about the room till Drew Nicol deigned to appear.

The other diners were doing their best to ignore him, though he caught one or two of them glancing at him surreptitiously and whispering to their neighbours about who he might be. Of course, his mere appearance would be stoking their curiosity. Dalkeiths had a small and exclusive membership of politicians, judges, wealthy landowners and the like—of course they would be wondering who the flamboyantly dressed stranger amongst them was, and how he had gained entry.

At length the footman returned with a decanter of wine and two glasses.

“I took the liberty of bringing an extra glass for your guest, sir,” he said as he set them down on the table, one in front of each place setting.

“Thank you.” Lindsay watched him pour the ruby liquid into one glass, leaving the second glass empty. He listened idly as the man ran through the various dishes being served by the kitchen that evening, remarking that it all sounded delicious but that he planned to wait till his guest arrived before ordering anything.

It was a full quarter hour before the same footman appeared again, this time—finally—with Drew Nicol in tow. Lindsay spied them as soon as they appeared in the doorway. His gut twisted at the sight of Nicol, though he made sure to give no sign, merely leaning back in his chair and letting one side of his mouth hitch slowly upwards.

Nicol was dressed much like the other patrons, in a severely cut dark suit. Unlike the other patrons, though, he did not merge into the gloom. His masculine beauty was far too striking to miss, and with his fair hair gleaming bright in the candlelight, he drew every eye in the room.

A moment passed before Nicol spotted Lindsay in his shadowy corner, and if Lindsay had hoped to elicit a smile, he was disappointed. The sight of him did not appear to please Nicol much at all. If anything, his faint frown deepened fractionally before he waved the footman away and began to move towards Lindsay.

Did the man ever smile?

When Nicol reached the table, Lindsay said, without rising from his chair, “I was beginning to wonder if you were coming.” He hoped Nicol could not detect how much his delicious scent affected Lindsay.

“I very nearly didn’t come,” Nicol replied bluntly. “And to be frank, I’m not yet convinced it’s a good thing that I’m here.”

Lindsay grinned at his frankness. “Of course it’s a good thing,” he said, “Now, sit down, won’t you? You’re giving me the most dreadful crick in my neck.”

Nicol raised a brow, but he sat as he was bid and allowed Lindsay to pour him a glass of wine without further protest.

“We’ll have an excellent dinner,” Lindsay said, “with some excellent wine and—I hope—some excellent conversation. What more could a gentleman want?”

Nicol sipped the Bordeaux. “Well, the wine is excellent, at least,” he said dryly. “We’ll see about the rest.”

Lindsay laughed. “You really do have a shocking lack of charm, Mr. Nicol. I have no idea why I like you so well.”

Nicol looked briefly, almost endearingly, startled by those words. “Neither do I,” he said. “People generally don’t, you know.”

Before Lindsay could respond to that, the footman was back. He recited the dishes available and they made their selections. Nicol, Lindsay noticed, seemed uninterested in the offerings, only asking for one dish, while Lindsay, whose appetite was always sharp, ordered several, though he planned to force some of the food on Nicol. The man was too thin, he decided. That big body was meant to be thickly muscled, not angular and rangy as it was now.

When the servant left them, Lindsay said, “Why do you say people don’t like you?”

Nicol thought for a moment. “I’m a bit of misanthrope,” he said at last, then after a pause, “At least that’s what my wife used to say.”

“Do you agree?”

Nicol shrugged. “I don’t disagree. I have little patience for most people.”

“You make an exception for some, though?”

“Not many,” Nicol said.

“Who then? Your wife?”

It was an impertinent question, and a tactless one. The poor woman was dead, after all, but Lindsay was curious. What sort of marriage had Nicol had with his wife? Had they loved one another? Had it been a marriage of convenience? Had she called him a misanthrope affectionately or bitterly?

Nicol didn’t strike Lindsay as the sort of man who showed his feelings easily, but as Lindsay watched him, that grim expression he wore so steadfastly subtly softened with something that looked like sorrow, or perhaps regret. His scent changed too, in that impossible-to-read way that Lindsay struggled to translate to exact human emotions.

For a few moments after Lindsay’s question, Nicol was quiet and seemed to be looking inwardly. At last he said huskily, “I should have been more patient with her than I was. I can’t pretend I was a good husband. She deserved better.”

The quiet grief in Nicol’s tone shamed Lindsay for his prying. He opened his mouth to apologise but was forestalled by the return of the footman with some of the dishes they had ordered. Awkwardly, Lindsay watched the footman set the dishes down: baked oysters, a pair of roasted pigeons and a plate of tiny meat pastries.

When the footman had finally departed, Nicol said, in the tone of someone who very much wanted to change the subject, “This looks excellent.”

Lindsay took the hint. “Yes, it does,” he agreed, reaching for one of the dishes. “May I serve you some oysters?

“No, thank you,” Nicol said. “I will wait for the turbot, but please, go ahead.”

Lindsay tried to rein himself in a little, but it had been far too long since he’d eaten luncheon. He ended up consuming both pigeons quickly, one after the other, then polishing off most of the meat pastries.

More dishes were brought: Nicol’s turbot, a plate of braised celery and asparagus, a pot of mutton stew, a roast capon. Lindsay made an effort to eat politely, but he was honestly famished and consequently found it difficult to rein in his appetite.

He was, after all, a beast at heart.

“Hungry?” Nicol asked faintly, as Lindsay served himself a large portion of the mutton.

Lindsay grinned. “My last meal was at breakfast time,” he said by way of an explanation, then held up the ladle in his hand. “Would you like some of this?”

Nicol shook his head. “I’m not terribly peckish,” he said. “The turbot is very good though.”

Lindsay eyed Nicol’s plate which still held most of the portion of turbot he’d been picking at for a while now. Judging by how much he’d eaten, Lindsay had to wonder if he really did think the dish was any good. He opened his mouth to ask but thought better of it when he noticed the rigidity in Nicol’s jaw. Instead, he said lightly, “Tell me what it’s like, being an architect. Do you just draw pretty pictures all day, or do you get your hands dirty too?”

His teasing prompted a slight lessening of Nicol’s tension, and a faint chuckle which made Lindsay smile too. Even such a meagre sign of mirth from Drew Nicol felt like a rare honour.

“I don’t lay bricks, if that’s what you mean,” Nicol said, “but I do keep an eye on the construction. My involvement doesn’t end once the pretty pictures are produced.”

“Tell me about it,” Lindsay invited, and to his surprise, Nicol did. He leaned back in his chair, wineglass in hand, and began to talk, while Lindsay continued eating.

He told Lindsay about his work, his thoughts on the buildings he designed, the practical difficulties he faced when he tried to translate those designs into bricks and mortar. He told Lindsay about the politicians he had to deal with, and the tradesmen and the artisans. And of course, the wealthy patrons who bought his houses.

“Do they make insufferable demands?” Lindsay asked.

“Insufferable demands?”

“Do they want to put their own stamp on their houses, change your plans?”

Nicol gave a short laugh. “From time to time, but usually they just let me get on with it.”

“What about Cruikshank?” Lindsay asked, curious.

Nicol looked thoughtful. “Well, yes, Mr. Cruikshank has been one of the more demanding clients. He’s had some quite... specific requests.”

“Such as?”

Nicol gave him a level look. “You can’t expect me to reveal all my clients’ secrets.”

Lindsay chuckled.

Nicol seemed more relaxed now, so Lindsay decided to change the subject back to their meal. He pointed with his knife at Nicol’s plate, which was still half full.

“You should really eat more, you know.” he said. “You’re a bit thin for a man of your height and build.”

He wondered if Nicol would be offended by the blunt comment, but the man only shrugged, uninterested. “I believe I could still make two of you.”

“You’ve a bigger frame than me, I’ll give you that,” Lindsay said. “But you could use a good feed.”

“I don’t think your standards are typical,” Nicol replied, raising a brow. “I’ve never seen anyone consume quite so much food in one sitting before. Where do you put it all?”

Admittedly, while Nicol had been talking, Lindsay had dispatched almost everything on the table, working his way through the mounds of food with steady concentration. Now he patted his stomach complacently. “My mother used to say I must have hollow legs,” he said, and that was true, though these days it was Lindsay’s wolf nature that fuelled his appetite, rather than being a growing lad. “You, on the other hand, ate almost nothing.”

“I wasn’t very hungry,” Nicol said distantly, and once again, Lindsay had the impression it was a subject that bored him.

“Why so?” Lindsay studied Nicol curiously. “Are you unwell?” He could smell no sickness on the man, but that wasn’t conclusive in itself.

Nicol’s mouth was a wry twist, a not-quite smile. “No, I’m not unwell. In fact, I’m disgustingly healthy.”

That struck Lindsay as a distinctly odd way to put the point. As though Nicol somehow minded being in good health.

Pushing away his plate, Nicol reached for his wineglass, leaning back in his chair as he sipped idly. He seemed content to wait for Lindsay to speak, unfazed by the silence.

“Can I ask you something?” Lindsay said at last.

“You can ask—I may not answer.”

“Why did you agree to come tonight? It obviously wasn’t for the food.”

“Why did you invite me?” Nicol countered.

“I told you—I wanted to talk to you about taking a plot and—”

“Did you?” Nicol interrupted. “Was that the real reason?”

Lindsay stared at him. He couldn’t read Nicol’s expression, which was as flat as his voice, though his scent was sharp again between them.

“It was one reason,” he said carefully.

Nicol stared at him. Waiting for him to expand. Was this an invitation to be frank? It was difficult to tell.

“Another reason,” Lindsay continued slowly, watching Nicol, “is that I wanted to get to know you better.”

Nicol gave a huff. “I can’t imagine why,” he said. “I’m not the sort of person who—” He broke off, pressing his lips together in an impatient line.

“Who what?” Lindsay asked. “What sort of person aren’t you?”

Nicol’s frown was a scowl now, one he directed at the wine in the glass he held. “I’m not someone people want to get to know. I’m not likeable or amiable, or the least bit entertaining or witty.”

“You think not?” The stonemason, Paterson, had certainly liked Nicol, but perhaps Nicol didn’t realise that. And of course, Lindsay liked Nicol—except that liking was far too tame a word for what Lindsay felt.

“No,” Nicol replied, flatly. “I have my talents but I’m under no illusion that personal charm is one of them.”

Lindsay couldn’t help but smile at that. “Well, it’s true that you haven’t put yourself out to charm me.”

Nicol stared at him, his blue-grey gaze searching. “And yet,” he said eventually, “here you are.”

“Yes.”

Nicol frowned and repeated, “Why? I don’t understand.”

That unique scent of Nicol’s teased at Lindsay. It was an outdoors scent, summoning up pictures in Lindsay’s mind of mountainsides and rocky passes and scree. Something clean and mineral about it.

Nicol was still waiting for an answer, brows pinched. Grey-blue eyes, wary and uncertain.

Lindsay realised his heart was racing.

“Can’t you guess?” he whispered, the words tumbling carelessly from his lips. “I’m here—I asked you here—because I want you.”

Nicol’s eyes widened with shock and he jerked back a little.

Lindsay waited for him to respond, but as time passed and it became clear that Nicol was not going to reply, he added, reckless now, “I wanted you the moment I set eyes on you at Cruikshank’s. Couldn’t you tell?”

Nicol shook his head wordlessly.

“I thought it might have been rather obvious—certainly by the time I came to your office this afternoon.”

Nicol stayed silent, just staring at Lindsay in apparent disbelief, until, goaded beyond politeness, Lindsay said, “Say something, will you?”

Nicol swallowed, hard. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“Just tell me: yes or no.”

Lindsay saw a glint of fear in Nicol’s eyes at the bluntness of that question.

“Yes or no to what?”

Lindsay’s gaze was steady. “You know what I’m asking.”

“I’m not sure I—”

“I want to go to bed with you. I want to fuck you.”

Now Nicol’s face blazed scarlet. “For God’s sake, be quiet,” he hissed, glancing around nervously. The other diners were paying them no mind, caught up in their own murmured conversations. Lindsay had spoken so quietly, no one could possibly have heard him.

“I’m equally happy for you to fuck me,” Lindsay offered in the same low tone. “Or, if need be, we could come up with some other variation on the—”

“Stop!” Nicol bit out. “You must—you must stop saying these things. I have no intention of doing anything like that with you.”

Lindsay leaned over the table, narrowing the space between them. He was filled with a dangerous exhilaration. “What’s wrong, Nicol. Scared? I didn’t take you for a coward.”

“Coward? What’s your definition of courage?” Nicol bit back. “Pleasing yourself? Doing whatever you want, never mind that it’s against every law there is?”

“Yes,” Lindsay said simply. “Sometimes.”

Nicol snapped his mouth closed and looked away. He seemed very remote now. Untouchable.

This time, when the silence stretched, Lindsay leaned back in his chair.

“You’re right about one thing,” he said at last. “You’re not amiable.”

“Not in the least,” Nicol agreed flatly. Then he set his wineglass down. “I should be going,” he said. “Tomorrow is a busy day for me.”

Disappointment sliced through Lindsay. Disappointment and profound regret at his hasty, too-frank words. He had played his hand far too quickly with Drew Nicol, and he couldn’t even say why he’d done it. It was unlike him to be so clumsy. Nicol might be attracted to Lindsay, but that didn’t mean he was willing to own his desire, and there was no point trying to force the issue. That way led madness, maybe even violence. Lindsay knew that too well.

“I understand,” Lindsay said. “Let me settle up and we can leave.”

“There’s no need for you to pay—” Nicol began, but Lindsay froze him with a look. Nicol subsided, though he pressed his lips together in a firm line that signalled his displeasure.

Lindsay eyed that stubborn, appealing mouth with profound regret for one long moment, then tore his gaze away and summoned the footman.
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Chapter Eight
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When they stepped outside into the cool night air. Lindsay inhaled deeply, filling his lungs. It had been stuffy inside Dalkeiths and his wolf was prowling within him, pressing its muzzle against his human edges, eager to be free and no doubt certain it could do a better job at winning Nicol over.

Beside him, Nicol was tight-lipped and silent.

“Well,” Lindsay said, turning to him, “My rooms are at Locke Court, just off the High Street. Which direction do you go, Mr. Nicol?”

Nicol glared at him. Or rather, at his throat.

“Is something wrong?” Lindsay asked mildly.

“Your clothing is very ostentatious,” Nicol said. “As are your jewels.” He pointed an accusatory finger at the crisp white linen wound around Lindsay’s neck. “Is that a diamond pin?”

Lindsay pressed his chin into his chest in an attempt to look at the offending item. “It is,” he said. “Diamond and amethyst. Do you like it? I think it goes very well with my coat, I must say.”

“You are a fop,” Nicol said. “More to the point, you are quite plainly a wealthy fop. Make no mistake, Mr. Somerville, there will be at least a dozen cutpurses between here and Locke Court who will be only too pleased to relieve you of your jewels and purse.”

Lindsay grinned, amused. “Are you worried about me, Mr. Nicol? I must say, I’m very touched. However, I will be quite all right, you know. I’ve walked the streets of London and Paris at this hour of the night many times and I can’t imagine Edinburgh is much worse than either of those wicked cities.”

“I can’t speak for London or Paris,” Nicol replied in his terse way, “but I can assure you that you are underestimating your chances of being set upon. These streets are very dangerous at this hour.”

Lindsay tried to hide his amusement. Poor Nicol; he really had no idea who he was dealing with—though the fact that he appeared to feel responsible for Lindsay’s well-being was oddly endearing.

Lindsay made his expression serious. “What do you suggest I do?”

“Take a chair back to Locke Court.” Nicol scowled down the length of the dark street as though willing an empty sedan to appear.

Lindsay shrugged. “Very well. If it makes you feel better, I promise to do that, just as soon as I come upon some chairmen—there were plenty of them around earlier, quite close to here.” He smiled and offered his hand to Nicol, who hesitated a moment, then took it. His long fingers were surprisingly warm and Lindsay experienced a queer jolt when they touched his own—and an even queerer ache at the thought that this was all he’d have of Drew Nicol’s touch.

“Well, I’ll bid you farewell,” Lindsay said briskly, offering a half-bow. “I apologise for... pressing my attentions upon you, Mr. Nicol. Thank you for your company.”

With a final nod, Lindsay turned on his heel and set off down the street. He’d barely gone a few paces, though, when he heard Nicol cursing behind him, then the tattoo of swift boot heels on cobbles. A moment later, a hand was on his shoulder, stopping him. Lindsay turned to find Nicol scowling at him.

“You should wait here for a chair,” Nicol said. “Dalkeiths can summon one for you.”

“There’s no need for that,” Lindsay replied, “I’m sure I’ll come across one momentarily. I’ll likely have to wait an age at Dalkeiths.”

Turning, he began striding along the road again. There was more muttering behind him, then Nicol was catching up to him again.

“If you insist on walking,” Nicol grumbled, drawing up alongside him, “I’d better walk with you. You’ll surely be accosted, dressed like that. You’re practically a walking invitation.”

Lindsay suppressed a smile. It seemed he was to have a little more of Nicol’s company after all, and he couldn’t find it in himself to complain.

“That’s very kind of you, I must say,” he replied. “Perhaps you’ll agree to join me for a brandy when we get to my rooms?”

Nicol gave him look. “I’m just going to see you safely home,” he said. “Then I’m returning to my own home.”

“But what if a cutpurse accosts you?” Lindsay asked. “If your argument is that there’s safety in numbers, I can hardly leave you alone to the dangers of the city, now can I?”

“I’ll be fine,” Nicol said. “Unlike you, I do not invite attention with obviously expensive clothes and jewellery. And besides, I know this area very well and have my own rooms quite close to Locke Court.”

That was an interesting tidbit, Lindsay thought.

“Very well,” he said. “I may as well accept your offer of protection, particularly if we’re going the same way in any event.”

As they strolled towards the Canongate, Lindsay began a cheerful monologue about how long he’d spent getting ready for this evening’s dinner and how time-consuming it would be to remove his fine clothing and cosmetics when he got home. Partly, it amused him to play up to Nicol’s assumption that he was nothing but a fribble, but there was also a sly delight to be had each time he mentioned disrobing or bathing or some other intimacy. Each and every time he did so, Nicol gave off a wave of that delicious scent that made Lindsay near-wild with lust.

Ah God, but Lindsay was playing with fire.

He’d moved on to the subject of his daily toilette, and was waxing lyrical on the benefits of soaking one’s hands in milk for a quarter hour each day, when he became aware that they were being followed, just as Nicol had predicted. To Lindsay’s amusement, Nicol hadn’t yet realised, though he was plainly making the effort to be watchful. Without Lindsay’s heightened senses though, he had not picked up the telltale sounds of soft, careful footfalls, or the ripe scent of the unwashed bodies that pursued them. Two individuals, Lindsay discerned, each with their own uniquely unpleasant scents.

Moving closer to Nicol, he set a hand on the man’s arm and said softly but urgently, “Keep walking and don’t turn around—I think we are being followed. Listen.”

Nicol glanced at him sharply, then away, his expression concentrated. After a minute or so, he muttered, “I think you’re right but keep going for now. Don’t slow down.”

The alley they were in was very dark, and there was a quiet corner up ahead, a vulnerable point before they joined the main street again where it was only wide enough for them to walk in single file.

As they drew closer to the corner, their pursuers grew bolder and less subtle, the footfalls and whispered conversation behind them audible now.

Lindsay felt a familiar bolt of excitement as the men closed in on them, the hunter inside him excited at the prospect of a fight—he ran his tongue over the edges of his teeth. They felt sharp and ached with the desire to bite. His wolf pressed hard at him, wanting to be free. Perhaps wanting to show off in front of Nicol.

Nicol was not excited though—not in the same way as Lindsay at any rate. His brows were lowered in concern and his heart thudded hard, audible to Lindsay’s sharp ears.

He glanced at Lindsay. “We are going to have to face them,” he murmured. “Before they overrun us. I want you to stay back and let me take charge. Are you ready?”

Lindsay nodded, strangely thrilled by Nicol’s dominant, protective manner, even as his wolf grumbled at being thrust aside.

“Remember to stay behind me,” Nicol said. Then he turned and, raising his voice, called out, “Who’s there?”

At first there was nothing but silence, then a skittering of pebbles and a muffled whisper.

“Come out!” Nicol demanded.

A long shadow peeled away from the darkest corner of the alleyway, emerging into the faint moonlight. Then a second joined it. Two shadowy, indistinct figures, one carrying a long, glinting knife and the other—a much younger man—a crude club.

“Well now,” the man with the knife said, stepping forward. “It seems we’ve come upon a pair of gen’lemen, Billy. They must have a bit o’ gold on them, don’t ye think?”

As Nicol moved in front of Lindsay to meet him, the man growled, “We’ll be havin’ yer purses, gents.”

“I think not,” Nicol replied calmly.

The man gave a nasty smile. “If ye don’t want to make ma gully’s acquaintance”—here he ran his thumb almost lovingly over the blade of his knife—“ye’ll hand them over.”

Lindsay, who was now leaning against the damp wall of the alleyway behind Nicol, gave a laugh at the man’s dramatics, making Nicol shoot him a warning look.

“Sorry,” Lindsay said, adopting a suitably contrite expression. “But that was a ridiculous speech.”

And that, apparently, was all the provocation the man needed to attack. With a snarl of outrage, he leapt forward, slicing into the air with his knife. Nicol did not retreat, though he feinted to avoid the blade and began slowly circling, fists raised and keen gaze searching for an opening.

The second man—boy really—hung back, weighing his club in his hands, and sought out Lindsay’s gaze, his expression ugly and threatening.

Amused by this attempt at intimidation, Lindsay met his eyes, letting him see the beast that hid inside his elegant, foppish form. His wolf was already close to the surface and eager for blood, and when Lindsay eased his control by a notch, the fierce animal rush of the beast as it strained to be let loose was like a powerful wave, surging up inside him. Briefly, his vision flickered grey, and the scents of the nighttime alleyway intensified.

The boy froze in terror at whatever he saw on Lindsay’s face, and then the sharp stink of urine was in the air as he pissed himself. The club dropped from his hands to the filthy ground, and with a squawk he turned and fled, abandoning his companion to fight alone.

Lindsay pressed back his wolf with effort.

“Where are ye goin’, ye fuckin’—” the other man yelled after him, distracted into a brief glance over his shoulder. Nicol, seeing his chance, lunged at the man and they grappled briefly till Nicol overpowered him and the knife clattered to the ground between them.

Nicol kicked the weapon towards Lindsay. “Pick that up,” he grunted, and Lindsay did so, tucking the wickedly sharp blade away. He watched, admiringly, as Nicol landed several blows on their assailant. Nicol was not an elegant fighter—probably he was not trained—but he was effective. The last blow he struck connected squarely with his opponent’s face, making a sickening crunching noise and sending the man to his knees where he writhed in the muck, hands cupped over his nose.

Nicol stepped back then, chest heaving, expression grim.

“Well,” Lindsay said. “I must admit, I’m glad you came with me now, Mr. Nicol. You were quite right about cutpurses.”

Nicol turned to him, glaring. “You should have taken a sedan chair, like I said.” He pointed at the lapel of his coat which was now torn and hanging. “Look at me. I’ll have to have this mended,” He sounded so aggrieved, Lindsay had to bite his lip against a smile.

“You are rather dishevelled,” Lindsay admitted, strolling towards him. “And you’re looking quite sore too.” Nicol’s left cheekbone was swollen and beginning to redden from some glancing blow he’d received during the scuffle. Lindsay lifted his hand and brushed his thumb over the sore area, only for Nicol to jerk his head back in something that might have been anger or shock. The air between them was thick, making Lindsay’s cock thicken in his breeches, and his breath grow unsteady.

A scrabbling noise made them both turn back to their assailant. He’d got to his feet and was even now running away, down the close.

Nicol exhaled angrily. “I wanted to find a watchman so I could have his arse hauled to the Tolbooth.”

Lindsay shrugged, unconcerned. “We’d have been trudging around for ages looking for one. At least this way I can take you to my rooms and get you cleaned up right away. My manservant can mend your coat and I have some remarkably good French brandy I’m sure you’ll enjoy while you wait. Come on.”

For a moment, Nicol looked as though he was going to argue, but in the end he merely sighed and nodded. “All right,” he said. “Some brandy wouldn’t go amiss, I must admit.”
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Chapter Nine
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That Wynne did not expect Lindsay to have company when he returned to their rooms at Locke Court was very evident from the fact that he was in his nightshirt when he opened the door.

“I’m sorry for dragging you from your bed,” Lindsay told him sincerely. “But I have brought Mr. Nicol back with me. We were set upon by thieves and his coat has been torn—I was hoping you could mend it for him. Doubtless he will have some bruises coming up too, so if I you could bring us some of your excellent salve, I’d be much obliged.”

Wynne’s calm expression betrayed no surprise at any of this. He nodded, stepped aside, and murmured, “Of course, sir. Right away.”

“Follow me,” Lindsay said to Nicol, “And I’ll fetch you that brandy. You look like you need it.”

He led Nicol into the sitting room where a low fire smouldered in the grate and several candles were burning. An open book lay on the table—Wynne must have been reading in here when they arrived. Lindsay suppressed a sigh. No doubt Nicol would draw that conclusion too and wonder why Lindsay’s servant was openly using his master’s rooms. Ah well, there was nothing he could do about that.

He turned to Nicol. “Let me help you off with your coat,” he said. “Wildsmith will take it away to mend when he brings the salve.” As he reached towards Nicol, the man stepped back, as though panicked at the thought of Lindsay touching him.

“I can manage,” Nicol muttered, shrugging the garment from his shoulders, though he winced noticeably as he pulled his left arm free.

“Does your arm pain you?”

“It’s nothing,” Nicol said dismissively. “I wrenched it a bit during the scuffle, that’s all.”

“I’m sorry,” Lindsay said, struck by sudden regret. As much as he’d enjoyed watching Nicol fight, the fact that Nicol was hurt bothered him—it was all too easy for Lindsay to forget how fragile humans were, especially when his blood was up. Now he remembered that knife glinting in the darkness and he felt sick

“Why are you sorry?” Nicol asked.

“If I’d asked for a sedan at Dalkeiths as you suggested, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“True,” Nicol said dryly, settling his coat over the back of a chair. “Well, perhaps you’ll listen the next time someone offers you some sensible advice. May I sit down?”

“Of course. I’m being a terrible host, keeping you standing. Come and sit next to the fire where it’s warm.” He pointed Nicol towards one of the deep armchairs that sat on either side of the fireplace, then crossed the room to the sideboard where the brandy decanter stood. Pouring two generous measures, he made his way back to Nicol and passed him one of the glasses, settling himself into the opposite armchair.

Lindsay took a swallow from his own glass and gave a heartfelt sigh of satisfaction. “Ah, now that is a very fine indeed.”

Nicol took a more careful sip, though he closed his eyes in obvious pleasure when the spirit met his tongue. When he opened them again, he said simply “Yes. It’s very good,” and perhaps for the first time that evening, a real smile touched his lips.

The smile transformed him—he was always handsome, grim expression notwithstanding, but when he smiled... he was devastating. Even the cool grey-blue of his irises seemed somehow warmer. Lindsay’s heart stuttered at the sight and quite suddenly, he couldn’t look away.

Nor, it seemed, could Nicol. He stared helplessly back, his smile slowly fading. Lindsay cleared his throat to say something—anything—but before he could utter a word, a soft knock sounded at the door.

God damn it, Wynne.

“Come in,” Lindsay croaked, and Wynne entered, fully dressed now, even his periwig in place.

“I have the salve you asked for, sir,” Wynne murmured, setting a small glass jar on the occasional table at Lindsay’s hand. “Shall I take your guest’s coat away for mending?”

“If you would be so kind,” Lindsay replied. “It’s on the back of the chair, there.”

“Of course, sir. Is there anything else? Do you require any refreshments?”

Lindsay glanced at Nicol who shook his head.

“No, thank you,” Lindsay said. “The brandy will suffice.”

“Very good, sir.”

Wynne crossed the room, lifting the damaged coat from the chair it was draped over. He held it out at arm’s length, examining the tear with a critical eye before saying, “This shouldn’t take above half an hour, sir.”

Once Wynne had left, closing the door quietly behind him, Lindsay lifted the jar of salve from the table and prised the lid off. The paste inside was yellowish and waxy and it smelled of camphor, with a trace of arnica.

“Let’s see to your hurts. This is marvellous stuff.” He smiled at Nicol and rose from his chair. “It’ll stop your face bruising and soothe the soreness. Here, let me.” He stepped towards Nicol, dipping his forefinger into the salve to extract a dab of the stuff before setting the jar aside.

Nicol shrank back in his seat. “I can do it myself,” he said, his voice husky.

“Don’t be silly,” Lindsay said, dropping fluidly to his knees in front of Nicol’s chair. “There’s no mirror in here and I can see the marks. It’ll only take a moment.”

As he leaned forward, he saw the telltale bob of Nicol’s throat as the other man swallowed and the tense clench of his jaw, but he made no more verbal protests.

When Lindsay’s fingertip touched his reddened cheekbone though, Nicol inhaled sharply and their gazes clashed again. Lindsay couldn’t look away. He held his breath as his fingertip glided over Nicol’s cheekbone in a slow sweep and Nicol’s pupils grew, swallowing up the cool grey irises and darkening his gaze.

Lindsay’s whole being was fixed on the single point of contact between them, the tip of his forefinger smoothing the waxy salve over the incipient bruise on Nicol’s face.

And then Nicol shuddered, his whole body seeming to tremble.

Lindsay stilled. “Did I hurt you?” he whispered.

Nicol swallowed hard. “No.”

Their gazes caught again and this time there was something new in Nicol’s eyes. Longing. Yearning. Lindsay should have felt triumph to see such naked need—and in a way he did—yet it made his chest ache too. Nicol was torn by this, torn between desire and fear. And Lindsay couldn’t seem to stop pushing him. Tempting him to let Lindsay satisfy his yearning.

“God, I want you,” Lindsay whispered.

Nicol closed his eyes. His head moved minutely from side to side in apparent negation, but his expression was pained with knowing.

“I think you want me too,” Lindsay added.

Nicol’s eyelids flew open. “I am not—” he began, then broke off, leaving the thought unfinished. His gaze was anguished, his scent suddenly sharp with need and with a more complex tangle of emotions that Lindsay’s human side could detect but not decipher.

“This is wrong,” Nicol muttered, an edge of desperation to his voice. But there was a note of surrender in there too. An acknowledgement that, whatever he thought of the morality of this, it was going to happen.

Lindsay set his hands gently on Nicol’s knees and slid them up his thighs, keeping his movements slow and unhurried. He paused when he reached the placket of the man’s breeches, giving Nicol the chance to push him away. But Nicol did no such thing. Only let his head fall back and his knees fall open, permitting what was to come.

Lindsay shifted into the space Nicol had made for him and began unfastening buttons. Nicol did nothing to stop him, groaning low in his throat when Lindsay peeled back the fabric to reveal the slick tip of his hungry cock poking out of the pale linen of his drawers.

Christ, the scent of him! Lindsay loved that smell—male desire, clean and musky at once, overlaid with Nicol’s elusive, mineral scent. Christ.

Lowering his head, Lindsay inhaled deeply then touched his tongue to Nicol’s tip, collecting the sticky wetness there, relishing Nicol’s flavour bursting in his mouth.

“Jesus Christ,” Nicol near-sobbed and thrust his hips upwards, as though begging for more, even as he threw an arm over his face in denial.

“You need this, don’t you?” Lindsay murmured, stealing his hand inside Nicol’s drawers to stroke his length and push the folds of linen aside. “You need this so badly.”

Nicol’s only answer was another broken moan. His right hand clutched the arm of his chair so tightly his knuckles showed white, and that sight—Nicol in an agony of indecision—made Lindsay’s chest ache again with a tender feeling he couldn’t put a name to. He was not a creature who usually suffered from an excess of scruples, but in this moment, he found himself wishing he could fulfil Nicol’s physical desires without increasing the man’s obvious inner torment.

Sitting back on his heels, he forced out words he did not want to speak, his voice harsh. “Do you want me to stop? I will if you want.”

Nicol dropped the arm that covered his face and met Lindsay’s gaze. His eyes burned. “Is it not enough for you that I submit to you?” he snarled. “I have to beg for it too? Is that what you like?”

Lindsay studied him for a long moment. “No,” he said slowly. “I just need to be sure you want this.”

“Fine,” Nicol bit out. “I want it.”

Lindsay didn’t respond to that, just leaned back in, lowering his head to take Nicol’s cock fully into his mouth.

Nicol’s groan sounded like it was wrenched from the depths of his soul. He arched up into Lindsay’s mouth with a helpless lurch, one hand coming down on Lindsay’s head. As Lindsay explored the length of Nicol’s shaft with his tongue, Nicol’s strong fingers tunnelled into Lindsay’s hair, destroying Wynne’s earlier handiwork and taking a firm grip. The wrench of those fingers made Lindsay’s eyes water, even as his own shaft swelled impossibly harder in his breeches.

Nicol had an elegant flagstaff of a cock, long and plump-headed with a ruddy tinge to it. It twitched and swelled in Lindsay’s mouth, prodding deep as it sought out the secret hollows of his mouth and throat, almost as though it had a separate existence from the man it belonged to.

It certainly seemed to harbour far fewer qualms over what Lindsay was doing than its owner.

Now Lindsay set about sucking it in earnest, loving Nicol’s deep groans and whispered imprecations more than he’d have thought possible. Generally, he regarded this sort of service as a means to an end, a prelude to some other, more exciting outcome, but bringing this pleasure to Nicol felt like an end in itself. It occurred to him that merely serving Nicol in this way would probably be enough to bring about his own climax.

After a couple of minutes of sucking Nicol deeply, Lindsay realised he was already fit to come. He pulled his mouth off Nicol’s cock with a rude slurp, staying the rise of the man’s spend with a firm grip to the base of his shaft.

“What are you—” Nicol gasped, only to subside with another a groan as Lindsay yanked Drew’s breeches further down and nuzzled his face against the man’s balls, sliding his own knees wide to get himself low enough to pay Nicol’s scrotum closer attention.

Impossibly soft skin, prickled with coarse hair—Nicol’s balls were a contradictory landscape that Lindsay mapped for all he was worth, painting every inch with his worshipful tongue, loving Nicol’s helpless noises and the tension in his rangy frame as Lindsay tended to him. And Christ, but his scent was good here. Headily good. That scent made Lindsay’s head swim with pleasure and his wolf howl with satisfaction inside him.

Lindsay thrust one hand down between his own legs, ripping the placket of his silver satin breeches open and yanking out his needy prick. He had one of Nicol’s balls in his mouth as he did it, teasing the tender orb with his tongue, and as he settled his hand about his hot, desperate shaft, he moaned, making Nicol moan too, and yank again on his hair.

“Fuck,” Nicol gasped, “Your mouth, I can’t—Jesus! Suck my prick again, please—”

Lindsay obliged him, his fingers working his own cock as he slid up to engulf the wet, ruddy head of Nicol’s in his mouth again, this time setting up a steady rhythm designed to bring the man the completion he craved.

Lindsay’s hand moved in time with his mouth, each sucking draw on Nicol’s shaft accompanied by a fierce pull or twist of his own cock so that soon, he too was moaning. Was, in fact, moaning in tandem with Nicol, their voices first syncopating, then coinciding, as their individual pleasures twisted together like ribbons on a maypole. It was a matter of moments till their mutual delight climaxed, semen rising, then spilling like boiled milk, a sudden, uncontrollable flood that filled Lindsay’s mouth and flowed over his hand, at once sticky and exuberant.

Lindsay swallowed Nicol’s seed, loving the salt, the tangy flavour, the background mineral hint of Nicol himself. His own seed, he wiped off on the linen of his drawers. Only then did he sit back on his heels and raise his wary gaze to Nicol.

The man looked wrecked. Beautiful and wrecked.

He lay back in the armchair, his long legs stretched out and splayed apart, his spent cock limp now, but still exposed. He met Lindsay’s eyes, saying nothing, his face expressionless. The unmistakable scent of desire had dissipated, leaving a sour trail of regret.

Lindsay rose fluidly to his feet. He drew a silk handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at the corners of his mouth, snapping the mask of the worldly fop back into place.

Nicol began to tuck himself away, saying nothing.

“Well,” Lindsay said brightly, “you certainly seemed to enjoy that.”

Nicol flushed, deep red colour suffusing his face. “Of course I did,” he muttered. “It was—beyond what I’d imagined it could ever be.”

Lindsay had half-expected anger at this point, maybe even physical violence. Nicol’s unexpected honesty unsettled him. It drew his wolf’s attention too. The beast surged up inside him, robbing him momentarily of words so that he struggled to voice his human thoughts.

“It was thy”—he stumbled at the antique word, made himself take a breath and concentrate—“It was your first time? With a man?”

Nicol nodded. He didn’t seem to notice Lindsay’s brief slip. “There has only ever been my wife. No one before, or since.”

“You loved her.” It wasn’t a question.

“She was the mother of my child,” Nicol said hoarsely, and there was a wealth of grief in those words.

“You have a child?”

Nicol’s gaze shuttered entirely at that. “Had,” he said shortly. “My daughter died a few hours after she was born. I lost them both in one night.”

Lindsay’s throat closed. He couldn’t imagine the horror of such a loss. The man’s child, a newborn babe, and his wife too, within hours of each other. It was a common enough tragedy, of course, but tragic for all that.

Abruptly, Nicol rose to his feet, and began fastening the buttons on his breeches. “I should be going,” he said. “I have intruded on your hospitality for too long.”

Though his voice was calm, Lindsay caught an edge of sudden desperation that spoke of an urgent desire to flee. Nicol wanted no more of Lindsay tonight, and though the realisation was painful, Lindsay knew it would be a mistake to try to detain him.

Even so, the words came with difficulty.

“Of course,” he said, inclining his head politely. “But please, make yourself comfortable till Mr. Wildsmith brings your coat. He will only be a few minutes at most. As for myself, I will take my leave now, and give you some privacy.” He made the briefest of bows before adding politely, “Thank you for your company this evening, Mr. Nicol, and goodnight to you.”

“Goodnight,” Nicol replied.

The note of relief in his voice as Lindsay turned and left the room was like a knife in his side.

––––––––
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WYNNE WAS IN HIS CHAMBER, bent over Nicol’s coat, a needle and thread in his hand. He looked up at Lindsay’s entrance.

“Is your guest leaving?” he asked. “I’m nearly done”

Lindsay sank down on Wynne’s narrow, monkish bed. The wolf stalked restlessly within him, making his words come stiltedly. “Mr. Nicol is... fretful. When the coat is ready, take it to him and show him out. I have already taken my leave of him.”

Wynne raised a brow and turned his attention back to his sewing. “He is anxious to be gone, I take it. Did you frighten him?”

Lindsay laughed without amusement. “Thou art too quick, Wynne.”

“You are thee-and-thou’ing me, sir.”

“I know it.” Lindsay sighed. “Let it be.”

Wynne nodded and stitched on, while Lindsay watched, soothed by the simple domestic rhythm, his beast gradually settling till he felt calm again.

After a few minutes, Wynne set his needle down, shook the coat out and held it at arm’s length, examining it critically. “It will do,” he said at last. “Shall I take it through now?”

Lindsay got to his feet. “Wait a minute or two. I am going to shift and wait outside for him.”

Wynne frowned. “You are going to follow him? As a wolf?”

“Yes. These streets are very dangerous. Would you believe he insisted on seeing me home safely?” Lindsay chuckled. “The least I can do is reciprocate.”

Wynne smiled in return, though he looked uncertain “Be careful, sir,” he said. “There are so many people around.”

“I’ll be fine,” Lindsay said. “Trust me. I know this place.”

“It’s been a long time since you lived here,” Wynne said quietly.

“Maybe so, but it hasn’t changed so very much.” Lindsay patted Wynne’s shoulder and made for the door. “Wait till you hear me go out,” he said.

In his own chamber, he stripped off his clothes till he was quite naked, then padded noiselessly down the narrow hallway, past the closed door of the sitting room where Nicol waited for his coat and out into the darkness of the stairwell. Moments later, he was slipping out of the building and closing the stout front door quietly behind him.

Moving into the shadows, he dropped to his hands and knees and let his wolf take over. It was already so close to his skin that he didn’t need even so much as a glimpse of moonlight. The wolf rippled to the surface and he yielded to it gracefully. Gratefully. Sniffing the air, he slunk through the narrow close out into the dark night beyond to wait for Drew Nicol.

Nicol emerged from the mouth of the close a handful of minutes later. He didn’t notice the dark-pelted wolf hunkered down in the shadows, but no human would have. It was late now and profoundly dark, a cloudy sky veiling both moon and stars.

Nicol set off at a brisk pace up the High Street and after a few moments, Lindsay followed. He did not need to keep Nicol in sight—the man’s scent was a vibrant, silver thread that he followed with ease.

Two watchmen strolled at the top of the Canongate, where the old Nether Bow gate used to be, but they were looking out for ne’er-do-wells sneaking into the Canongate rather than respectable gentlemen leaving it, and so they spared barely a glance for Nicol.

Nor did they notice the shadowy beast stalking him.

The further up the High Street Nicol went, the darker it became. There were fewer oil lamps and those that there were glowed weakly, their fuel running short now, hours after being lit. Here and there, human figures slumped against walls and huddled in the mouths of closes. Sometimes a downbent head would lift as Nicol passed, or a few murmured words would be exchanged, but no one moved to follow or threaten him.

A thousand scents assailed the swift-moving wolf, but none distracted him from the silver thread he followed. In this form, Lindsay finally knew what that flinty scent of Nicol’s was. He encountered it frequently on his runs as he splashed through riverbeds and scrambled up hillsides. It was the scent of dark stones speckled with the glitter of metal.

Now he followed that bright trail devotedly.

Nicol did not go much further. He strode past St. Giles Cathedral, Parliament Square, a half-dozen more closes. When he reached the Lawnmarket, he slowed, turning finally into Brodie’s Close. The wolf waited a few beats before slinking after him.

At the bottom of the close, there was a mansion house, but Nicol did not venture that far. He entered a tall tenement building on the right hand side, quietly closing the main door behind him.

Lindsay waited, but nothing further happened. No light appeared at any window, nor did any human voice penetrate the darkness.

Nicol’s scent lingered for a while, then died away.

Only when it was quite gone, did Lindsay turn and slink home.
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Chapter Ten
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The next evening was the night of Hector Cruikshank’s supper party.

Lindsay’s suit was ivory silk embroidered with turquoise and gold thread. He wore his finest jewels and had Wynne powder his hair brilliant white. Wynne rouged his cheeks too and applied a round patch at the corner of his mouth and a heart-shaped one with a tiny arrow through it below the corner of his left eye. When he left Locke Court, he looked every inch the proud, vain, wealthy collector he claimed to be.

For the sake of his shoes, he took a chair to Cruikshank’s new house. The chairmen were broad-shouldered, with heavily muscled arms and very quick on their feet. They had him at his destination in under ten minutes and Lindsay gave them a couple of extra coins for their trouble, countering the rear-chairman’s gruff thanks with a flirtatious wink. The man’s scent peaked intriguingly, though he dropped his gaze and jogged away.

Left alone, Lindsay considered his surroundings with interest, noting how very different they were from Cruikshank’s previous residence. The cobbles of the new-built road beneath his feet were immaculate, the whole street quite empty. No barefoot children here, or women in aprons scrubbing steps. No orange sellers or piemen or knife grinders.

Once the chairmen were gone, no one at all.

Lindsay regarded the short row of houses of which Cruikshank’s was one. There were four in all. Four identical townhouses, each with a glossy black front door, a shining brass knocker and three storeys. The ground floor windows were large and arched, those on the higher floors a similar size, but plainer and rectangular. Every measure, from the height of each window to the placement of each block of sandstone, was regular and even, the whole construction elegant and restrained.

Drew Nicol had designed these houses. Something in Lindsay warmed at that thought, an odd feeling of misplaced pride that he impatiently dismissed.

Of the four houses, only one had signs of occupation—curtains at the windows and candles burning. The others stood empty, waiting for their new owners.

As Lindsay approached the door of the occupied house, it opened, revealing Cruikshank’s servant, Meek, kitted out in a new livery of canary yellow breeches and a black coat trimmed with canary yellow braid. Lindsay chuckled, amused by Meek’s sour-faced expression. He was plainly unhappy with his new clothes, and when Lindsay reached the doorstep he saw that the man had made no other effort in their honour. His hair remained as greasy as before, his fingernails as ragged and dirty.

“Mr. Somerville,” Meek said, his tone accusing, his gaze communicating his distaste for Lindsay’s glittering clothes. “Yer the last tae arrive.”

Lindsay smiled brightly at this welcome. “Ah, Meek. A lovely evening is it not? Look at that moon!” Three-quarters full, she was, but Meek didn’t even look, merely grunted and turned away, walking back inside the house, leaving Lindsay to close the door behind him.

Lindsay followed Meek inside, amused by the man’s appalling manners.

“They’re up here,” Meek said, mounting the stairs and leaving Lindsay to follow him.

“Where?” Lindsay asked. “The dining room?”

“Aye—they’re all sittin’ at their places, waitin’ for their dinner.”

Lindsay raised his brows behind Meek’s back. It was only just gone six—criminally early to be dining in his opinion. He’d assumed there would be some drinking and conversation before the meal was served. Well, he reminded himself, this wasn’t Paris.

As they neared the dining room, the rumble of multiple masculine voices talking was discernible behind the stout wood.

Meek lifted his fist and gave the door three sharp knocks, then, without waiting for permission, threw the door open and announced in aggrieved tones, “Mr. Somerville, sir,” before nodding at Lindsay to enter.

When Lindsay strolled inside the room it was to find a well-proportioned and elegantly furnished dining room in the modern style. There were a dozen or so men around the long table, at the head of which Cruikshank sat, frowning with displeasure. His brown velvet evening coat had an antique look to it and on his head, he wore a nut-brown wig of improbable luxuriance that somehow only made the lines on his little round monkey face look deeper.

There was someone else Lindsay knew at the table. Drew Nicol. As soon as Lindsay discerned his scent, his gaze snapped to him. Nicol looked handsome as the devil tonight, grim expression notwithstanding. His barley-gold hair, caught at his nape with velvet ribbon, gleamed in the candlelight, an affront to his sober attire. He sat at the opposite end of the table from Cruikshank, and the single empty seat was at his side. Lindsay’s immediate rush of pleasure at this development was soon curbed when Nicol gave Lindsay a brief, unfriendly nod.

It seemed that regret had had plenty of time to sink in, which was not terribly surprising, but disappointing nonetheless.

Lindsay returned the nod with an easy smile then turned his head back to his host.

“Good evening, Mr. Cruikshank,” he said, with the briefest of bows. “I do hope you will pardon my tardiness. I hadn’t anticipated you would be sitting down to eat so promptly.”

Cruikshank glared at him. “We’ve been waiting for ye, Mr. Somerville. No doubt it took ye all day tae get dressed?” There were one or two smothered laughs at that. “At any rate, ye’re here now. Sit yersel’ down o’er there, next tae Mr. Nicol, if ye please.”

Not the best of starts, Lindsay thought ruefully.

As he walked to the other end of the table, the general murmur of conversation began again.

––––––––
[image: image]


THE FOOD WAS EXECRABLE. Thin soup, thinner stew, a few scraggly roast fowl, some sort of braised cabbage that tasted entirely of nothing.

The company was, for the most part, awful too. Cruikshank’s guests comprised a collection of pompous magistrates, self-satisfied merchants and a fire-and-brimstone minister who eyed Lindsay with hostile suspicion. Nicol was the only tolerable man present, and so far he’d met Lindsay’s conversational overtures with taut, monosyllabic responses. Lindsay decided he was tired of it.

“You are very quiet, Mr. Nicol,” he said, looking straight at the man. “Have I offended you?” He was speaking too quietly for any of their fellow guests to overhear, but still Nicol’s gaze darted cautiously from side to side before he replied, his own voice equally low.

“Why would I be offended?”

“I’m sure I haven’t the faintest idea,” Lindsay replied. He poked at the unappetising food on his plate. “But since you’ve scarcely spoken a word to me since I arrived, I have to ask, since otherwise, I can’t account for your behaviour.”

Finally, Nicol looked at him, his gaze stony. “You can think of no reason? Truly?”

Lindsay met his gaze, feigning a surprise he did not feel. “Is this about last night?”

Nicol’s mouth tightened, but he said nothing.

“It is,” Lindsay surmised. “Why?”

Nicol flushed. “Well, obviously it’s... awkward.”

Lindsay ignored the pang Nicol’s words caused, giving a negligent shrug. “No need to feel awkward. If you wish, we can proceed as though it never happened. I will not speak of it again, if you do not wish me to.” He pretended interest in his dinner, resisting the urge to watch Nicol’s reaction to his words. But he felt the man’s gaze upon him.

After several too-long moments, Nicol said quietly, “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

Lindsay merely shrugged again, as though it didn’t matter to him in the least, when in truth it felt as though his heart was bleeding, which was utterly ridiculous and entirely overdramatic, of course, but there it was. It seemed he was moonstruck by Drew Nicol.

“Tell me,” he said, as much to distract himself as Nicol. “Why are you here this evening? I didn’t get the impression the other day that you and Cruikshank were particular friends.” He paused and raised a brow. “Are you hoping to win new business from his guests?”

Nicol grimaced. “Hardly,” he said, then muttered, “One of this lot’s enough.”

“This lot?”

Nicol looked at him, curious. In a low tone he said, “Don’t you know who these men are? Didn’t Cruikshank tell you?”

“No.” Lindsay admitted. “I haven’t the faintest idea. Who are they? Other than the biggest shower of bores I’ve ever had the misfortune to meet.”

That surprised a burst of laughter from Nicol, who looked so startled after, that Lindsay’s own lips quirked.

“Most of them are members of the House of the White Ravens,” Nicol explained, keeping his voice low.

“The House of the what?” Lindsay replied, amused. “Is that some kind of freemasonry club?”

“Something like that,” Nicol agreed vaguely. “My uncle was a warden or secretary—some kind of officer anyway.”

Just then, Lindsay remembered the paperweight on Nicol’s desk. “What about you?”

Nicol shook his head, smiling faintly. “It’s not my sort of thing. The only reason I’m here is because I called on Mr. Cruikshank this evening to collect the last payment due to my firm for this house—he invited me to stay and said he’d speak to me about it after dinner. What about you? Why are you here?”

“I also have some business to discuss with Mr. Cruikshank.”

“The same business you were discussing with him last time?”

Lindsay smiled blandly. “Yes.”

Nicol opened his mouth to say more—perhaps ask another question—but he was interrupted.

“Mr. Nicol,” Cruikshank called from the top of the table. His voice was thin and querulous, oddly carrying over the deeper general rumble. “My friend Mr. Hadden here was admiring the design of the house and asking how long it would take to acquire one like this for himself. Perhaps ye could enlighten him?”

Nicol leaned forward to look down the length of the table. “I am afraid that presently demand is considerably outstripping supply, Mr. Hadden. My advice is to get your name down for a plot as soon as you might, but it will likely be two years at least, if not longer.”

Hadden was an angry-looking man. His face had a distinctly purplish hue and the buttons of his waistcoat strained for release, as though he was bursting with bad temper.

“Two years!” Hadden exclaimed, his tone incredulous. “What nonsense is this, Mr. Nicol?”

Absurdly, Lindsay felt himself bristle on Nicol’s behalf.

“I can assure you it is the standard waiting time,” Nicol said calmly.

Hadden seemed to go even more purple. When he opened his mouth to say more, Lindsay found himself interjecting. Which was ridiculous when Nicol was plainly quite capable of standing up for himself.

“It’s terribly aggravating, isn’t it?” he said, in his most languid voice. “Mr. Nicol gave me the exact same news just the other day.” He sighed dramatically. “I could have wept.”

Hadden glanced at Lindsay with mingled dislike and distaste, then turned his attention back to Nicol. “Are you not aware, Mr. Nicol, that I am a White Raven?”

Lindsay snorted with amusement at that pronouncement and Hadden sent him another filthy look.

Nicol, who clearly had rather better control of his impulses than Lindsay, didn’t react at all, merely observing, “I assumed as much, Mr. Hadden.”

Hadden glared at him. “Well?” he demanded. “You are indebted to us, are you not?”

Nicol went very still at that and Lindsay glanced at him, intrigued now.

“My uncle’s debt to the House has been repaid,” Nicol said coldly. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Cruikshank?”

Every guest at the table turned to look at their host.

“Repaid?” Cruikshank said, with a puzzled frown. “I’m not sure I understand ye, Mr. Nicol.”

For several long moments, Nicol just stared him, his own expression disbelieving. Then he said, very slowly and distinctly, “I think you understand me perfectly well. We discussed this. I agreed to move you up the waiting list maintained by my firm, and what’s more, I deducted a considerable sum from the price of this house. That’s more than ample to repay the debt my uncle left.”

Cruikshank gave an uncomfortable chuckle. “I cannae say I recall agreeing the debt would be written off.” Glancing at Nicol, he spotted the other man’s angry expression and quickly added, “Which is not tae say I’m not grateful for the favours ye’ve done me, Mr. Nicol. We Ravens are always very mindful of good turns. But ye see, we dinnae simply write off debts between ourselves—we keep tally o’ everything and then—recognising our mutual obligations—help each other whenever help is needed. ’Tis our way.”

“As you well know, I am not a member of your House,” Nicol bit out, “Furthermore, you knew I would not have put you at the top of our list or reduced the price, had I not believed that I was repaying that debt. It was plainly understood between us that I was doing that to extinguish any remaining obligation. It is quite dishonourable of you to claim otherwise.”

Cruikshank’s face went red with anger at that blunt accusation.

“I find ye offensive, sir,” he exclaimed. “I am shocked to be spoken to like this by a guest at my own dinner table! In fact, I think I must ask ye—”

Nicol stood, the screech of his chair legs against the polished wooden floor interrupting Cruikshank’s flow. He tossed his napkin on the table and stared directly at his host. “Ask me what?”

Cruikshank shrank back in his chair a little. “I think,” he said, his voice wobbling a little, “I must ask ye to leave.”

Nicol gave a mirthless laugh. “For once, we are in agreement, Mr. Cruikshank. I will return another day to collect the payment due to my firm. In the meantime, I will leave you to your dinner.”

And then he was striding out of the room, without so much as a backward glance, and slamming the door behind him.

Lindsay watched him leave with dismay. He’d rather counted on Drew Nicol being around for at least the rest of the meal.

The other men at the table yammered like a flock of angry birds, every one of them decrying Drew Nicol’s behaviour and vowing never to use or recommend his services to another living soul.

And through it all, Cruikshank sat there, saying nothing, his little round monkey eyes fixed on the door that Nicol had slammed behind him, his expression quite cold.
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Chapter Eleven
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Lindsay had to wait another hour—through a stodgy suet pudding studded with dry currants and two glasses of cheap port wine—before Cruikshank finally caught his eye and said, “Well now, Mr. Somerville. Are ye ready to conduct our business? I am sure my other guests will excuse us. It should not take too long.”

He rose stiffly from his chair, grimacing a little as he headed for the door, Lindsay following him. The other guests ignored their departure, still swilling the nasty port wine and chattering loudly as Lindsay followed his arthritic host from the room.

When the door closed behind them, Cruikshank shuffled a few steps down the corridor, pausing to lift a candle from the narrow hall table and handing it to Lindsay. “Would ye carry this for me, Mr. Somerville? As ye can see, I’m a wee bit shaky on my feet.”

“Of course,” Lindsay said, accepting the candle. “Have we far to go?” Pray God they wouldn’t have to tackle a flight of steps—it’d take all night to get there at this rate.

“No, the strongroom where I keep my collection is just down here.”

“Strongroom?” Lindsay repeated.

“Aye,” Cruikshank said. “Though it’s no’ just a safe. I use the chamber as my study too—I like to have my things around me. When Mr. Nicol was designing the house, I told him what I wanted: a room in which I could securely store my personal collection that would also be large enough to work in.” Turning away, he began shuffling down the corridor at his painfully slow pace.

“You can’t expect me to reveal all my clients’ secrets.”

“You weren’t able to keep your collection secure before?”

“No,” Cruikshank replied without looking round. The nut-brown wig had listed a little to one side, covering the top of his left ear, though Cruikshank didn’t seem to notice. It made him look comical, like a performing monkey with his too-big, antique coat. “My bankers kept most of it for me, till now.”

A little further down the corridor, Cruikshank stopped and began fishing around at his waist, till finally he pulled out a heavy key ring with half a dozen or so keys of different shapes and weights. As he fingered through the keys, Lindsay realised that the stout and studded door they had stopped in front of had not one, but three locks. Cruikshank tackled them patiently, one by one. Judging by the effort he had to put in to turning them, the locks were stiff and new.

When all three locks had finally been opened, Cruikshank glanced at Lindsay. “I’ll be interested to hear what ye think,” he said, then he pushed open the heavy door and gestured for Lindsay to precede him.

The first thing that struck Lindsay was the sudden way the scents of the room—books and paper and leather and wood—hit him. As though the thick door had muffled them from him before. The second thing, which happened as soon as Lindsay stepped forward, crossing the threshold, was that the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and an immediate sense of almost overwhelming panic rose up in him. He wheeled around to face Cruikshank again, the candle flame nearly going out from the swiftness of his turn.

“Is something wrong?” Cruikshank asked. His eyes gleamed strangely.

“It feels like—”

Like a dungeon.

He didn’t want to say the betraying words. Recovering his composure with some effort, he said, instead, “It feels rather closed-in.”

Cruikshank nodded, and pointed into the room. “Ye’ll see that there’s no window. The rear wall is an interior wall and there’s another wee corridor behind it. The window to the exterior wall of the house is on that corridor. A window is weak point, ye see, and ye cannae have that in a strongroom.”

Lindsay looked where Cruikshank was pointing, but still couldn’t bring himself to step inside—his wolf was determinedly shying from the prospect. Playing for a little more time, he gave his attention to the door, saying, “I see this is very stout—are the walls also reinforced?”

“Now ye’re askin’,” Cruikshank said, wagging a finger at Lindsay in mock admonishment, but he seemed pleased by the question, and brushed past Lindsay, shuffling into the room with a stiff sort of geriatric alacrity that spoke of his eagerness. Lindsay followed him cautiously, holding up the candle to light his host’s way.

“It’s all about the walls with a strongroom,” Cruikshank said turning back to face Lindsay. He patted the wall nearest him. “Underneath the pretty wallpaper and plasterwork, these walls are not mere brick and timber, Mr. Somerville, but stone and iron. As solid as ye’ll get anywhere.”

Now that he knew, Lindsay could account for his strange reaction, and for his sudden conviction that this was like a dungeon. He remembered all too well the heavy clamour of imprisoning stone and iron all around him from those long-ago days in Duncan’s keep. No wonder his wolf was so distressed.

“How very fascinating,” he said, forcing himself to follow Cruikshank further into the room. He was calming now, his instinctive reaction to the cell-like chamber gradually receding as Cruikshank continued with his explanation of how the strongroom had been constructed. Even so, a lingering sense of unease troubled him.

“Let me light a few more candles,” Cruikshank said. “Or ye’ll no’ be able to see a thing.” He borrowed a flame from Lindsay’s candle with a taper and used it to light a branch of candles on his desk and another pair in a wall sconce above.

The desk was the same one he’d seen in Cruikshank’s old rooms—the chairs too—all dark, uncomfortable wood, unrelieved by so much as a single cushion. The rest of the room was entirely taken up by Cruikshank’s “collection.” Three of the room’s four walls were shelved, practically from top to and bottom, and every inch of every shelf was crammed with a bewildering array of objects.

There had to be twenty times the number of things in here than there had been in Cruikshank’s old study. Books and boxes and jars and porcelain and packets of papers, all crowded in, higgledy-piggledy fashion, as though fighting for a space of their own.

You’d have thought Cruikshank would’ve taken a bit more care to display his favourite things, Lindsay thought, given the evident pride he took in them, and in the room he’d had specially built for them. But no, they were stuffed onto the shelves quite as carelessly as in the old study, as though Cruikshank was not particularly concerned with what anyone else thought of his collection.

Looking around the strongroom, Lindsay felt sure that was it—Cruikshank didn’t care, because this was for him alone. Not a connoisseur’s collection to be admired by all, but a miser’s hoard to be enjoyed in private.

Which rather made him wonder, Why had Cruikshank seemed so keen for Lindsay to see the room?

“I’ll be interested to hear what ye think.”

Possibly, it had been no more than idle politeness, yet Lindsay had detected something in Cruikshank—some kind of interest in Lindsay’s reaction.

“Your collection is sizeable,” Lindsay said, eyeing Cruikshank as the old man slowly lowered himself into the hard chair behind his desk. In a moment, Cruikshank would invite Lindsay to sit too and he didn’t want to. His beast urged him to stay close to the door, which he’d been sure to leave ajar. He strolled to the nearest shelf, pretending an interest in the spines of a row of books on the shelf closest to him, which, much like everything else in the room, appeared to have no particular logic to their arrangement.

Gerardo, the Unfortunate Spaniard

Miscellaneous Tracts, Historical, Chronological, Moral, &c.

Letters, Containing an Account of Travelling through Switzerland and Italy.

“I have many interesting items, Mr. Somerville,” Cruikshank called from behind his desk, “but ye’re here to look at one in particular, are ye not? So, do ye have that fifty guineas we agreed upon?”

Lindsay turned back to his host. “I do,” he confirmed, moving reluctantly towards the desk. Reaching into the inside pocket of his coat, he withdrew the banker’s draft he’d brought and set it on the polished wood. Cruikshank’s eyes gleamed as he unfolded the heavy paper and read it.

“And you have the papers to show me?” Lindsay prompted.

“I do,” Cruikshank confirmed, folding the draft back up. “The first packet o’ them, as we agreed.”

“Excellent.”

Cruikshank drew out his key ring again, using a small key to open a drawer in his desk from which he withdrew a slim packet of yellowed papers. Placing the bank draft inside the drawer, he locked it again before setting the packet on the desk.

“These papers are quite fragile, so please be careful, Mr. Somerville.”

Finally, and somewhat reluctantly, settling into the uncomfortable chair opposite Cruikshank, Lindsay reached for the papers. They were held together with faded black ribbon.

“They have never been bound?”

“No,” Cruikshank said, “nor even much opened since they were written, by the look o’ them. That’s a blessing, of course, seeing as they’ve no’ been very well-kept. They could still be bound into book form by a skilled man, if that was wanted. I know someone who would do a good job o’ it.”

Carefully, Lindsay undid the knots in the ribbon holding the packet together and set the fraying strands aside. The whole packet contained perhaps twenty or so folded sheets. Cautiously, he opened out the topmost one. The paper was thick and yellow, though somewhat brittle, the script close-written in faded brown ink. The penmanship was not good, a scrawl of words that looked to have poured out of the author at a swift rate.

Lindsay peered at the words, trying to discern them in the candlelight.

At the top of the first page was written:


Kirkallenwater, fifth day of March in the Year of our Lord fifteen hundred and ninety-one.



Lindsay read on.


It is four days since we came to this quiet border town and I can scarcely believe what has happened within such a short period, even after half a year in George Cargill’s company, witnessing sights I could never have imagined I would see.

When first we arrived, it seemed a good, respectable place with a civil populace, but Cargill was summoned here by a gentleman who had said all was not as it seemed, and that there was darkness beneath the peaceful appearance.

Cargill did not speak to me of the particulars mentioned in that summons—he never does—but on the way here, he read to me a passage from the work of the great John Knox regarding the influence of Women. The passage stated in the strongest of terms that women should not pretend superiority above men. It seems I am becoming used to Mr. Cargill’s ways as I discerned from this that he believed there to be women in this town who exercised an influence unbefitting to their status—and so it has proved to be.

On the day of our arrival, Cargill met with the town dignitaries, including the sheriff himself, and on the Sunday, went to the church where the minister invited him to speak to the congregation. He delivered there a sermon regarding God’s Sentence upon Women, beginning with the passage from Genesis, in which God pronounced that the will of woman would always be subject to that of man who would ever bear dominion over her.

At the end of his sermon, Cargill said to the congregation, “If you know a woman who defies this judgment of the Lord, who seeks power and influence, who dares to speak over men who are her acknowledged superiors, then hear this: This woman is a witch.” And he urged the people to come forward and report their suspicions to him.

The next day, they came. A dozen or more, every one of them reporting Mistress Geddes, a widow who had run the town’s inn since the death of her husband two decades before.




A shiver ran up Lindsay’s spine, as he read on, his finger tracing the faded, antique letters. Naismith told of Mistress Geddes’s arrest, and then the swift arrest of her daughter and son-in-law, and two more of the townswomen, each of whom had made the mistake of speaking up for her.

Cruikshank said nothing as Lindsay set down the first paper and picked up the next in the bundle. This one was concerned with the examination of Mistress Geddes, the first of the group to be interrogated by George Cargill. As he read the long passages describing in salacious detail the torments and degrading acts inflicted on the poor woman, horror yawned in his gut, making him feel physically sick. One of the pieces of “evidence” used in her trial was Cargill’s report that bodkins had been pressed into her flesh but had left no mark. Lindsay thought of the witchprickers on Cruikshank’s shelf with their retracting needles and he and burned with outrage on this long-dead woman’s behalf, even as he hid his feelings from Cruikshank behind a blank expression. 

He read for another half hour or more, perusing several more papers in detail before skimming the contents of the rest of the bundle in search of a mention of anyone who might be Alys. He found no one who obviously fitted her description, but this, after all, was only the first of the packets.

Finally, he set the last paper down and glanced back at Cruikshank who said, his voice sly, “So, what do ye think, Mr. Somerville? The papers make a fascinating read, do they not? I daresay ye’re itching to read the lot properly, but I must get back to my guests...” He spread his hands in apology.

Lindsay forced a smile. “That’s a shame, but I believe I’ve seen enough to know that I do wish to acquire these papers.” The letters themselves appeared genuine enough to Lindsay’s untutored eye, and even if there was no explicit mention of Alys within them, they might conceivably contain an important detail that would mean something to Marguerite. He was not, however, convinced they were worth anything like five hundred guineas.

Cruikshank smiled his lipless smile. “Very well—what is yer offer?”

Lindsay considered for several moments, then said softly, “Two hundred and fifty guineas.”

Cruikshank’s smile vanished. For a long time, he said nothing. Then he leaned forward and reached for the papers Lindsay had read, carefully folding them back up and binding the packet back up.

“As I told ye before, Mr. Somerville, I already have a client who wants these papers. It will take a great deal more than two hundred and fifty guineas to disappoint him.”

Lindsay laughed softly. “Come, Mr. Cruikshank. Five hundred guineas is daylight robbery for those papers and you know it. Be reasonable. At least make me a counteroffer.”

Cruikshank glared at him. “My client is no’ a reasonable man. If I break my agreement wi’ him, I need to be able to compensate him accordingly.”

“But he’s not paying you anywhere near two hundred and fifty hundred guineas, is he?” Lindsay replied. “I’d wager he’s not even paying half that. Am I right?”

Cruikshank’s glare darkened and he pressed his lips together stubbornly, but it was perfectly clear to Lindsay that he was right—two hundred and fifty hundred guineas was considerably more than Cruikshank would get from his other client. Knowing that, Lindsay couldn’t bring himself to offer such an exorbitant sum as Cruikshank had first mentioned. Not with the papers looking as though they may not even mention Alys.

“Two hundred and fifty guineas is a handsome sum,” Lindsay said, then couldn’t resist adding, “You’d be able to pay your debt to Mr. Nicol and still have plenty left over.”

Cruikshank flushed angrily at that, clearly not liking being reminded of the scene with Nicol. Briefly, Lindsay wondered if he’d gone too far, but when the man finally spoke, his voice was icily calm.

“My client is no’ coming to Edinburgh to collect the papers for another fortnight,” Cruikshank said. “In view of that, ye have a week to change yer mind, if ye wish to do so. If not...” He shrugged, as though unconcerned by that possibility. “And now, I will wish ye goodnight. I must to return to my other guests. I have neglected them too long.”

“Very well, Mr. Cruikshank,” Lindsay said smoothly, concealing his frustration. “I’ll give the matter my consideration.”

––––––––
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LINDSAY WAS SCOWLING when he left the house a few minutes later.

He was annoyed at the outcome of his discussion with Hector Cruikshank. The man had not even been willing to discuss matters. The only way to make progress would be to return, cap in hand, with an increase to his already too generous offer.

Marguerite would not be impressed with his bargaining skills.

Still, he thought, as he set off walking up the empty New Town street, he had a little time on his side. Cruikshank would have the letters in his possession for the next two weeks. Lindsay could give some thought to his next move.

As for tonight, it was early still and he found himself wondering whether Drew Nicol had returned home after storming out of Cruikshank’s house, or if he’d gone somewhere else, perhaps to a tavern—though he didn’t strike Lindsay as a particularly sociable fellow.

He should leave Nicol well alone, but somehow he found himself lifting his nose and searching the air for Nicol’s flinty scent.

Nothing. Not a trace.

Hardly surprising given that Nicol had left Cruikshank’s house two hours before. Idly, Lindsay considered his next move. If he shifted now, his wolf would easily find and track Nicol’s scent. Lindsay discarded the thought almost immediately. He was not about to leave a heap of distinctive evening clothes lying around at this hour. Besides, there was a very good chance Nicol would simply be in the most obvious place—at home.

Not that Lindsay had any intention of visiting him there. No, he was going straight back to his rooms.

He walked briskly back to town, but when he reached the High Street, instead of turning left towards the Canongate, he turned right and began making his way up to the Lawnmarket and Brodie’s Close.

He was merely curious, he told himself. That was all. He wanted to check whether Nicol had indeed gone straight home. Once his curiosity had been satisfied, he would go back to Locke Court.

By the time, he was within fifty yards of Brodie’s Close, he had the thread of Nicol’s scent, and when he turned down the narrow alleyway and made his way up to the front door of the tenement building Nicol had entered the previous night, the man’s scent was strong enough that Lindsay knew he had passed this spot recently.

Excitement roiled within him. And desire, and need. And a strange, wild joy.

Christ.

Lindsay stepped back from the door, retreating several paces. He should go. He really should. But he stood there, looking at the tenement. It was tall and thin with small, shuttered windows. It looked like the sort of building with reasonably well-to-do tenants. They’d be assiduous in locking up securely at night. Stepping forward again, he tried the door—just to check—and confirmed it was firmly locked.

He counted the windows. The shutters, he saw, were all quite stoutly made of heavy oak with iron fixings. Difficult to force—though not for a wolf. Not that he intended to do any such thing. It was only that Nicol’s scent was teasing at him, stirring him again. Agitating him. It made him want to tear down every obstacle between them.

He wanted, desired, needed to see Nicol, and as much as that need dismayed him, it excited him too, filling him with a clamouring aliveness that invigorated his aimless soul. It was not easy to live so many years, to have no sense of when one would cease to exist. As the decades of his life had passed, Lindsay had discovered that the passions that sustained an ordinary human life were not enough for a wolf. From time to time, he would descend into a state Marguerite called l’ennui—an emptiness, entirely without appetite. Tempting to call it boredom, except that word did no justice to the weary despair that overcame him when he was in its grip.

He’d been teetering on the edge of that chasm this last year or two, but now Drew Nicol had entered his life, his scent like a silver fish glinting in a murky stream, drawing Lindsay’s jaded eye. Pricking his dulled senses.

It felt good to be excited again.

It felt good to want. To ache for something again. To ache for someone as never before.

The need churned in him now, so hard he felt the wolf gnawing at his humanity with impatient teeth and claws, howling to be free. He knew he must leave before he did something very foolish, yet still he paced agitatedly in front of the tenement, mind racing, fists curling and uncurling, breath coming hard and fast.

When an upstairs shutter opened and a head leaned out, he was surprised. As unsettled as he was, he knew he had, nonetheless, been silent. What could have alerted someone to his presence?

“Who’s there?”

Nicol.

That was Nicol’s voice. Firm and forbidding.

Lindsay stilled and looked up—it was four full floors up to those open shutters and the shadowed head above him.

“Is that you, Somervi—?” Nicol broke off without completing Lindsay’s name but Lindsay knew that was what he’d been about to say. Yet there was no way he could have seen Lindsay down here, was there? Probably not even his outline.

So why had he spoken Lindsay’s name?

A few moments of silence passed, then Nicol said, more quietly, “Is anyone down there?”

Heart thudding, Lindsay stepped forward, letting his heels click audibly on the ground. Then he spoke, keeping his voice soft, too quiet to disturb the other householders. “It’s me. Somerville. May I come in?”

Nicol said nothing. He must be wondering how he had known—or rather sensed—who stood at the front door of his tenement. After all, that was what Lindsay was wondering.

“Mr. Nicol?” he said again, into the silence. At that, the shadowy head disappeared and the shutter banged closed. An iron bolt grated home, securing the window.

Hell.

Disappointment soured Lindsay’s stomach as he realised he had been dismissed. Beyond that, a more disturbing truth simmered, but it was not one he was willing to face up to yet.

As he turned to leave, though, a sudden noise made him pause.

Footsteps, behind the solid front door. Then the metallic grind and roll of locks tumbling. The squeak of iron hinges. Lindsay wheeled around.

Nicol stood in the open doorway, his gaze troubled.

“Why are you here?” he said. “What do you want?”
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Chapter Twelve
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“Well,” Lindsay said, adopting a light tone. “I wouldn’t mind a brandy.”

He stepped forward into the ring of dim light emitted by Nicol’s candle. “Perhaps we could continue our conversation from dinner? We didn’t get much of chance to talk before you stormed out.”

Nicol frowned and opened his mouth to reply, but Lindsay jumped in before he could utter a word, sensing a rejection was coming. “If you’ve no brandy, I’ll take whatever else you have—I’m not fussy.” He smiled winningly and hoped he didn’t sound as desperate as he felt.

“It’s rather late—” Nicol began. His tone was reluctant, but his gaze ate Lindsay up, lingering on his mouth.

Oh, yes.

“Just one brandy?” Lindsay murmured. “Or whatever you have. Come on, Nicol. I’ve come all this way to see you.”

Nicol’s frown deepened. “That’s what I don’t understand.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why have you come all this way to see me?”

Lindsay laughed softly, amused and oddly sad at the same time, that Nicol would think his own company so undesirable. “I told you before. Despite you glaring at me all the damned time, I rather like you.”

Nicol was plainly unconvinced, his wary frown staying stubbornly in place. Nevertheless, he stepped aside, allowing Lindsay to enter the tenement. “All right, one drink,” he said. “Though it’ll have to be whisky. I have no brandy.”

“I don’t mind whisky,” Lindsay assured him, grinning.

He followed Nicol up flight after flight of stairs, happily trailing in the wake of his delicious scent, excitement unfurling in his gut at the prospect of spending even a little more time with the man. Sternly, he reminded himself of the promise he’d given at Cruikshank’s house.

“We can proceed as though it never happened. I will not speak of it again, if you do not wish me to...”

He must not break that promise.

Finally, they reached Nicol’s floor. Nicol led Lindsay down the corridor and into his rooms, a set of chambers that was considerably smaller than those Lindsay was presently occupying.

“You live alone?” Lindsay asked, as he followed Nicol into a modest, plainly furnished parlour, where a fire was already burning in the grate.

“I do.”

“You have no servant?” He hoped his pleasure at the knowledge they would be alone was not too obvious.

“Not one who lives in. I have a girl who comes in to clean the place for me each day and prepare my dinner.”

Lindsay nodded and looked around. Despite the fire, it was not a cosy room, being quite devoid of any trinkets or other homely items. There were several framed pictures on the walls, but they were all of buildings and gardens. There was nothing personal at all, not so much as a miniature or an embroidered sampler. In particular, there was no sign of Nicol’s late wife.

“Is whisky all right?” Nicol asked. “If you hate it, I have some ale or Madeira.”

“Whisky is perfect.”

“Very well,” Nicol said stiffly. “Sit down. I’ll be back in a moment.”

Lindsay sat down in a narrow armchair. Several books were piled up on the occasional table beside him and he examined the titles. Mathematics, philosophy and architecture. Somehow he wasn’t surprised.

“This is a rather serious collection,” he said when Nicol returned. “No scandalous novels.”

Nicol shrugged. “I’m a serious man,” he said, setting a pair of pewter cups, a bottle of whisky and a jug of water on the table. “You must have realised that by now.” He poured two measures of spirit.

“No water for me,” Lindsay said when Nicol lifted the earthenware jug.

Nicol shrugged and splashed some water into his own cup, then settled himself into a chair.

“You are a serious man,” Lindsay said, “But even you must have your lighter moments. No one can be serious all the time, after all.” He toyed with the ribbon of his quizzing glass. “No more than anyone can be always be a fribble.”

“You think not?” Nicol replied, raising a dark blond brow. “I must say, I find it difficult to imagine you ever being serious.”

Lindsay sent Nicol a cool glance. He had the distinct impression he was being insulted, or at the least, underestimated. Neither possibility pleased him. “Are you suggesting I’m a perpetual fribble?”

Nicol had the grace to flush a little at that. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t need to. What else is a man who is never serious?”

“Not necessarily a fribble,” Nicol argued, his tone defensive. “Perhaps just someone who has had... an easy passage through life.”

Lindsay eyed him, part amused, part irritated. “You think that’s what I am?” he asked. “Someone who’s had an easy passage through life?”

“Aren’t you?” Nicol countered. His flinty gaze was penetrating, as though he was trying to puzzle Lindsay out.

For a moment, Lindsay wished he could tear his mask off and let this man really see him. See everything. His true age, his mended wounds, the growling beast inside him. Impossible. With effort, he suppressed the unfamiliar desire to reveal himself, instead saying lightly, “Who is to say what an easy life is?”

Nicol dropped his gaze to his whisky. “Who indeed,” he murmured, and took another sip.

“So,” Lindsay said, determinedly changing the subject, “that was quite a scene at Cruikshank’s dinner. What was it all about?”

Nicol’s brows knotted at the reminder. Shaking his head, he said shortly, “He misled me.”

“How so?”

Nicol rubbed one hand wearily over his face. “The debt he referred to—we agreed settlement terms on it and now he pretends we did not.”

“Did you not have the terms put in writing?”

“There was no need,” Nicol said. “It was not that kind of debt. I am not legally liable for it, but I consider it a debt of honour. I made my feelings on that known to Cruikshank, and that I intended to repay him. In saying what he did tonight, he has defamed me in front of all those men,” He frowned unhappily. “Now, they will say I am a dishonourable scoundrel who does not meet his obligations.”

“You said at Cruikshank’s house it was your uncle’s debt.”

Nicol nodded. “My parents died when I was a boy. It was my uncle who educated and established me in life. He died a number of years ago.”

“So this debt was a debt on his estate?”

“Yes, though it was one he incurred on my behalf—which is why I considered it my responsibility. I’d been offered partnership by my firm, you see. The offer was conditional upon my making a capital contribution and”—he broke off, waving his hand in a vague gesture—“meeting other... conditions.”

Lindsay wondered what those other conditions were. He might’ve asked, but Nicol was speaking again.

“My uncle told me he would advance me the capital I needed. I believed he had the funds—he had been a moderately successful merchant. It was only when he died that I learned he’d borrowed the funds and at an absurdly high rate of interest. God knows why he agreed to such a thing—perhaps he believed he would not require to repay the interest, or perhaps he was just desperate by then.”

“Either way, it was not a debt of your making.”

“No,” Nicol agreed. “But the funds advanced my career. It would have been dishonourable to walk away from the debt on the grounds it was my uncle’s responsibility when I was still benefitting from it.”

Yet that was exactly what many men would have done, Lindsay was quite sure.

“So, you told Cruikshank you would accept responsibility for the debt.”

Nicol nodded unhappily. “I did not have the means to settle it immediately—the money I’d invested in the firm was tied up in land and building works—but he was not impatient to be repaid. He said he was happy to wait.”

“I imagine he’s the sort that likes it when a man is indebted to him.”

Nicol met Lindsay’s gaze, his own bleak. “You have the measure of him. He bided his time till the rush began on houses in the New Town. Then he turned up on my doorstep saying it was time to honour the loan. He told me I could do so by putting him to the top of my firm’s waiting list and giving him a preferential price.” He shrugged. “In truth, I was relieved. I hated owing him the debt. It didn’t even matter to me that what he got was worth more than the loan and interest together. I just wanted to be rid of that obligation.”

“But tonight he denied the loan had been repaid.”

Nicol made a rough sound of disbelief. “I’m such a fool. I should have seen this coming. I already knew that he wanted more from me. He’d asked me repeatedly to join the House and become angry when I’d refused the invitation. But I knew if I agreed, I’d be obliged to grant favours to him and his cronies for the rest of my life.”

“You’d get favours in exchange,” Lindsay pointed out reasonably.

Nicol shook his head, his jaw tight. “I know, but it’s not worth it. I’ve spent my whole life owing things to other people. And finally, finally I thought I was getting close to being free.”

“What do you mean?” Lindsay asked, his voice soft and curious. 

Nicol threw back the rest of his whisky. He was silent for so long that Lindsay was about to give up and change the subject. But then Nicol began to talk again.

“First, it was my uncle. He didn’t ask to be landed with a child, but he still did his best for me. He did everything in his power to set me up with a good living, but it was always on condition that I accepted his advice as to my future.”

“You didn’t choose to be an architect then?”

Nicol gave a dry little laugh. “I wanted to be an artist. My uncle decided that architecture was a more sensible path.” He paused. “Don’t misunderstand me, I enjoy what I do now, but it was not my choice. I took up this career because he was paying for my education and I was obliged to him.”

Lindsay regarded him silently for a while. “And who else have you felt obliged to?” he said. “You said your uncle was the first—were there others?”

A muscle ticked in Nicol’s jaw and he reached for the bottle. “More whisky?”

Lindsay shook his head and watched as Nicol refilled his own cup, a large measure with no water to dilute it this time. He threw the spirit back in one mouthful and carefully set the cup down.

“I didn’t only have to invest money when I joined my firm,” he said, after a brief silence. “I was required—that is, I agreed, to marry the daughter of the senior partner.”

Lindsay’s gut twisted at Nicol’s bleak expression. “Your marriage was arranged?”

Nicol nodded.

“Was it—were you happy together?”

“No.”

Only that. No.

Lindsay had a thousand questions on his lips. He wanted to know what caused the sick misery he saw in Nicol’s gaze, but how could he ask? How could he press down on what was clearly a painful wound? But even as he sat there, in an agony of indecision, the matter was taken out of his hands. Through stiff lips Nicol said hoarsely, “I was a terrible husband.”

“I’m sure you—”

“I was,” Nicol insisted and dropped his head into his hands.

Lindsay stared at his downbent head, the neatly combed hair in its simple queue, gleaming barley-gold in the flickering firelight.

“What did you do that was so bad?” Lindsay wanted to bite his tongue off as soon as the words escaped—what was he thinking prying like that?—but Nicol didn’t seem offended. He lifted his head out of his hands, though he kept his gaze on the floor, and began to speak.

“She liked me well enough when we were first introduced, but once we were married, she discovered how serious and dull I was. As for me, I found her...” He winced, self-loathing in his eyes. “I found her... annoying. She was young, you see, and I was not very patient with her. Soon enough, I was staying away as much as I could. I told myself it was what she wanted too. But then, after she died—” His voice gave out and he stopped for a moment before continuing. “After she died, I found her diary.” He glanced up then and his grey-blue gaze was fierce. “She was—desperately lonely. So unhappy. I made her feel that way.”

“Nicol—”

Nicol ignored the interruption, pressing on almost desperately. “I hadn’t wanted to marry her,” he said. “I was obliged to do so. To me, she was a price that I paid to take a step up in the world. And then—that night...” He trailed off.

“The night she died?”

Nicol nodded, closing his eyes. “She went into labour and it went badly. I’d not been particularly interested in the prospect of becoming a father, so I’d not really expected to feel anything. But when the baby came and they gave her to me—such a little scrap—I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was so tiny and perfect and fragile.”

Lindsay swallowed against the lump in his throat, watching this man who’d seemed so grim and unemotional till now, unravelling before him. The pain in his eyes was stark as he recounted his story.

“They’d given me the baby to hold while they tried to help Katie—she was bleeding badly—but they couldn’t save her. And then they couldn’t save the baby either. When the wet-nurse came, she wouldn’t suckle. She died that same night.”

“I’m so sorry,” Lindsay breathed.

Nicol didn’t seem to hear him. “Weeks later, I found Katie’s diary. It was then I understood what I’d done. How very unhappy I’d made her.”

“You shouldn’t blame yourself,” Lindsay said.

Nicol took a deep, shuddering breath and rubbed his hands over his face, visibly pulling himself back together. Eventually he set his hands on his knees and met Lindsay’s gaze.

“I do my blame myself though,” he admitted, his voice calmer now. “I felt like a prisoner in that marriage, but I was too blind to see that she was a prisoner too. And the worst of it is, there’s nothing to be done about it. Not now. Not ever.” He shook his head then. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this. I never talk about it.” He reached for the whisky bottle again and this time Lindsay let him refill his cup too, refraining from pointing out that Nicol had only invited him in for one drink.

Lindsay sipped his replenished whisky, watching Nicol over the rim of his cup. A pall of grim sorrow hung over the man.

Gently, Lindsay changed the subject. “So,” he said. “What do you plan to do about Cruikshank now?”

Nicol glanced up. “There’s not much I can do about his lies other than deny them. He has no legal recourse against me for my uncle’s loan so there’s no question of him raising a case against me. As for his obligations to my firm, he still owes us the final payment for the works to the new house—seventy-six pounds to be precise—and I mean to get it from him. I will plague him personally till he pays up and if he refuses, I will take him to court.” He sighed. “I can only hope the judge is not a White Raven too. One of the gentlemen at tonight’s dinner is a sheriff and another sits in the Court of Session. Any case that came before either of them would be doomed to failure.”

“Ah,” Lindsay said, his tone heavy with understanding. He wished he could say something to reassure Nicol that all would be well, but he remembered too well Cruikshank’s blank, watchful gaze on the closed door after Nicol had stormed out of the dinner. Somehow, he felt sure that Cruikshank meant to make Nicol’s life difficult over this.

For a minute or two, they sat in oddly companionable silence, sipping their whisky. Then Nicol said, “May I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“What is your business with Cruikshank?”

Lindsay considered how to answer that. At length he decided the truth—or part of it—could be safely shared.

“He has a set of papers in his possession that I want. They were written by a man called Thomas Naismith two hundred years ago at the height of the witch trials.”

Nicol looked almost comically surprised. “You are interested in history?”

Lindsay’s mouth twitched with amusement. “Does that surprise you?”

Nicol flushed. “I don’t mean to offend you, but yes, it does rather.”

Lindsay laughed. “At least you’re honest,” he said. “And in truth, the papers are not for me. They’re for a very dear friend of mine.”

“I see,” Nicol said. “Your friend is the historian then? Is he a learned fellow?”

Lindsay laughed again. “She is,” he said. “A dedicated scholar, you might say, and well-respected among her peers.”

“A lady?” Nicol said, eyes wide.

“Yes, is it so surprising?”

“It is, rather,” Nicol replied, he though looked more thoughtful than anything. He met Lindsay’s gaze again and asked carefully, “Is she your sweetheart?”

Lindsay laughed at the very idea. “No,” he said. “We do not... appeal to each other in that way.”

Understanding gleamed in Nicol’s blue-grey gaze. He lifted his cup to his lips, draining it again, then quirked his brow at Lindsay in inquiry. “Another?”

By way of answer, Lindsay drained his own cup and set it down on the table in front of Nicol, watching as he splashed two more measures out. Again, Nicol threw the whole measure back in one gulp. He closed his eyes, resting the cup against his lip for a moment before he set it down again, very carefully and precisely.

“So,” he said quietly, without taking his eyes from the empty cup. “When are you going to tell me why you really came here tonight?” A muscle worked in his cheek and his sandy lashes veiled his eyes.

Lindsay’s chest ached at this slightest of invitations, this door cracked warily open. It was plain to see that Nicol was torn over this.

Lindsay thought about the promise he had made Nicol over dinner.

“I will not speak of it again, if you do not wish me to...”

But now Nicol was inviting him to speak, and the man had to know what was in Lindsay’s mind.

Lindsay gazed unhappily at Nicol and wished he could read his heart, but he could not. In the end, he decided that all he could do was answer the question Nicol had asked him truthfully.

“I came because I couldn’t stay away.”

That made Nicol look up. The expression in his blue-grey gaze was wary and pained.

“What sort of thing is that to say to a man?” he whispered.

Lindsay shrugged. “Merely the truth. Why? Does it worry you?”

Nicol stared at him. “Yes.”

“Because...?”

“Because—well, because I don’t know you. Not really.”

“Are you afraid I’ll betray you? Gossip about you or behave like an idiot so people guess what has happened between us?”

Nicol swallowed. “Perhaps.”

Lindsay smiled. “I’m not an imbecile, you know. I’ve as much to lose as you—maybe even more. And it’s not as though I’m going to be in Edinburgh much longer.”

Nicol watched him silently, his gaze tracking over Lindsay’s face, as though searching for some clue as to his sincerity.

“If it were solely up to me,” Lindsay continued, “I’d say, let’s take a little pleasure in one another’s company while I’m here. But you needn’t worry, you know. I won’t force myself on you.”

Nicol swallowed hard—Lindsay saw the nervous bob of his throat—then he whispered, “What sort of pleasure?”

In that moment, Lindsay’s blood seemed to slow in his veins, pulsing heavily. He had expected Nicol to back away when Lindsay made it clear that the decision rested with him. But he had not, and now he was staring at Lindsay with an expression that was both fearful and hungry.

Lindsay hesitated, then carefully he said, “I could suck you again. Did you like that?”

Nicol let out a tiny helpless moan that made Lindsay’s cock weep with wanting.

“What I want—” Nicol began, then halted.

“Yes?” Lindsay prompted.

“What I want is to”—he closed his eyes again, hiding from Lindsay as he admitted his desire—“is to lie with you. In bed, without our clothes, like—” He broke off.

“Yes,” Lindsay whispered. “Yes, we can do that.” And now his chest was aching again.

He had a terrible feeling he was going to sorely regret meeting Drew Nicol one day.
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Chapter Thirteen
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The bedchamber was small and cold. There was no fire in the grate, no rug on the bare wooden floorboards. The bed linens were clean, but plain. Even the jug and ewer that sat on the nightstand were a plain brown, no decoration at all.

All in all, it was a strangely cheerless room.

Nicol had brought a single candle with them. He set it down on the nightstand, where it guttered briefly then rallied, doing its best to push back against the room’s shadows. When he looked up at Lindsay again, his expression was unsure.

“Shall we undress?” Lindsay let one side of his mouth quirk up and added, “I should very much like to see you without your clothes.”

Nicol flushed but he lifted his hands to begin unbuttoning his waistcoat. Lindsay should have liked to do the undressing for him, but he knew, somehow, that Nicol would not allow that. So instead, he busied himself with his own clothes, unpeeling and unwinding all the shining, sumptuous layers and tossing them aside, one by one.

Nicol moved more slowly, more shyly, setting each garment aside with care, though to his credit, he kept going till he was fully naked. And God, what a sight he was without his clothes. His body was broad and rangy—he was a well-made man, despite being on the thin side.

Though his hair was fairer than Lindsay’s—at least when Lindsay’s was unpowdered—his skin tone was a shade or two darker and he was far more hirsute too, his lean chest furred with light brown hair that narrowed as it ran down his belly before flaring again round his cock.

“You look like a Viking,” Lindsay murmured, when Nicol loosened his hair and the strands tumbled about his face. “So tall and strong and fair.”

Nicol flushed. “You look like a—” He broke off, flushing deeper

“What?” Lindsay said. Suddenly he was horribly conscious of his powdered hair and made-up face. Christ, he could pass for a whore.

Nicol swallowed. “Like a—like a prince or something.” He shrugged, plainly embarrassed, and looked away. Lindsay found himself half-frowning, half-smiling in response.

“A prince?” he said slowly.

A combative expression crossed Nicol’s face and Lindsay realised he thought he was being mocked.

“It’s not so surprising,” he said tightly. “You obviously spend a king’s ransom on your clothes.”

Lindsay smiled and stepped towards him, closing the gap between them. “I’m not teasing you,” he said, his voice low now. “Just surprised. I didn’t think you liked my clothes.”

Drew swallowed visibly. “When did I say that?”

“You didn’t,” Lindsay whispered. “I just sensed you disapproved of my attire.” Mere inches separated them now. Lindsay felt the pull of Nicol’s body as surely as if he were being roped in.

“Well, I suppose I do disapprove,” Nicol breathed, his eyes on Lindsay’s mouth. “But that doesn’t stop you looking like a prince.”

Lindsay laughed softly. “Ah now, Mr. Nicol. Is that a compliment, or not? I find I’m really not sure.”

Nicol raised his hand and touched the mouth he’d been staring at, his fingertips tracing Lindsay’s lips. “Call me Drew,” he murmured.

“Drew then,” Lindsay repeated obediently, his lips shifting under Drew’s fingers. “What do you want, Drew?”

Drew gazed at him helplessly.

“How about a kiss?” Lindsay offered. “You seem to like my mouth.”

Drew’s flush deepened. “I’m not sure.”

Lindsay raised an amused brow. “What then?”

“Let’s lie down.”

That sounded promising at least.

“All right.” Lindsay strolled to the bed, pulling back the covers to expose white sheets before laying down on the mattress and shifting his body to one side. When Nicol didn’t move, he added with a smile, “Aren’t you going to join me?”

Drew’s answering laugh was uncomfortable but, somewhat to Lindsay’s surprise, he did as suggested, first lowering himself onto the mattress then slowly, stiffly, unbending his long, rangy body till he lay parallel to Lindsay. Close, but not yet touching and deliciously naked.

His tantalising scent was stronger without his clothes, the faint notes of stone and metal teasing at Lindsay. The scent of something strong and elemental and unchanging.

“Can I touch you?” Lindsay whispered.

Drew nodded, then threw his arm over his face, as though to blot out the reality of what he was doing. Blinding himself to what was happening, even as he allowed it to occur.

Tentatively, Lindsay reached out to stroke his hand over Drew’s chest, his fingertips catching sweetly on pink nipples peaked tight from the coldness of the room—or perhaps from desire. With each caress, Drew groaned softly, trembling under Lindsay’s touch, and Lindsay’s gut clenched tighter with building desire. He twisted up from the mattress, leaning on one elbow to gaze down at Drew, as he explored the lean planes of the man’s body with his free hand.

It wasn’t enough. Not nearly.

Levering himself up, Lindsay swung one leg over Drew’s hips to straddle him fully, making the man twist and shudder, his scent sharpening and shifting. But it was the velvet drag of Lindsay’s balls over Drew’s hard shaft that had him crying out and—finally—moving his arm from his face.

“Christ,” Drew hissed. “Jesus Christ.”

Lindsay repeated the movement and though Drew’s eyes were wide and shocked now, his body knew what it wanted, hips arching up for more contact, cock sliding against Lindsay’s own shaft and nudging at his tender balls.

“God in heaven—” Drew muttered. “Tell me what to do.”

“Touch me,” Lindsay gasped. He wondered if Drew would comply or if it would be too much for him, to willingly touch another man. He needn’t have worried. Drew’s big hands closed on his hips, pulling him closer, pressing him hard against the thick pole of Drew’s cock as Drew’s hips arched again. His blue-grey eyes blazed and Lindsay could see that, despite his lack of experience, he wanted to take control of this. His fingers on Lindsay's hips gripped so hard they’d likely leave bruises.

How many years of wanting, of pent-up desire, had led Drew to this moment?

Lindsay rocked his hips within Drew's grip.

“Does that feel good?” he whispered, and Drew nodded tightly.

“This is even better,” Lindsay promised, and slid his body down till he was lying on top of Drew, their bare chests pressed together.

“Open your legs,” he murmured, and Drew did, parting his thighs so that when Lindsay thrust, his weeping cock daubed Drew's shaft with sticky fluid, and the swollen heads rubbed together. Drew gasped at the sensation, pulling Lindsay so close their noses brushed and their breaths mingled in an almost-kiss.

Lindsay undulated his hips again, and again, sliding his cock against Drew’s. “There’s nothing else like this,” he breathed against Drew’s lips. “Man to man. Prick to prick.”

Drew moaned and arched up to meet the next thrust, chasing more of those hard velvet strokes, more friction.

God, his scent. Lindsay was infatuated with it. He closed his eyes, letting his head drop to Drew’s shoulder, inhaling deeply as he pressed closer, nuzzling into the side of Drew’s neck to rub his face there.

Drew's hands moved down Lindsay's sides, curving over his buttocks, urging him ever closer, as though he wanted to fuse their bodies into one.

They fell into a grinding rhythm, thrusting in counterpoint, the friction only slightly eased by the drops of fluid that wept from their cocks. 

Drew's scent was making Lindsay's head swim. The taste of his skin was on Lindsay tongue and his constant moans of pleasure were the best music.

Abruptly, Drew flipped Lindsay over, turning him onto his back so quickly he gave a soft Ooof of surprise. And then Drew was the one on top. Drew's weight pressing him down as Lindsay spread his thighs. Drew thrusting while Lindsay arched up, begging for more.

It was disconcerting to be so soundly bested. So firmly controlled. Lindsay shouldn't have liked it. Not one bit.

But he did.

He liked—no, loved—Drew's weight on him. Drew's face pressed into his neck, his lips hungrily tracing Lindsay's skin. The demanding thrusts of his hips and the slide and catch of their hard, sensitive cocks. And God, but he loved Drew's passion, the helpless, roaring rise of it.

“Christ,” Drew gasped against Lindsay's throat. “Christ, Lindsay.”

Holding Drew with one arm, Lindsay thrust the other between their bodies, taking hold of both their shafts in one hand. Drew gasped at the new sensation, lifting his head to look down at Lindsay with astonishment before closing his eyes in ecstasy when Lindsay stroked them together.

“Yes, yes...”

Lindsay stared at him, entranced. There was no trace of the grim Drew Nicol on this man's face. This man was utterly immersed in the pleasure Lindsay was giving him, his habitually stern countenance softened by wonder. And Christ, but Lindsay's heart seemed to swell, just seeing that. A hot fullness in his chest that was far too powerful for a brief and purely physical liaison.

This could not end well. He knew it, even as he revelled in the moment. In his own pleasure and the deeper joy of giving Drew pleasure. In his wolf's strutting satisfaction.

“Let me do it,” Drew whispered, reaching down to nudge Lindsay's hand aside. Sensing Drew’s need for control, Lindsay ceded to him, arching his prick into Drew's fumbling grasp with a quiet moan. Drew's hand was big, his long fingers circling them both easily, and if his movements were clumsy, his eager need and infectious pleasure more than made up for any lack of skill.

Quickly, he fell into a building rhythm, squeezing and stroking, grinding his hips, his choppy breaths damp against Lindsay's neck.

Lindsay was in a fire of need and peaking desire, urging Drew on with panting encouragement as he tried to hold back his own imminent climax for just a few moments more. And then Drew was there. Lindsay felt it in the stiffening of his body, the tightening of his grip. Drew lifted his head and stared down at Lindsay as he—as both of them—began to come, eyes going wide, then rolling back in his head and closing as the spend jetted out of him onto Lindsay’s belly.

Lindsay watched Drew climax, even as his own come spurted, fighting to keep his eyes open, to miss nothing. Why that was so important to him, he couldn't have said, only that it was, and that it filled him with primal satisfaction to have Drew's seed on his body, physically marking him.

Drew dropped his head to Lindsay's shoulder, his body slack now, all tension leaked away. Lindsay held him, breathing in his scent, an unfamiliar sense of peace filling him as his wolf rumbled its contentment.

It couldn't last, and it didn't. After a little time, Drew lifted up, tugging himself free. Lindsay let him go, letting his arms fall to the mattress as Drew rolled away from him.

Drew sat on the side of the bed, his back to Lindsay and hung his head, one hand rubbing at the back of his neck in obvious discomfort.

Lindsay's stomach twisted and he frowned up at the ceiling, unhappy. He didn't like the way he seemed to respond so strongly to each and every reaction Drew showed. It was absurd. Not to mention futile. So, the man was unhappy with his nature. He was hardly the first man Lindsay had met with that problem, and Lindsay could not make him easy with it, simply by willing it.

Rising up onto his elbows, he said flatly, “Do you want me to leave?”

Drew turned at the question, seeming startled, as though he’d forgotten Lindsay was even there.

For several long moments, he just stared at Lindsay. Then he nodded. “That would be best, yes.”

“Very well,” Lindsay said tightly. Hiding his hurt, he got up without another word and went in search of his clothes.

He dressed quickly, as though he was in a hurry to leave. Which, yes, perhaps he was now.

Once he had his clothes on, he went to the looking glass on the wall and, grimacing, tidied his wayward hair as best he could. The small velvet patch at the corner of his mouth had come loose and he peeled it the rest of the way off, tucking the tiny scrap of fabric into the pocket of his waistcoat. Annoyingly, the heart-shaped one with the tiny arrow going though it from his cheekbone had already been lost—likely it lay somewhere in the tangled nest of bedsheets on Drew’s bed.

When at last he turned to face Drew again, it was to find the man had pulled on his breeches and shirt and was now shouldering into his waistcoat. Drew glanced at Lindsay and away again, obviously unsure how to act. As for Lindsay, he was aware of a growing anger in his gut that warred with the unwanted softer feelings this man provoked in him.

“I'll be off then,” he said curtly.

“It's late,” Drew replied. His waistcoat was open, his feet bare, his hair loose and rumpled. “These streets are dangerous. Give me a moment to finish dressing and I'll walk you to your rooms.”

“No need,” Lindsay replied shortly, brushing past Drew to leave the room. His wolf felt far too close to the surface for comfort. It pressed at him to be freed.

“Lindsay, wait,” Drew said, but Lindsay ignored him and strode out into the dim corridor. He was reaching for the latch on Drew’s front door when Drew caught him by the arm.

Lindsay spun around, hauling his arm free—and snarled. No words, just a strangled, animal expression of wounded, angry rejection.

He didn’t know what Drew saw on his face in that moment, but Drew’s eyes widened and he dropped Lindsay’s arm, stepping swiftly back.

Without another word, Lindsay yanked the door open and raced down the tenement steps, bursting out the door, into the cold, unforgiving night.
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Chapter Fourteen
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It was almost noon the next day when Lindsay rose. He’d returned to Locke Court the night before only to strip again, shift, and bound out into the night, returning just before dawn, exhausted from a long, hard run.

Now, donning his favourite banyan—a riot of rose-gold dragons roaming over midnight blue silk—he strolled into the kitchen to find Wynne reading at the table.

“Good morning, my dear.”

Wynne looked up, set his book aside and began to rise from his chair. “Good morning, sir. Are you hungry?”

“A little. Mostly, I’m craving tea.”

Wynne smiled. “I’ll make fresh pot, sir.”

Sitting himself down at the table. Lindsay watched Wynne move around the kitchen. He filled the kettle and laid out place settings then disappeared into the larder, emerging with a loaf of bread, an earthenware jar and half a wrapped cheese. After slicing several large hunks of bread and buttering them generously, he put them on a plate with a sizeable wedge of the cheese and set it all down in front of Lindsay.

Lindsay smiled gratefully. “You’re a treasure,” he said. The jar contained honey and Lindsay poured a thick stream of it over his bread till it was quite drenched, before taking a big bite, moaning happily around the food. It turned out he was hungrier than he’d realised. Thirsty too. He drank all the tea in the pot, cup after cup of it.

Once he’d eaten and drunk his fill, and leaned back contentedly in his chair, Wynne spoke again his tone tentative, “May I ask something, sir?”

“Of course.”

“You ran as a wolf last night.”

“I did,” Lindsay confirmed. “But that is not a question—what do you want to know?”

Wynne’s gaze was wary. “It’s not full moon yet.”

Lindsay stared at him. “Again, not a question.”

Wynne’s scent spiked, but to his credit he continued. “I remember,” he said, fiddling with his teacup, “you once telling me that it does not do to shift too often in cities. Yet, since we’ve come you’ve already done so three times. Do you think—”

“Do I think I am being unwise?” Lindsay interrupted.

Wynne flushed scarlet. “I did not mean to suggest that.”

“No?” Lindsay sighed and dropped his head back, staring up at the ceiling. It was stained yellow-brown from decades of cooking grease. “The truth is, last night I needed to run. I could not have done otherwise. The moon had nothing to do with it.”

When he glanced back at Wynne, the man looked concerned, as well he might. Lindsay rarely shifted other than at full moon and never so often as this. But the fact was, the circumstances were unusual. He’d had to dose himself with ’bane to avoid shifting when the moon was full during his journey to Edinburgh—that had left him with a fairly desperate need to shift. And the next two times had both been prompted by his wolf’s reaction to Drew Nicol.

Lindsay opened his mouth to reassure Wynne but before he could utter a word, there was a loud rapping at the door downstairs.

“Who’s that?” Lindsay asked. “Are we expecting anyone?”

Wynne frowned and shook his head. “I’ll go and see.”

He returned a few minutes later with a guest in tow, a guest whose dear scent had already reached Lindsay’s nose before he’d even entered the kitchen. Lindsay was out of his chair and waiting to greet the man the moment he crossed the threshold.

“Francis!” he exclaimed happily, yanking his friend into his arms and pressing him close, relishing Francis’s eager return embrace, his wiry arms firm around Lindsay’s back.

“Lindsay,” Francis breathed into his ear. “Ah, it’s good to see you.”

“And you.” Lindsay inhaled deeply, letting Francis’s scent fill him. Clean wool with the faintest hint of lanolin. A shepherd scent. A wolf in lamb’s clothing scent.

Francis laughed, his chuckle muffled by Lindsay’s shoulder. “What a welcome,” he said, pulling back to set a little space between them, so he could look at Lindsay. His expression was fond and happy, his light-brown eyes gleaming with that deep kindness Lindsay loved so well. When he lifted his hand and set it on Lindsay’s cheek, Lindsay stilled obediently, letting Francis look his fill.

“You seem...” Francis trailed off, frowning slightly, then said, “Is everything all right?”

“Of course,” Lindsay replied.

“How go things with Cruikshank?”

“Sit down and I’ll tell you.” Lindsay smiled coaxingly at Wynne. “Could we possibly have some more tea?”

Wynne nodded, then glanced at Francis. “And something to eat for you, Mr. Neville?”

“That would be wonderful. Anything you have.” Francis smiled sweetly. “And I wish you’d call me Francis.”

Wynne looked at Lindsay and Lindsay chuckled. “He won’t do that, my dear. He won’t even call me by name, will you, Wynne?”

“It doesn’t strike me as appropriate,” Wynne said. “I am your servant after all—and what if I forget myself at a time when I must convince as a high-in-the-instep valet?” He shook his head firmly. “No, best to keep to one form of address so no mistakes can be made.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Francis admitted reluctantly. “Though I’m glad I don’t need a valet.”

“You should hire one,” Lindsay said, eyeing Francis’s drab grey suit. “Your clothes are truly appalling, my dear.”

“Perhaps, but they’re easy to get on and off without assistance, so I count myself the luckier of the two of us,” Francis replied dryly. “I mean look at this!” He plucked at the sleeve of Lindsay’s banyan. “It’s hardly practical.”

“My darling,” Lindsay replied. “One does not wear something as beautiful as this to be practical. One wears it to be utterly exquisite.”

“Well, you are that,” Francis replied, laughing. He picked up the fresh pot of tea Wynne set on the table in front of him and poured himself a cup.

“How’s Marguerite?” Lindsay asked.

“Same as ever,” Francis said, his eyes twinkling. “Grows more beautiful every day.”

“And Blaireau?”

Francis’s smile dimmed a little. “He was laid up with a fever for a fortnight shortly after you left. He’s better now, but—slower.” He paused. “You know, my dear, he is four-and-eighty now.”

Lindsay nodded, swallowing against the sudden lump in his throat. “I know.”

“He’s perfectly content. Content in a way we cannot comprehend. The fact is, he’s reached a point in his life we may never get to.” Francis gave Lindsay a curious look. “In truth, I envy him.”

Lindsay considered that. He did not precisely envy Blaireau—it was difficult to envy a man his physical deterioration—but yes, there was something Blaireau had that he and Francis did not. Some secret he seemed to know that for all Lindsay’s longer years he was yet to learn. If Francis thought that was a comfort to Lindsay though, he was very much mistaken. That insight would not lessen Lindsay’s grief one iota when the time came. The truth was, every time he made a friend of a mortal, he planted a seed of future grief.

Glancing across the kitchen, Lindsay’s gaze caught on Wynne slicing bread, and his chest ached. He should never have allowed Wynne to get under his skin. He should have turned him off when they left Rouen.

Perhaps one day he’d learn his lesson.

Deliberately changing the subject, Lindsay said, “Did you take care of the Aubrière business?”

“Oh, yes,” Francis said breezily. “A small investment in some government bonds took care of it.”

Lindsay stifled a groan. The last thing they should be doing, with the French government falling apart and revolution in the air, was buying bonds—he was amazed Marguerite had countenanced that. Still, she must have agreed and it was, ultimately, her decision. He forced a smile and said lightly, “And so, my dear, we come to the question of what brings you to Edinburgh.”

“Call it a whim,” Francis said lightly. “I decided to come and see how this Naismith business is going. Besides, I’ve been hankering for a change of scene and it’s a good ten years since I was last here. I like Edinburgh—it’s very egalitarian.”

Lindsay regarded his friend steadily. He didn’t quite believe that explanation and the slight flush across Francis’s cheeks wasn’t helping to convince him. Perhaps, though, he was merely being careful in front of Wynne.

“Oh, very egalitarian,” he agreed. “Everyone swills through the same filth, rich and poor alike.”

Francis laughed. “You can scoff, but there’s something to be said for it.”

“Well, it won’t be like this for much longer. Have you seen this “New Town” they’re building?”

Francis nodded. “It’s very elegant. Very... classical.”

“Quite so,” Lindsay agreed. “And would you believe our friend Mr. Cruikshank has already moved there?”

“Really?” Francis seemed surprised.

“Yes—I was at his new house for dinner last night.” He tried to banish all other thoughts of the previous night, but as soon as he said the words, the memory of Drew overwhelmed him, and he knew his scent must be all over the place.

Francis’s gaze was careful. At length he said, “What did you make of him?”

Lindsay blinked, then remembered that Francis was talking about Cruikshank.

He made a face. “Horrible old miser.”

Francis nodded, an expression of distaste on his face. “Yes, and worse besides, I think. There’s something really rather malevolent about him.”

“What was it you called him?” Lindsay said. “A ghoul?”

Francis nodded. “When I met him, he insisted on showing me his study. Ugh, all those jars—have you seen them?”

Lindsay remembered the jars on the highest shelf of the crowded room.

“Yes, but I couldn’t see inside them—they were all musty and out of the way.”

“Perhaps he lost interest in them over the years,” Francis said. “But when he showed them to me they were his pride and joy. His ‘curiosities’ as he called them—bits of human and animal bodies. One jar has a whole stillborn baby in it.” Francis shuddered. “I realised later that it wasn’t the jars themselves he enjoyed, it was how people reacted to them. That was the ghoulish part. He enjoyed shocking and unsettling me.”

Lindsay remembered the gleam in the old man’s eyes as he’d shown him the witch-prickers. Yes, he knew what Francis meant.

Wynne returned to the table then with several platters of food. Pork and egg pie, sliced ham and chicken, buttered bread. Francis filled his plate and began to eat, groaning with pleasure at the first mouthful of pie.

“This is good,” he said. “It’s not even so very long since I ate, but my damned wolf needs so much feeding! I swear, I’m getting worse as I get older.”

Lindsay laughed sympathetically. “It’s true,” he agreed. “In fact, I think I need some of that pie too.” He filched a thick slice, chuckling at Francis’s outraged protest, and crammed a big bite into his mouth.

Within a very short time all the food was gone, only crumbs left on the platters.

Francis leaned back in his chair and patted his stomach with satisfaction. “Now, tell me everything you’ve been doing since you got here.”

While Wynne poured them all more tea, Lindsay gave him a summary of the last few days’ events, though he left out the most juicy parts about Drew Nicol, saying only that they’d become acquainted. He could see from Francis’s sharp look that he noticed some change in Lindsay’s scent when he spoke of Drew, but he made no comment and Lindsay was duly grateful.

“What do you think of the Naismith papers then?” Francis asked when Lindsay was finished. “Are they genuine? Will they assist Mim?”

“They looked genuine enough to me,” Lindsay said, shrugging. “But I’m no expert. You may have a better sense than I, given you were at least alive when they were written.”

“Perhaps,” Francis murmured. “Though we may only know for sure once Mim sees them.”

“Which brings me to my real difficulty—the price. He is asking an outrageous sum and while Marguerite gave me carte blanche, she expects me to drive the best bargain I can. What if they are fake? Or contain nothing of assistance?”

“It doesn’t sound as though he’s minded to bargain with you,” Francis observed.

“I believe he has reason to fear the consequences if he lets the other buyer down,” Lindsay said. “The one thing we have in our favour is that he’s greedy. It’s only if he can get us to pay a truly extortionate price that he’s prepared to risk the man’s ire.”

“Any idea who this buyer is?” Francis asked.

“Wynne is making enquiries, but so far we’ve discovered nothing.”

Francis glanced at Wynne.

“I tried to befriend Cruikshank’s manservant,” Wynne said. “But Mr. Meek is a misanthrope of the first order.”

Lindsay chuckled. “I did warn you.”

“You did,” Wynne admitted. “I’m going to try and talk to the maid next. If I can get a chance. Poor girl seems to be rushed off her feet from what I’ve seen, but she may respond to a sympathetic ear.”

“And a handsome young admirer?” Francis added with a wink.

Wynne flushed a little.

“He’s good with women,” Lindsay said with a sly smile in Francis’s direction.

Francis raised a brow. “Perhaps he understands the mysterious female mind?”

Wynne’s flush deepened still further, but he managed a careless sort of shrug. “There’s nothing so very mysterious about women.”

Lindsay chuckled at his offhand tone. “Oh, come on, you’ve met Marguerite.”

“She’s no more mysterious than you two,” Wynne retorted. “And she’s twice as able.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he paled, realising what he’d just said. “That is. I mean—”

Lindsay laughed. “Oh, he has the measure of us, Francis!”

“He does that,” Francis replied. He was smiling, but when he glanced at Wynne, there was a concerned expression on his face. Gently he said, “We all agree she’s a remarkable woman, Mr. Wildsmith—but please, for your own sake, do not forget that she is also a wolf. A centuries-old wolf. You have no conception of how different that makes her from you.”

Wynne’s expression shuttered. “Of course, sir. I apologise for speaking out of turn.”

He began to rise from his chair, but Lindsay stopped him with a hand on his forearm.

“Sit down. And do not get on your dignity with Francis. He only means to be kind. And he’s right, we wolves are like you in many ways, but in others...”

Wynne sighed. “I know.” He glanced at Francis and sank back down into his chair. “I do know.”

Francis nodded but his concerned expression did not fade.

Lindsay said, “Francis, I think you should come with me to see Cruikshank—I’ll tell him I’d like you to look at the papers, to give me your opinion on their authenticity."

“That makes sense,” Francis said. “He knew me as a collector the last time I was in Edinburgh.”

“We’ll have to try to make you look older though,” Lindsay said. “You don’t look a day above five-and-twenty.”

“I’ll wear a wig or powder my hair,” Francis said, shrugging. “He’s not to know I’ve got no grey.”

“It may take a little more than that”. Lindsay replied, his expression doubtful. “What do you think, Wynne?”

“We’ll manage something,” Wynne said. “I can do a fair bit with my powder and paint.”

“That you can,” Lindsay agreed. “Very well. I’ll send a note round to Cruikshank asking if we can call on him tomorrow.”

––––––––
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LINDSAY AND FRANCIS dined at a cookhouse that evening, gorging themselves on beefsteak and oysters. They lingered over their ale for a good long while, then then headed back to Locke Court, and Lindsay’s best brandy.

It was a cold, clear night and the moon was ripening, growing ever closer to fullness.

Francis, dangling his hat from one hand, threw back his head and stared up at the sky.

“I love nights like this,” he breathed.

Lindsay followed his gaze. The moon was low tonight, skimming the jagged tops of the crowstepped gables of the tenements.

His wolf stirred at the sight, and he felt the urge to shift ripple through him again.

“I want to run,” he said.

“We could run,” Francis said, a smile in his voice. “Shall we?”

Lindsay knew he should demur. He had already shifted too many times this week. Instead he grinned. “Let’s do it.”

Francis sighed happily. “It’s a good night for a run—I do like to get the dirt under my paws when I first arrive somewhere new.”

“I just want to chase something,” Lindsay said, and Francis laughed.

They were still laughing as they neared Locke Court, arguing lightly over where to go once they shifted, but as they turned into the mouth of the close, a familiar flinty scent teased Lindsay’s nose and he faltered to a halt.

“What is it?” Francis asked, head canted to one side curiously.

“Drew Nicol—that man I told you about? The one who I met when I first called on Cruikshank?—he’s been here,” Lindsay replied. His tone was calm, but he knew Francis could likely detect his agitation. Francis had an uncommon ability not merely to scent things, as any wolf could, but to read those scents in all their complexity.

Now, Francis lifted his nose and inhaled, and Lindsay felt the most absurd bolt of resentment, just at the thought of Francis learning Drew’s intricate, subtle aroma. He shook his head at his own foolishness, disgusted.

“Come on,” he said roughly, striding to the door and rapping upon it.

He heard Wynne’s footsteps approaching the door. A moment later, it creaked open, revealing Wynne’s pale face, his index finger laid lightly on his lips in a gesture that counselled silence.

“Sir,” he whispered. “Mr. Nicol is here. I hope I did not do wrong, but when he called, I thought I should invite him to wait. I can send him away if you—”

“No, no,” Lindsay interrupted. A surge of joy and satisfaction filled him, and he had to bite the smile from his lips before he added, “You did the right thing, Wynne.”

Wynne looked relieved and stepped back. “I put him in the parlour and gave him some port wine,” he said as Lindsay brushed past. “He’s been waiting a quarter hour.”

Lindsay barely heard him—he was already running up the stairs, as though he had the devil at his heels, leaving Francis to trail in his wake. He knew he was being ridiculous—as though Drew might change his mind and decide to jump out the parlour window—but somehow he couldn’t stop himself being absurd. Absurd and obvious.

Entering his rooms, he strode towards the parlour, heart thudding with excitement. The very blood in his veins thrummed with a vivid joy that he objectively knew should be a cause for dismay, but in that moment, all he could do was surge onwards.

Throwing the parlour door open, he stepped into the room and came to an abrupt halt at the sight of Drew. He was standing at the fireplace, staring into the flames with a melancholy expression, a glass of dark wine in his hand. At Lindsay’s sudden entrance, he jerked around.

“Lindsay—”

The sound of his name—his given name—on the man’s lips made Lindsay’s beast rumble its pleasure. His smile felt helpless. Uncontrollable.

“Drew.” He moved further into the room. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

Drew stared at him, seeming surprised. Had Lindsay’s warm welcome taken him aback? If so, Lindsay could hardly blame him after the way he’d stormed out of Drew’s rooms last night. But no, it was more than that. Drew’s gaze, wide and startled, was travelling over Lindsay’s body.

“You look... different,” he said at last, his voice husky.

Lindsay glanced down at his body. He’d dressed in plain clothes this evening and his face was free of all cosmetics. His hair had escaped the ribbon holding it at his nape earlier and was now loose about his face, and he wore riding boots instead of the high-heeled shoes Nicol was used to.

Feeling oddly naked, he gave a self-conscious chuckle. “I’m not at all prince-like this evening. I hope you’re not disappointed.”

“I—no, of course not,” Drew stammered, dragging his gaze back up to Lindsay’s face. “I hope you don’t mind me calling so late,” he added. “After last night, I felt I should—”

A new voice interrupted him. “Good evening.”

Drew broke off and they both glanced at the doorway where the newcomer—Francis—stood. He walked towards them, a polite smile on his lips. “I hope I’m not interrupting?” Holding out his hand to Drew, he introduced himself. “Francis Neville. I’m pleased to meet you, Mr.—?”

“Nicol.” Drew’s wary gaze flitted over Francis’s attractive face, then shifted between Francis and Lindsay assessingly.

Lindsay opened his mouth to speak but Francis beat him to it.

“Delighted to make your acquaintance,” Francis said warmly. “Any friend of Lindsay’s is a friend of mine.” Ostensibly, he addressed the comment to Drew, but he looked at Lindsay too, including them both in his smile. God damn Francis and his easy manners. In all the years Lindsay had known him, he’d been friend to everyone and lover to no one. Lindsay couldn’t count the number of times the man’s amiable demeanour had been misconstrued, and it seemed from Drew’s expression that he was misinterpreting it right now, probably wondering if the man was Lindsay’s lover.

It didn’t help that Francis was lovely to look at, a slight, delicate beauty despite his boring dress sense. When he and Lindsay were together, speculation was inevitable, though of course Francis was almost always absurdly blind to it. Two and half centuries old and still as innocent as a country maid—in some ways, at least.

“Francis,” Lindsay said, his tone somewhat strangled. “Do you suppose I might have a word with Mr. Nicol in private?”

“Of course, my dear,” Francis said. “Are we still... going out? Later, I mean?” His eyebrows rose in enquiry.

Drew frowned, glancing at Lindsay. “If you have another commitment—”

“No, no,” Lindsay said quickly. “We were considering going out, but it’s nothing that can’t be postponed.”

“Quite so,” Francis agreed promptly. “And in fact, now that I come to think of it”—he yawned theatrically—“I am rather tired. Would you both excuse me?” He made a shallow bow in Drew’s direction and smiled sweetly at him. “Mr. Nicol. I do hope we meet again.”

Drew nodded politely but did not return the smile. His own expression was wary and, as ever, rather grave.

When the door finally closed behind Francis, Lindsay turned to Drew. “Would you like some more wine?”

Drew shook his head. “No, thank you.”

“Do you mind if I help myself to some?”

“Of course not, please go ahead.”

“Thank you. Take a seat, won’t you? I’ll just be a moment.”

He sensed Drew’s resistance to that suggestion, his desire to remain standing, but evidently Drew did not in the end consider it a point worth arguing, sinking into the same armchair he’d occupied that first night, while Lindsay poured himself some of the port wine.

As Lindsay sat down opposite him, Drew said, “I shouldn’t have called without invitation. My apologies—it didn’t even occur to me you might have a guest.”

“It’s fine,” Lindsay said, waving his hand and smiling reassurance. “Francis is a dear friend, but he arrived without forewarning so we had no settled plans.”

“Even so,” Drew said tightly, “I feel as though I’ve spoiled your evening. You were planning to go out.”

“There is nothing to spoil,” Lindsay assured him. “Our plan was for nothing more than a stroll to the nearest tavern. And in all honesty, I’d rather not. Besides, Francis has been travelling at quite a pace for the last week—he’s quite right that he needs to retire to bed.”

Drew sipped at his wine, saying nothing.

“So,” Lindsay said at last. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company this evening?”

Drew’s mouth tightened and he looked unhappy. “I wanted to—” He broke off, falling silent and scowling into his wine.

“Yes?” Lindsay prompted, watching him carefully.

Drew glanced up, his expression troubled. “I felt—uncomfortable about how things were left between us last night.”

“Why?”

“The way you ran off.”

In truth Lindsay barely remembered those last moments. His wolf had been so close to the skin. Carefully he said. “I hardly ran off.”

“I wanted to see you back to your rooms,” Drew said, his voice tight. “But you wouldn’t wait.”

“Well,” Lindsay said with a rueful smile, “As to that, I’m not actually as helpless as you think. The truth is, I allowed you to believe otherwise on that first evening because—well, because I wanted your company.”

Drew stared at him, his handsome face unreadable. His scent—subtly delicious, sharp with interest and with a dark, dangerous edge to it—told Lindsay nothing of his state of mind, or why in God’s name he’d come here tonight. Did he want more of what had passed between them? Right now, he seemed too angry—too frustrated with Lindsay—for that. But why else would he come?

When Drew stayed silent, Lindsay admitted, “I’m still not sure why you called on me.”

Drew scowled and opened his mouth to speak, but still no words came. He had something to say though—he was practically vibrating with the pressure of the unsaid words.

At length, Lindsay said gently, “Are you going to tell me anything?”

Abruptly Drew stood. He stalked to the fireplace and set his glass on the mantel. When he turned around to face Lindsay, he gestured at the closed door.

“Is Neville—are you and he—?” He broke off on a frustrated huff.

“Lovers?”

Drew’s face flushed scarlet but he said nothing. His hands were in fists at his sides though, the knuckles showing white.

Lindsay shook his head. “As I said earlier, Francis and I are friends. That’s all.”

“You said ‘dear friends,’” Drew muttered.

Lindsay suppressed a smile—he couldn’t help but enjoy what looked quite a bit like jealousy. His wolf liked it too.

“We are dear friends,” he said. “We’ve known each other a very long time. That doesn’t mean there’s anything more between us.”

Some of the tension seemed to go out of Drew at that. He exhaled a long breath, his gaze on the Turkish rug below his feet.

“Drew?” Lindsay prompted, after several silent moments, relishing the intimacy of using his given name.

Drew glanced up and their gazes met. Something about that eye contact soothed Lindsay in some inexplicable way. It set something right inside him, as though Drew was a key and Lindsay a lock and they fit together perfectly. And Christ but there was something frightening about that discovery, the realisation that Lindsay could feel like this.

Perhaps Drew felt the same way because he dragged his gaze away, muttering, “I shouldn’t have come,” and began to move towards the door, adding under his breath, “God knows why I did. There’s no purpose to it.”

Lindsay stepped into his path, laying a hand on Drew’s arm. “I’m glad you came,” he said in a driven tone. “Drew, listen, I’m glad—don’t go yet.”

Drew looked at Lindsay and his gaze was tormented. “I really do have to go,” he said. “I’m sorry I disturbed you. I’ll let you get back to your friend.” Shaking off Lindsay’s hand, he stepped away and reached for the door handle.

“Please Drew. Wait—”

Drew froze with his hand on the door handle but didn’t turn around. “What is it?”

“Just tell me why you came tonight. There was some reason. What was it?”

Lindsay wasn’t sure what he expected. Perhaps he was hoping for an admission of overwhelming lust, some need or desire he could turn to his advantage. Perhaps he was hoping Drew would turn and grab hold of him. Pull him into a passionate embrace.

But Drew did neither of those things, merely bent his head in defeated surrender so that he looked hopeless. Lindsay’s chest tightened painfully to see him like that. So tormented and unhappy.

A dark and creeping guilt began to grow in Lindsay’s gut. He’d brought Drew to this, pressing him into an intimacy it seemed he wasn’t ready for.

“Drew, I—”

“I came because I needed to know you were all right.”

Lindsay stared at him astonishment, and as though his attention was a magnet, Drew slowly turned to face him.

“After you ran off like that last night,” he went on, “I was worried you might have been accosted again. It was driving me mad, not knowing if you’d got home safely. It’s been all I could think about, all day.”

Lindsay’s heart was thudding hard now. “Didn’t Mr. Wildsmith tell you I was perfectly fine—when you first called, I mean?”

“Yes, but I wanted”—he made a noise of frustration—"Christ, this is stupid!”

“What?” Lindsay whispered.

Drew glared at Lindsay, his face flushed. “I wanted to see for myself. There. I told you it was stupid.”

It was stupid. More than Drew could possibly guess. Yet Lindsay’s throat closed at the admission, so angry yet so perfectly honest. That was Drew Nicol for you. Not an easy man, but an honest one.

Before Lindsay could say anything in response, Drew muttered, “I have to go,” and turned away again, yanking the door open and striding out of the parlour. Lindsay’s wolf urged him to follow but he ignored the beast’s demands, forcing himself to respect Drew’s obvious need to be alone. Instead, Lindsay stood where he was, listening to the brief rumble of Wynne and Drew’s voices in the corridor outside, the grate of the latch as Wynne let Drew out.

And then Drew was gone, tripping down the stone steps and heading back up to the Lawnmarket.

Lindsay lowered himself into an armchair and closed his eyes.

Had he really thought he could have a simple dalliance with Drew Nicol? He realised now what a colossal mistake that had been. His feelings for this man were sudden and complex and overwhelming. Unprecedented in all his long life. Lindsay didn’t want to have these feelings, not for anyone. Least of all for a man like Drew Nicol, who took every moment, every action, every word so God damned seriously, as though everything mattered.

As though anything mattered.

Lindsay knew better than that.

It was past time he put this absurd obsession with Drew Nicol aside. It wasn’t going to help him achieve what he’d come to Edinburgh to do, and prolonging their association would only make leaving more painful in the long run.

Wearily, Lindsay rubbed his hands over his face. Then he slowly got to his feet and made his way to bed.
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Chapter Fifteen


[image: image]


Hector Cruikshank responded to Lindsay’s note by inviting him and Francis to call the next day at five o’clock.

Wynne spent an age powdering Francis’s hair and applying cosmetics to his face, using a heavy hand so as to create cracks and wrinkles over Francis’s smooth, clear skin. He used too much powder and too many patches and generally made Francis look quite overdone. And yes, miraculously older.

It was rather clever. And it made Francis—who didn’t have an ounce of vanity—laugh his head off.

They were quite the pair as they left Lindsay’s rooms, Francis looking like an aging roué and Lindsay like a pure Macaroni in his pink-and-ivory striped coat, this time paired with ivory satin breeches.

“You look like you’ve been spun out of sugar,” Francis chuckled. “All pink and white froth.”

“Good,” Lindsay said, well-pleased. “Cruikshank thinks I’m an empty-headed fop and that’s the way I like it.”

“He’s a shrewd man,” Francis replied. “Don’t underestimate him, Lindsay.”

Lindsay grinned. “I won’t.”

Emerging from the close onto the High Street, they headed up the Canongate towards town, ignoring the turned heads and raised brows of the passersby.

After a brief silence, Francis said idly, “What did your visitor last night want? He seemed quite perturbed by my presence—I hope I didn’t misspeak?”

“Not at all,” Lindsay reassured him. “And I don’t think he was perturbed—merely surprised to find someone with me.”

“Oh, come on,” Francis said, with a roll of his eyes, “I may be a bit slow on the uptake sometimes, but I’m not blind, and my nose never lets me down. He was plainly shocked by my arrival, and the scent he was giving off was pure jealousy. Did he think we were lovers?”

“At first,” Lindsay admitted reluctantly. “But I explained we were only friends.”

“And you and him?”

“And me and him what?”

“Are you lovers?”

Lindsay groaned. “I suppose,” he muttered. “Although ‘lovers’ suggests some kind of continuing arrangement. It’s... not like that.”

“What is it like, then?”

“Hmm, let me see. He is tormented by regret,” Lindsay said, his tone deceptively light, “while I pine for whatever scraps of attention I can get from him, even as I realise there is no future in it.”

He felt Francis’s eyes on him but couldn’t bear to meet his gaze and show the depth of his feelings. Not that it mattered. Francis would scent exactly how he felt.

At last Francis said softly, “That is not a happy situation. Is it you that wants him, or your wolf?”

Lindsay snorted. “It’s both of us. I hardly know what to make of it. He makes me feel so...” He trailed off, searching for the right words and finding none adequate to describe the intensity of the longing that filled him whenever he thought of Drew Nicol.

Francis, ever patient, didn’t try to fill the silence, merely strolled beside him, his cane and heels tapping the ground rhythmically.

Lindsay tried again. “I’ve never felt so attuned to another person. The day we met—the instant I smelled his scent, I felt as though I recognised it somehow. His presence—it’s so alive to me, as though there are invisible threads between us, trembling whenever he moves.”

He felt Francis’s eyes on him again, the weight of his regard.

“Did you ever feel anything like that?” Lindsay asked finally, turning to meet Francis’s light brown gaze. “With Marguerite?”

Francis and Marguerite were as close as two of their kind could be without being lovers. Francis had once told Lindsay that he’d known the instant he’d seen Marguerite that she was his fate, but he insisted theirs was not a romantic bond. Not on Francis’s side anyway, though Lindsay had wondered sometimes about Marguerite’s feelings.

Francis had been a novice priest prior to his transformation and had once admitted to Lindsay that he’d had no doubts about taking his oaths and foregoing the prospect of romantic love. In all the years that Lindsay had known him—near enough a century now—Francis had never taken any lover, not once. As far as Lindsay knew, he remained a virgin.

Now though, as Francis gazed at Lindsay, his expression serious, he confessed, “Yes, I have felt something like you describe. I thought that maybe it came from being part-wolf and part-human, a mingling of animal instinct and human attachment.” He shrugged. “In truth, though, I just don’t know why it works like that. I’ve spoken to many wolves over the years and from what I can make out, very few have experienced this. It is not common.”

Lindsay frowned, in no way reassured. “At first, I thought it was simple lust,” he admitted. “And perhaps it is, at least in part. Or rather, it feels as though it’s all snarled up with lust, so the two things can’t be untangled. Does that make sense?”

Francis offered him a half smile and a shrug. “Yes, and no. It’s not related to lust for me, but it is connected to other, physical feelings in a way that sounds similar to what you describe. I think the bond—that’s how I’ve always thought of it—is simply there, between you and your bond-mate. The emotions between you shape the bond and give it meaning. Sometimes in one direction, sometimes in another.”

“Bond-mate,” Lindsay repeated. Somehow the term felt right. It fit the almost physical sense of connection he experienced whenever Drew Nicol was nearby.

For a few minutes they walked in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. And then, when they were about halfway down the North Bridge, Francis touched Lindsay’s sleeve and slowed his pace.

“Lindsay, there is something I need to tell you.”

Lindsay glanced at Francis. His friend’s expression was taut, anxious.

Francis let out a long breath, then he said, “Duncan MacCormaic isn’t heading for Paris. He’s on his way to Scotland.”

It wasn’t much of a surprise. Lindsay had known there had to be more to Francis’s arrival in Edinburgh that he’d first claimed—and yes, it had occurred to him it might for this reason. Nevertheless, his stomach still clenched tight at the news and a wave of intense fear ran through him. Just the sound of his master’s—no, Duncan’s—name was enough to provoke the inevitable panicked response. He heard Duncan’s low, rough voice in his head—Come here, cur—and saw his big, beckoning hand, the twitch of his fingers as merciless as an iron chain, reeling Lindsay in. Lindsay squeezed his eyes closed, trying to banish the image from his mind.

Taking a deep breath, he opened his eyes and said, “What makes you think that?” He had wanted his voice to come out steady and calm, but it sounded thin and fearful.

“We knew he’d left Granada, but we assumed he was making for Paris to find you. However, soon after you left we learned he was making for the northern coast of Spain with the intention of sailing to England.” Francis sighed heavily. “Perhaps it was never his intention to go to Paris, perhaps he was always on his way to Scotland, and he is unaware you are here. But perhaps”—Francis met Lindsay’s gaze and his own was grave—“perhaps he heard you’d left France. I do not think he would be able to resist coming after you. Especially if he was aware I was safely out of his way in Paris.”

Lindsay smiled bitterly at the irony of that. Duncan doing his utmost to avoid Francis, the very man he longed for above all others, so that he could recapture Francis’s likeness in Lindsay. God, to think of the hours Lindsay had spent listening to Duncan, telling him all the things he wanted to do to Francis... and then doing those very things to Lindsay.

His stomach heaved and he swallowed hard against the bolt of nausea.

Francis had little notion of how truly horrific Lindsay’s years with Duncan had been. Lindsay could not—simply could not—speak of what had been done to him, and Francis was too gentle to imagine such senseless cruelty.

“How close is he now?” Lindsay asked flatly.

“I’m ahead of him,” Francis said, “I’m not sure by how much—perhaps as much as a fortnight, perhaps less.” Francis’s gaze was worried. “You cannot take the risk of being in Edinburgh when he returns.”

Lindsay’s gut roiled. “Where do you suggest I go?” He gave a bitter laugh. “I only just arrived.”

“Mim and I thought perhaps a sojourn in the Low Countries for a while? God knows we could do with looking in on our shipping and banking interests there and it’s a while since any of us have been.”

As much as he wanted to get away from any threat of Duncan MacCormaic finding him, Lindsay felt a strange stubborn reluctance to leave Edinburgh.

“I can’t go now,” he said. “Not with the Naismith papers still in Cruikshank’s hands.”

Francis frowned at him. “You have no choice, Lindsay. You can’t risk encountering Duncan. If he got you alone, you’d be in his thrall in moments and he’d have you away and locked up before you could so much as blink. You know that.”

He did know it. A word from Duncan would be enough.

Kneel, cur.

Beg.

Crawl.

If told to do so, he’d put the chains on himself. Turn the key in the lock of his own cell. He’d be a slave again—the one thing he’d sworn he’d never allow.

And yet...

“But you’re here now,” Lindsay looked at Francis with more confidence than he felt. “Duncan can’t get past you.”

Francis’s expression didn’t shift, concern knotting his dark brows together. “Even if I stay by your side night and day, it’s a risk, Lindsay. You know how it goes with me. I can stop Duncan harming others if I’m there, but I can’t”—he broke off, frustration and agony both etched on his face—“I can’t harm him. I know it’s weak of me, and I know it would probably be for the best if I just did whatever I needed to do to make him disappear, but the truth is, I cannot. And that—well, that makes it difficult to protect you as you need to be protected.”

“I know,” Lindsay said softly. And he did. In truth, Francis was incapable of harming anyone, and it tormented him to know that he was the creator of the monster that Duncan had become. A monster who harmed others but who Francis could not bring himself to destroy. Tormented him too to think of those, including Lindsay himself, who had already suffered at the hands of Duncan, his creation. Poor Francis carried an impossible burden of guilt, and he could not forgive himself.

“I’m sorry,” Francis said, and he sounded wretched. “But it really is best that you leave Edinburgh. If you can’t get the Naismith papers from Cruikshank over the next day or two, I can stay and finish dealing with that in your stead.”

Lindsay made himself nod. “All right,” he said. “Let’s see how things go today with Cruikshank. We can discuss what to do after that.”

Francis seemed relieved by Lindsay’s acquiescence. “Agreed,” he said, and they set off again in the direction of Cruikshank’s townhouse.
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CRUIKSHANK WASN’T SURE if he recognised Francis or not.

He squinted at him as Lindsay introduced them, scowling suspiciously. Cruikshank was in his faded banyan and slippers again today and the nut-brown wig was absent. Instead he wore an absurd velvet cap with a long gold tassel that made him look more like a little monkey than ever.

“Have we met?” he demanded.

Francis considered, tapping his finger on his lip, the very picture of urbane sophistication, cracked face powder notwithstanding.

“I was living in Edinburgh some years ago,” he drawled. “So, it’s possible, I suppose. But I’m afraid I don’t recall you.” He shrugged in careless apology and Cruikshank’s scowl deepened.

Francis had explained that the last time he’d been in the city, Cruikshank had known him as a prickly and sometimes rude fellow with strong opinions, and that he would be required to act that part today.

“Mr. Neville is a collector like yourself,” Lindsay explained. “I greatly trust his professional judgment and would very much like him to examine the papers you allowed me to peruse the other evening. Just to get another opinion on their provenance, you understand.”

Cruikshank appeared irritated by the request, but at length, he said irritably. “Very well. If it will set yer doubts to rest. Follow me.” He turned from them creakily and made his way down the corridor towards the strongroom, moving at his usual painfully slow pace.

The laborious unlocking of the strongroom’s heavy door seemed to take him even longer than last time, but finally it was done and the old man waved them inside. Lindsay had warned Francis about the room and its unusual construction, and when they stepped inside, Francis glanced at him, his brows furrowing in acknowledgment that he too felt... something. That made Lindsay feel a little better about his own reaction which, as before, surged in him physically, a sense of wrongness that he had to suppress to make himself walk forward and enter the strongroom.

Cruikshank followed them, his shuffling steps in his threadbare slippers audible. “I have the papers in my desk,” he said. “Give me a moment to look them out.” He made his slow way to the desk and Lindsay followed, trying to ignore his growing unease as he walked further into the oppressive room.

Francis had stopped in the middle of the room. He slowly turned on the spot, taking in the contents of the overflowing shelves.

“This is an astonishing collection, Mr. Cruikshank,” he said. “Have you had it catalogued?”

Cruikshank was slowly lowering himself into the chair behind his desk, lips thinning with obvious pain. When he was finally sitting, he answered Francis’s question.

“My collection is catalogued in here,” he said, tapping his right temple with one scrawny finger, his round eyes gleaming. “It might look like a guddle on the shelves, but I know exactly where every single item is. If anything went missing, I’d know the instant I walked in the room. I’d feel it.”

Lindsay felt a shudder go down his spine at the intent, obsessive look on Cruikshank’s face. Again he was struck by the conviction that Cruikshank’s interest in these things was a solitary, miserly thing. Something gloating about it.

Cruikshank was unlocking one of the drawers of his desk now, rifling through the contents then drawing out the same packet of yellowed papers he’d shown Lindsay before, tied up with the same greying ribbon. He set them on the desk and Francis moved closer, pulling the packet towards him.

Francis untied the ribbon and unfolded the first of the papers. Unlike Lindsay, he spent little time reading it, but quickly scanned both sides, then reached for the next paper, and the next, unfolding each in turn and spreading the papers over the whole surface of the desk. When they were all laid out, albeit overlapping, he bent down to examine them—and, Lindsay saw, to scent them.

Lindsay, standing to the side, waited quietly for Francis to finish. Cruikshank was rather less patient, drumming his fingers impatiently on the arm of his chair.

Francis ignored him.

At last he straightened, and began folding up the papers, settling them back into order and tying them up.

“Well?” Lindsay said. “What do you think?”

Francis looked unimpressed. He gave a negligent shrug. “They are of the period and therefore authentic in that sense,” he confirmed. “But I have my doubts as to the authenticity of the claims of the author. For that reason, I judge them to be of little real interest to a serious collector.”

Cruikshank glared at him. “What nonsense!” he exclaimed, then, turning to Lindsay, snapped, “I can assure ye, Mr. Somerville, that my opinion on such matters carries a deal more weight than yer friend here.”

Francis didn’t react to that, merely said, “Remind me what sum you are asking for them.”

Cruikshank’s gaze was challenging. “Five hundred guineas.”

“What?” Francis scoffed. He turned to Lindsay. “That is a very steep price, my friend. Are you sure you want them so badly? That is far more than they are worth. Ten times as much, I’d venture.”

They’d discussed this on the way over here. Francis would be the voice of reason, talking down the asking price, to see if Cruikshank might offer to drop it in the face of more apparent expertise than Lindsay could pretend.

“What do you think they’re worth?” Lindsay asked

“Nowhere near what this gentleman’s asking,” Francis replied, then glancing at Cruikshank, added insincerely, “No offence intended.”

“None taken,” Cruikshank bit back, his evident irritation giving the lie to his words. “But let us be clear on this, gentlemen. I set my prices according to commercial principles: supply, demand, risk. As Mr. Somerville knows, I already have a customer for these papers. If I break my agreement with him, there may be consequences for me, and that factors into the price I have set.”

“I see,” Francis replied waspishly. “In short, if you’re to break your word, you need more gold. Is that right? You have an interesting view of what is good business, Mr. Cruikshank.”

Cruikshank’s eyes sparked with anger at that and his lips thinned till his mouth looked stitched together. “You may take it or leave it,” he snapped.

Francis turned to Lindsay. “If it were me,” he said, “I’d offer a hundred guineas and be done with it. They’re not worth half that.”

“I already offered him two hundred and fifty guineas and he refused,” Lindsay said. He gave a sulky pout. “And I want them.”

Francis sighed theatrically. “Your trouble is, you have too much money.” He turned to Cruikshank, his gaze sharpening. “Two hundred and seventy-five.”

“Five hundred,” Cruikshank bit back.

“Three hundred, final offer.”

Cruikshank glared at him. “No. Five hundred.”

Francis made an angry noise. “This is absurd. Come on, Somerville.” He grabbed hold of Lindsay’s arm and began marching him to the door.

“Four hundred.”

Francis halted first, Lindsay an instant later, jerking back in his firm grasp. Together they turned.

“Not a penny less,” Cruikshank added, his expression curiously flat now.

“Done,” Lindsay said, before Francis could speak.

Francis stayed quiet and Cruikshank wouldn’t even look at him, keeping his gaze fixed firmly on Lindsay.

“Do ye have the money with ye?” Cruikshank asked.

“No,” Lindsay admitted. “I will have to call upon my bank for a draft. I can write you a note by own name now of course, but—”

“That wouldnae be acceptable,” Cruikshank said quickly. He glanced at the clock on the mantel. “It’s near six o’clock now and Friday besides so it’ll have tae be Monday that we complete our business. I’m busy all that day, but I could see ye in the evening, after dinner. Shall we say eight o’clock? Will a day be enough for ye, to speak with yer bank?”

“Yes, of course,” Lindsay said. “We will return then. Mr. Cruikshank.”

Cruikshank nodded, but added, “I would prefer ye to come alone, Mr. Somerville. Yer friend”—he studiously ignored Francis—“is no’ welcome to return.”

Lindsay glanced at Francis, who shrugged but said nothing.

“Very well,” Lindsay said smoothly. “I will come alone.”
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FRANCIS WAS QUIET AFTER they left Cruikshank’s house. For a while, Lindsay left him to his thoughts, but at last he asked, “What did you make of that?”

Francis glanced at him. “I’m not entirely sure, but one thing I know—despite his protests, Cruikshank wanted to sell you those papers. I could smell the desperation on him from the first.”

“Is that why you were haggling so hard?”

“I wanted to see how far he’d allow himself to be pushed.” Francis admitted. “Not as far as I thought, as it happens—but in the end I was right. He did not want us to leave without making the bargain.”

“He’s greedy,” Lindsay pointed out. “And we’re paying him an awful lot of money. The thought of losing that would not appeal to him.”

“Hmmm,” The noise Francis made signified agreement, but it was laced with dissatisfaction. As plausible as Lindsay’s explanation was, Lindsay could see Francis was unconvinced and his expression remained troubled.

“I wish you didn’t have to stay in Edinburgh any longer to finish this,” Francis muttered. “Perhaps if I’d been less abrasive, that old devil wouldn’t have insisted on you going alone, and I could have dealt with matters on Monday.”

“It’ll be fine,” Lindsay said firmly. “The chances of Duncan reaching Edinburgh by then are surely slender. And you’ll be here to watch over me.”

“I won’t be at Cruikshank’s.”

“Oh, come on!” Lindsay scoffed. “What possible harm could I come to at his hands? You’ve seen him—he’s decrepit, and so’s his servant.”

Francis’s unhappy expression didn’t shift. “Yes, he’s physically weak—but Lindsay, what I felt coming off him today. It’s rare to feel such malevolence.” He shook his head. “If Cruikshank had the strength to act on his feelings... Hell, it made my skin crawl, just being in that room with him. The hatred pouring off him. I don’t like the idea of you being exposed to that. My wolf doesn’t like it either.”

Neither did Lindsay in truth, but what else was there to do? Cruikshank needed to be dealt with, and however poisonous he might be, he was still just a weak old man, albeit one who’d be several hundred guineas richer after Monday. Perhaps that would make him a bit more likely to pay his debt to Drew Nicol—if so, then some good might come out of his enrichment.

“Well,” Francis said, “I’ll not be letting you out of my sight from now on. And as soon as your business with Cruikshank is concluded, you’re leaving this town. We’ll tell Wynne when we get back so he can start making arrangements to depart first thing on Tuesday.”

Lindsay nodded his agreement, but his wolf was not happy. It paced inside him, anxious and unsettled. It didn’t want to leave Drew Nicol.
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Chapter Sixteen
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The next day, the weather was awful. Endless sheeting rain. Lindsay and Francis stayed indoors all day and by evening Lindsay was pacing the floor. When the rain finally stopped, close to midnight, Francis suggested that he and Lindsay shift and run.

“The full moon is still two days off,” he said. “But your beast is terribly restless. It would be unwise to go to Cruikshank’s without letting it free beforehand.”

Lindsay stared into the flames of the parlour fire, nursing his untouched brandy glass. Francis was right, but in truth, it wasn’t only the moon bothering him.

“You will need to stay close to me if we shift,” he admitted tightly.

“Why?”

It was not an unreasonable question. This was not something Lindsay had ever had to ask of Francis before.

He sighed. “Given a chance, I suspect my wolf will run straight to Nicol. It... wants him.”

Francis eyed him with concern, then he nodded. “I’ll stay with you,” he promised.

They waited another hour, till it was profoundly dark. Then, donning their oldest clothes, they walked down the Canongate, past Holyrood Palace and into the King’s Park. In a copse of trees, they stripped, hiding their things in the damp undergrowth, and shifted.

Lindsay’s transformation was instantaneous, a swift, intense ripple of sensation that overtook him with the suddenness of diving into water. His wolf claimed his body with joyful ease and bounded off into the night, Francis close on his heels.

They ran for the joy of running. Then, disturbing rabbits, for the joy of the chase. Catching a fat buck, they made a quick meal, then trotted uphill, making for the summit of Arthur’s Seat. Francis set a tidy pace, his sleek black body moving with economic grace, and Lindsay followed at his heels. When they reached the top, they basked in the strong, pale light of the moon, lifting their muzzles to howl.

They ran all the way over to Duddingston, skirted the fields at Peffermill and woke a sleeping flock of sheep to nervous bleating. Continuing onwards, they made their way back to the King’s Park tackling a steeper path to the top of Arthur’s Seat. Through it all, Lindsay’s heart beat for Drew, and his blood sang for him, and the song it sang was mate, mate, mate. His human self might be afraid of that truth, but his wolf brimmed with joy over it.

Francis was true to his word and stuck to Lindsay’s side, sensing his distraction. But though he stayed close, keeping Lindsay’s attention on the run with playful nips and nudges, he could do nothing to block Lindsay’s aching desire for Drew.

As they descended the hill, they came upon a tiny stream—little more than a trickle of water over stones—and stopped to drink. While Lindsay was lapping at the water, he detected a familiar, enigmatic mineral scent. It was the scent he associated with Drew, subtle as a whisper.

Nosing around the wet rocks and grass, Lindsay frantically sought out that scent, flinching when the cold water struck his sensitive nose. He found the source of his excitement at last, a small and ordinary-looking stone with a faint glitter on its rough surface. Lifting it gently between his teeth, Lindsay closed it in his mouth, ignoring Francis’s silent amber stare. And then they were running again, back to the city.

When they came to the spot where they’d left their clothes, Lindsay whined and paced, yearning for his mate, reluctant to change back to his doubtful human self. Francis, though, wouldn’t let him rest. He worried at him, barking and nipping till at last Lindsay gave up and lay on the ground to let his human self resurface.

When he came to, he was cold and dirty and exhausted. He spat the stone out into his hand and stared at it. It was small and dark in his hand.

“What’s that?” Francis asked.

“Nothing,” Lindsay said, his tone discouraging further questions. Turning away, he reached under the leafy branches of the undergrowth to pull out his clothes. Once dressed, he tucked the stone in his breeches pocket, even though he knew he should probably throw it away.

By the time they were on their way, dawn was prodding the sky with pale, tentative fingers. It wasn’t a dramatic sunrise. In fact, it was little more than a gradual lightening of the sky from midnight blue to azure, just a tint of rose at the horizon.

In their human skins, they trudged home. Wynne answered the door on their second knock, still in his nightshirt.

“I’ve left food out in the kitchen,” he said.

“Good lad,” was all Lindsay could manage, his voice rusty, his mind still struggling with the change.

Wynne had left out pie and sawster and cold beef on the kitchen table. They ate hungrily, messily, without washing, wiping their greasy fingers on their dirty breeches. They only stopped when every scrap of food was gone, sitting back in their chairs, sated. When Wynne entered the kitchen again he was fully dressed. He set the kettle on for tea and informed them he was heating water so they could bathe.

“Thank you,” said Francis, who’d returned more quickly to his usual self than Lindsay. “We’re both filthy.”

“Tea first though,” Wynne said briskly.

Lindsay just smiled tightly. He knew he’d be thee-and-thou’ing Wynne if he tried to speak, and it troubled him. He didn’t usually find it so difficult to regain his human self after a transformation.

Putting his hand in his breeches pocket, he touched the little stone. In a way, it soothed him, but it made him think of Drew too, and that was anything but soothing. Whenever he thought of Drew, he wanted to go to him. To go there and grab hold of the man. Just to touch him again.

Why? Why was he so obsessed? It was entirely unlike him. Ridiculous and lowering.

He let Francis use the bath first, promising solemnly not to go anywhere in the meantime. When it was his turn to wash, he stayed in the stout wooden tub till the sadly shallow bathwater turned cold, scrubbing every inch of his skin and combing out his long dark hair till it was smooth and tangle-free. Then he climbed out and sat, naked, in front of the fire and let his hair dry off.

After a while, there was a soft knock at the door.

“Come in,” he called, adding as the door swung open, “I haven’t a stitch on, but I don’t care if you don’t.”

It was Francis. He snorted amusement at Lindsay’s welcome and sat down beside him, stretching his stockinged feet out to take advantage of the heat.

“You’re in a bad way of it,” he said after a while. “Is it Nicol that has you all upside down?”

Lindsay nodded. “I can’t understand it,” he said. “I’ve never known anything like it. Not with anyone.”

“You feel compelled to go to him?”

Lindsay nodded.

Francis was silent for a while, his gaze fixed on the flames. Then he said flatly, “The compulsion can be overcome—to a degree. Only distance will do it, though. And it never really goes away completely. The only thing that makes it stop is being with your bond-mate.”

Lindsay stared at him—at Francis’s profile—and whispered, “I hate it, but I’m not sure I want to overcome it.”

Francis turned his head and smiled sadly. “I know. That’s the worst part.” He sighed. “It’s only two more days till you leave. As soon as we’re done with Cruikshank, you’ll leave town. You’ll feel much better once you put some distance between you and Nicol, I promise.”

Lindsay nodded, but he found it difficult to believe, and as the day wore on, he felt worse and worse. His wolf was growing desperate and erratic, gnawing at the edges of his self-control more or less constantly as it tried to force him to shift. Lindsay couldn’t eat, couldn’t rest. He paced his rooms like a madman, muttering to himself, clenching his fists so tightly his fingernails cut half-moons into his palms, grinding his teeth until his jaws ached.

Francis had Wynne make him a tisane that Francis thought would calm him, but it did no good, and by the evening Francis looked truly worried.

“I did not think I would say this, but I think you should visit your Mr. Nicol,” he said. “You cannot call upon Cruikshank in this state on Monday—and you’ll probably be worse by then.”

Lindsay ground out, “You trust me to see him like this?”

Francis sighed. “I can only judge by my own experience, but I’m hoping you will find your wolf calms when it gets close to him. I will go with you to be sure.”

Lindsay growled, low in his throat, and Francis chuckled, though the concerned expression he wore did not ease. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’ll leave you alone as soon as I can—assuming you’re in control of yourself that is. I’ll want to keep watch outside anyway.”

Lindsay flushed, embarrassed by his loss of control. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” Francis assured him. “I understand.”

“Is this how it was with you and Marguerite, when you first met?”

“Something like,” Francis said lightly. “Now, go and get dressed. If we’re calling on Nicol, you can’t be going out in a banyan.”
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IT WAS JUST AFTER SEVEN in the evening when Lindsay and Francis turned into Brodie’s Close, a reasonable enough time to go visiting. As they strolled through the narrow close, Lindsay detected a faint trace of Drew’s now-familiar scent. Thankfully, it did seem to calm his wolf, as Francis had hoped it might. The wolf ceased its agitated pacing at least, allowing Lindsay to paste a normal expression on his face as they approached the tenement. Before he could rap the door though, it swung open and a boy of around twelve barrelled out, crashing into him.

“Ooof!”

“’Scuse me, sir,” the boy said quickly and ran off, leaving the door carelessly open in his wake.

Lindsay met Francis’s gaze. “Well, we may as well go straight up.”

Francis nodded and they set off up the stairs, finally coming to a stop at the door to Drew’s rooms. There was a pause after Lindsay’s knock, then the sound of footsteps, and finally the door swung open, revealing Drew, lit by a single candle. He looked rumpled, his neckcloth tugged at and several waistcoat buttons undone. Hair escaping from the queue at the nape of his neck.

He looked—wonderful. Immediately, Lindsay felt calmer than he had all day, his wolf settling back into his skin as Drew’s unmistakable flinty scent surrounded him.

“Drew—” Lindsay said. Then remembering Francis beside him, quickly added, “That is, Mr. Nicol, I hope you don’t mind us calling without warning?”

Drew’s eyes had widened on seeing Lindsay, but now he seemed to notice Francis too, standing at Lindsay’s side. His gaze shifted between them in puzzlement.

“I—of course not,” he said at last, stepping aside to grant them entrance. “Come in. I’m afraid my rooms are rather a mess though—I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

They followed him inside, down the corridor and into the parlour. Every available surface was covered in drawings and Drew quickly gathered them up, rolling them into cylinders.

“How may I help you?” he asked once he’d moved the drawings aside.

“Oh, it’s—just a social call really,” Lindsay said. “We were passing and thought we’d see if you were home.” He felt his cheeks flush at the lie.

Drew didn’t look convinced by that, but he said, politely, “I see. Well, may I fetch you a glass of wine? Or ale?”

Lindsay cleared his throat. “Some wine would be very pleasant.”

“And you, Mr. Neville?” Drew asked.

Instead of answering him, Francis turned to Lindsay and set his hand on his arm. “Good lord, I’m a dolt! I’ve just remembered, I’m supposed to be dining with Iain MacIntosh tonight. And I’m late! May I leave you here with Mr. Nicol?”

Evidently, Francis was satisfied that Lindsay was capable of controlling himself with Drew, if he was making his apologies this quickly.

Francis turned to Drew. “I’m so sorry, this is terribly rude. Will you forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Drew replied with a polite smile. Then, looking at Lindsay, he added a little more stiffly, “Are you also leaving, Mr. Somerville?”

“I—may stay for a little while,” Lindsay murmured. “If that’s all right?”

He caught the swift sharpening of Drew’s scent, though the man’s expression didn’t change. Did he want Lindsay to go? Or stay?

“Of course,” Drew said mildly. “Let me see Mr. Neville out, then I’ll fetch us some wine.”

“Thank you for understanding,” Francis said with a friendly smile as they left the room. “It’s the absolute height of rudeness to foist yourself on someone, then announce you have other plans. You must think me the most awful flibbertigibbet.”

While Drew saw Francis out, Lindsay paced the rug before the parlour fire, unsure what to say when the man returned.

Moments later, the front door closed and Drew was back. He stood in the doorway of the parlour, watching Lindsay with a curious expression.

“I’m sorry we disturbed you,” Lindsay said at length. “Though I’m not sorry to be alone with you now.”

Drew stepped into the room then. Closed the door then leaned against it. He appeared troubled and Lindsay wished he knew why.

“Why are you here?” Drew asked. “Really?”

“To see you,” Lindsay said. “I—wanted to see you one last time.”

“One last—” Drew frowned. “Are you leaving?”

Lindsay nodded. “First thing on Tuesday.”

Drew stared at him for several long moments and when he spoke his voice was hoarse. “Why so soon?”

“I expect to finish up my business here on Monday evening.”

Silence.

Drew turned and went to the sideboard. Poured two glasses of wine. But instead of lifting the glasses, he just stood there, his hands resting on the wood. “Where are you going?”

“The Low Countries, for a while. Then Paris when”—it’s safe—“the weather improves.”

Drew gave a short laugh. “It’s quite the exciting life you lead, isn’t it? Travelling all over.” He reached for the wine glasses, then turned and walked back to Lindsay, passing one to him.

Lifting the other glass to chin height, he toasted Lindsay. “To a safe and pleasant journey.”

Lindsay lifted in his own glass in a counter-salute and they both sipped the wine, then stared at one another for long, painful moments, till Drew finally said, almost angrily, “What exactly is it you want of me?”

Lindsay drained his glass then set it down with a snap. “I want you to fuck me,” he said. “I want you to fuck me so hard I still feel you when I leave.”

Drew swallowed hard, his throat bobbing visibly. “Christ, Lindsay. The things you say.” He set his own glass aside and paced closer, till only inches separated them.

“Well?” Lindsay said. “Will you?”

Drew’s gaze was fierce. “Yes. God, yes.”

They stared at each other. Lindsay’s heart was racing, his blood hot with need. Worried about scaring Drew off with the strength of the lust that was consuming him, he forced himself to maintain an outward calm, and clearing his throat, said with absurd formality, “If it’s convenient, could you fetch some oil or grease? It makes things easier.”

Drew blinked dazedly, then said in a thick voice, “I’ll see what I have.” He stepped towards the door then stopped, looking over shoulder. “Go to the bedchamber while I look.”

“All right.”

His limbs felt clumsy as he walked down the shadowy corridor to Drew’s bedchamber. It was as cheerless as last time, and as cold. As before, there was no fire in the grate nor any other comforts. All in all, it was quite the monk’s cell, though at least the bed was a decent size. In the distance, Lindsay could hear Drew quickly opening and closing cupboards and drawers. It made him smile. Such a frantic search.

Lindsay began to undress, removing the clothes he’d barely looked at as he donned them. He hadn’t powdered his hair tonight, simply tying it at the nape of his neck with a ribbon. Now he pulled that ribbon free, letting the dark locks fall to his shoulders.

When Drew arrived, he was down to his drawers.

“I found—” Drew began, then stopped abruptly, coming to a halt in the bedchamber doorway at the sight of Lindsay, standing all but naked in the middle of the room, dark hair brushing his shoulders.

Drew stared at him, his scent sharp and urgent in the air.

Slowly, deliberately, Lindsay pulled the tie of his drawers free and let the linen fall away, kicking the final garment aside with casual ease. Fully naked now, he stood, letting Drew look his fill, his cock thrusting urgently towards the man as though demanding his attention.

Drew was holding a blue glass bottle in one hand and Lindsay nodded at it. “You found what you were looking for then?”

Drew blinked at him, then said. “Oh—yes.” He held up the bottle. Inside it, some liquid moved with oil-like heaviness.

“Excellent,” Lindsay said. His voice was husky and, uncharacteristically, nervous. He realised with some astonishment that he was nervous. Which was utterly absurd for a man who’d done this so very many times before.

“Come here, then,” he said, beckoning Drew closer.

Drew did as he was bid, tossing the bottle onto the bed as he closed in on Lindsay, his intent gaze fixed on him. When he was close enough to touch, he lifted a hand and gently ran his fingers through the length of Lindsay’s hair.

“Hmmm.” A murmur of approval as Lindsay’s hair slid through his fingers. A murmur, and his eyes soft with wonder.

“I like this,” he whispered. “Your hair down, like this. Long.”

“It used to be much longer,” Lindsay said. “To the middle of my back.”

Drew gave him a quizzical look. And well he might. It had been many a year since Lindsay—or any other man—had worn his hair as long as that. But then he smiled sadly, and said, “I should have liked to see that.”

“I should like to see you naked,” Lindsay replied looking down the length of Drew’s body, and Drew’s gaze followed his. He was rumpled and shoeless, but nonetheless fully clothed. Clothed while Lindsay was bare. And God, but that was a thought that made Lindsay’s cock pulse with fierce desire, thrusting futilely into the air between them. Drew’s gaze was helplessly drawn to the plain evidence of Lindsay’s need, his breath hitching audibly in his throat before he looked up again and met Lindsay’s gaze.

Lindsay leaned towards him. When he was close enough to graze Drew’s lips with his own, he paused, whispering, “May I kiss you?”

“Yes. Please.” Drew’s eyes were fixed on Lindsay’s, watching as Lindsay closed the tiny gap between them, setting his lips delicately upon Drew’s. They both had their eyes open, each watching the other as Lindsay slowly, sweetly, parted Drew’s mouth with his own and touched the tip of his tongue to the tip of Drew’s.

Drew moaned at the contact and closed his eyes, his hand lifting again to shakily comb through Lindsay’s loose hair, as Lindsay breathlessly deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue fully into Drew’s mouth. Stepping closer, he brought the length of his naked body into contact with Drew’s clothed one, loving the rough texture of the man’s worsted breeches and waistcoat against his skin. Drew’s hands went to his hips, yanking him even closer, then snaking round to stroke and squeeze his buttocks.

God, yes.

Lindsay began fiddling with the fastenings to Drew’s breeches and soon he had them open and was pushing them down Drew’s thighs. While Drew struggled to kick them off, Lindsay pulled the man’s neckcloth free and tossed it aside. Drew let out a breathless chuckle against Lindsay’s lips, breaking free for a moment so he could yank off his linen shirt and send it sailing over Lindsay’s shoulder.

God, that broad chest was something to behold. Lindsay groaned and ran his hands over it, dipping his head to suck and bite one small berry nipple.

“I want you,” Drew gasped. “Like nothing I’ve ever wanted before. Come here.” Again, his hand snaked into Lindsay’s hair, but this time, he gripped and pulled, forcing Lindsay to lift his head to meet his kiss, and this time his mouth was hard and needy, tongue wet and slick.

Lindsay’s groan of pleasure at the rough treatment came right from his belly, a gut-deep satisfaction laced with surprise. He’d never looked to be mastered. Not even before Duncan, and certainly not after. Since Duncan, he’d always been the aggressor, the dominant partner in any sexual encounter, whether he was giving or taking cock. But when Drew fucked Lindsay’s mouth with his tongue and began to walk him backwards to the bed, Lindsay didn’t merely allow it, he loved it. Felt as though he’d found something he’d been searching for his whole, long, long life.

Lindsay’s knees collided with the side of the bed and he stumbled backwards, taking Drew with him, the two of them landing on the creaking mattress in a tangle of limbs. Drew stared down at Lindsay with eyes that glittered with fierce lust, and for some reason Lindsay couldn’t understand, that look was like a rapier thrust deep into his belly.

I’m done for, he thought wildly.

“What do you want?” Drew murmured.

“Your cock inside me,” Lindsay replied. “Where’s the oil?”

Levering himself up on one arm, Drew cast his gaze around, finally locating the small bottle. He sat back on his heels and said, “Do I put some on my cock?”

“Yes, but more importantly, you put some in my arse,” Lindsay replied with a wicked grin.

Drew flushed at that. Embarrassed? Aroused?

Taking pity on him, Lindsay leaned up, reaching for the bottle. “Give it here,” he said. “I’ll do it.” But Drew twisted away from him, holding the bottle out of reach.

“No,” he said. “I will.”

“You want to put your fingers in my arse?” Lindsay asked, with deliberate crudeness, chuckling softly, but his laughter died at the helpless lust in Drew’s eyes.

“Yes,” Drew said savagely. “My fingers, my cock. I want to know how you feel inside. How hot, how tight. What it will do to you when I go deep inside you.” He swallowed then said tightly, “Spread your legs.”

Lindsay’s mouth went dry. Slowly, he opened his thighs, canting his hips up and letting his knees fall wide open. Exposing himself to the other man’s gaze.

Drew moaned, staring at Lindsay’s hole for several long moments before reaching out and gently brushing one finger over the tender furl of flesh. Lindsay’s whole body jerked and he let out a humiliating whimper. Immediately, Drew’s gaze flew back up to Lindsay’s face, his expression astonished.

“Please,” Lindsay managed through gritted teeth. “Please, Drew.”

Drew yanked the stopper out of the bottle with his teeth and spat it onto the floor, and then he was coating his fingers in oil and rubbing the slickness over Lindsay’s cleft and hole, eyes wide as he watched Lindsay’s wanton reaction, body twisting and jerking, lustful moans falling from his lips.

“Inside too,” Lindsay muttered thickly. “Stretch me.”

It wasn’t a detailed explanation of what he needed, but Drew seemed to understand. He added more oil, then touched his middle finger to Lindsay’s hole, watching, fascinated, as he pressed the tip delicately inside, hissing at the gripping heat drawing him in. Slowly, carefully, he pressed the finger in further, till it was fully inside Lindsay and the rest of his fingers and his thumb cupped the curve of Lindsay’s arse.

“God in heaven,” he hissed, staring at his hand, then at Lindsay’s face again.

“More,” Lindsay begged. “Stretch me a bit—then you can fuck me.”

Groaning, Drew slid his finger out, added more oil, then pressed two fingertips to Lindsay’s opening. Such a good feeling, this, the faint burn as his body accommodated that second finger. The give of Lindsay’s tight hole and the glide of Drew’s oiled fingers moving inside him, exploring, grazing, then—

“God!” Lindsay yelled as Drew’s fingers brushed that exquisitely sensitive spot inside him.

Drew stilled. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” Lindsay said, his voice slurred with pleasure. “It’s good. So good.”

“Again?” Drew asked, watching Lindsay carefully.

“Mm hmm,” Lindsay agreed wordlessly and Drew stroked again, inside him, making Lindsay whine and arch his body.

“Look at you,” Drew whispered, his expression rapt. “Loving this.” By now he knew what it was he’d done to make Lindsay yell like that, so he did it again, and again, till Lindsay was incoherent with pleasure, his lean prick hard and leaking and needful.

“Please,” Lindsay begged. “I need your cock inside me, before you make me spend.”

“God, yes,” Drew agreed, carefully withdrawing his fingers. “I want that. Want to be inside you when you spend. Want to feel you around my prick.”

Lindsay pulled back his knees, exposing himself even further, shameless now in his lust.

If Drew had had any doubts as to what to do, he’d already discarded them. Running his hands up the back of Lindsay’s thighs, he angled Lindsay’s body perfectly to be penetrated, eyeing Lindsay’s desperate hole with lustful ardour.

“Do it,” Lindsay urged him. “Fuck me.”

And Drew did.

He plunged inside Lindsay in one, long smooth thrust and they both cried out. Drew’s cock felt huge inside Lindsay, a great thick pole of hammering flesh, warm and alive and insistent. And God, that was exactly where Lindsay wanted him. In Lindsay’s arse, fucking him, owning him inside and out.

“Oh God,” Lindsay said on a stuttering breath. “I’m not going to last. You feel good. Like no one else.”

Drew made a noise of incoherent agreement and began fucking Lindsay in earnest. Long, hard thrusts of his big cock that hit Lindsay in that best, most intimate spot, again and again, till it was all he could do just to hold on to the man and surrender to the exquisite, almost unbearable pleasure, wanting it to last forever. To never end.

It couldn’t last forever, of course, or even very long. They were both of them far too gone in their lust to drag it out for more than a few minutes. Even trying his hardest to hold off his climax, Lindsay soon succumbed, going under in a great, dragging wave of orgasm that wrenched through his whole body, digging his heels into Drew’s back as the man savagely fucked him through the surging, mindless pleasure. Hoarse cries spilled from their lips as they came together, Drew’s semen flooding Lindsay while Lindsay spent between their sweat-slicked bodies.

When it was over, they lay there, limbs going slack, Drew’s breath warm and damp on Lindsay’s neck. Lindsay inhaled the mingled scents of sex and Drew and himself and felt settled in an unfamiliar way, his headstrong wolf calmed to rare placid contentment.

At length, Drew raised his head, looking down at Lindsay with an unreadable expression. He said nothing though, rolling his weight off Lindsay to lie instead at his side. There had been something animal about the way they’d come together, but now Lindsay could feel the human world and human considerations pressing in on them again, and the fragile bond just forged between them could not bear such heavy weight.

Drew spoke first, his voice husky. “You are leaving.” It was not a question. He threw his arm over his face and added hoarsely, “I should not have done that.”

Hurt, Lindsay replied sharply, “Why not? You enjoyed it. Don’t pretend otherwise.”

Drew sat up abruptly and glared down at Lindsay. “That’s why I shouldn’t have done it,” he bit out. “Now I know. Now I have to live with knowing and not having y—this again.”

Lindsay opened his mouth to say of course he could have it again—any man with their inclinations would want Drew Nicol—then he realised, with sick certainty, that he couldn’t bear the thought of Drew with anyone else.

Hell.

Slowly, carefully, he said, “I intend to come back some day. I can’t be sure when, but we could—”

“Don’t,” Drew interrupted. Without looking at Lindsay, he scrambled off the bed and grabbed his drawers. He yanked them on with jerky motions, then reached for his shirt.

Lindsay’s gut twisted. Carefully, he said, “Is there a reason—”

“Please, Lindsay,” Drew said unsteadily. His eyes were closed now, his expression pained. “This whole thing has been a—a kind of madness on my part. The truth is, it’s probably for the best that you’re leaving.”

“Is that what you think?” Lindsay whispered. He heard the hurt in his voice and felt exposed. Humiliated.

Drew shook his head, still not looking at Lindsay. “Before I met you, I never did these things.”

Lindsay’s heart was raw and bleeding, and in his pain, he lashed out. “You might not have done them,” he bit out. “But I’ll wager you thought about them plenty of times.”

Drew’s head snapped up and his eyes flashed. “That may be true,” he admitted. “But thoughts are not actions. It’s a man’s actions that matter in the end. Those are his legacy.”

Lindsay gave a bitter laugh. “Is that what you think?”

“It’s what I know.”

“All right then,” Lindsay sneered. “Tell me what your oh-so-noble legacy is to be. No, wait, let me guess. You want to do what everyone else in your polite little corner of the world does. Marry again and produce a few brats.” He laughed again, without humour. “Do you really think that’s immortality?”

Drew glared at him. “I have no intention of marrying again. If I gain any immortality in this world, it will be through my work.”

Lindsay made a disgusted noise. “That’s it? You’re going to work? Work for the rest of your life? Christ, you’d be better off having some brats. At least they’re alive. Buildings aren’t.”

“Buildings last longer than any one person’s lifetime,” Drew bit out. “They stand for something more important.”

“There’s nothing more important than life.”

“Of course there is! What about beauty, rationality—civilisation itself?”

“What about them?” Lindsay retorted. “You know what the real truth is, Drew? You can design buildings and still live. You say your work is your life because you’re terrified of how you feel, and—”

“You haven’t the faintest idea how I feel!”

“Yes, I do!” Lindsay cried. “Don’t you think I know how terrifying it is when you realise the thing you desire most is something the world hates?”

Drew opened his mouth to reply but no words came out. He just stared at Lindsay, his gaze distraught.

Lindsay rose from the bed, unashamedly naked, and crossed the floor to where Drew stood, half-dressed. His skin was marked with grazes from Drew’s incipient beard and spattered with his dried spend—and inside, he was just as much of a mess, angry and sad and bitter.

Drew had closed his eyes at Lindsay’s approach, as though he couldn’t bear to look at him, and when Lindsay reached out a hand and gently touched his cheek, Drew flinched. The tiny physical rejection made Lindsay’s heart ache.

“Drew, listen to me,” he said, pleading now. “This is not an easy thing to accept about yourself, but when you do accept it—”

Drew opened his eyes and Lindsay broke off. The bleak misery in the man’s gaze wasn’t to be borne. He said hoarsely, “Please, Lindsay. Let it go.”

Lindsay’s heart twisted so painfully in his chest he was astonished he could still breathe. He let his hand drop to his side.

At length he said dully, “I’ll get dressed and leave you in peace.”

The relief that washed over Drew’s harshly handsome features was, perhaps, the worst thing of all.

Lindsay dressed quickly, efficiently, and without looking at Drew. Once ready, he followed Drew out of the bedchamber and down the corridor to the front door that led out into the stairwell.

Drew paused there, his hand on the doorknob. Their gazes caught and held.

After several beats of silence, Lindsay whispered, “I’m sorry, Drew.” And he was—for so much. He was sorry for pursuing Drew when the man had not wanted to be pursued, even if he had desperately needed what Lindsay had given him. He was sorry for making Drew face up to his own desires and admit them, when he could see that Drew had not wanted to do so. He was sorry that now he would be leaving Drew to cope with that new knowledge alone.

Drew didn’t respond to his apology. He just opened the door and said, quietly, “Good bye, Lindsay.”

Lindsay lingered, meeting Drew’s grey-blue gaze one last time. But there was nothing there to hold him. No encouragement and no regret.

“Please, Lindsay. Let it go.”

“Goodbye,” Lindsay replied. Then he left without another word, his wolf already mourning.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Monday dawned grey and cold, no sign of the sun at all. A thick veil of cloud, heavy with rain, loomed over Edinburgh, and the air was chill and damp.

Francis was quiet, both over breakfast and as he and Lindsay walked to the bank. He’d been quiet the night before too, when Lindsay had emerged from Drew’s tenement into the darkness of Brodie’s Close, seeming to understand that Lindsay didn’t want to talk. No doubt he’d scented Drew on Lindsay’s body, and perhaps the sorrow and regret that saturated Lindsay’s spirit.

Lindsay had been glad of Francis’s silence last night, and he was still glad this morning. He didn’t want to talk about what had happened between him and Drew, and he certainly didn’t want to talk about how leaving the city felt so very wrong. How his wolf may have calmed, but now it was inconsolable at the thought of losing Drew, when it should be thinking only of escaping Duncan MacCormaic.

He didn’t want to acknowledge his own concern that he might not be able to control his wolf’s actions when he was forced to shift. And he would be forced to do so tonight, at some point. There would be a full moon tonight, so shifting was unavoidable—unless he dosed himself with ’bane, which was not something he could even consider before he’d met with Cruikshank. He needed his wits about him to deal with that wily old fox.

Francis finally broke the silence as they neared Locke Court again, the bank draft for Cruikshank tucked inside Lindsay’s coat.

“You must try not to be too long at Cruikshank’s tonight,” Francis said. “It’s full moon.”

“Are you concerned about my self-control?” Lindsay asked. “That I might shift against my will?”

Francis sighed. “Don’t be offended. You’re not your usual self. You know that as well as I do.” He shook his head, unhappy. “The timing of this is all very unfortunate, I must say. MacCormaic leaving Paris, the full moon tonight, and now this.”

“This?” Lindsay asked, his tone deceptively light.

Francis paused in the street and turned to face him, his expression impatient. “Mr. Nicol, as you know very well.” He sighed. “Lindsay, it’s imperative you put distance between you. As much and as quickly as possible.”

Lindsay’s wolf didn’t like that. “Why?” he asked abruptly.

It was a stupid question and he knew it. Any fool could see Lindsay had no control around Drew. But he repeated the question nevertheless. “Why, Francis? Why does he affect me like this?” And this time his voice broke on the question.

Francis’s light brown eyes were soft with concern. “I don’t know why,” he admitted. He glanced around before he went on, making sure there was no one around to overhear. There wasn’t—the street was all but deserted—but still he said his next words under his breath. “It is worrying, though.”

“Why?”

“What if your wolf decides it wants to turn Nicol? What if the Urge possesses you? I can’t allow that, Lindsay. Whatever your feelings for the man might be.”

Lindsay glared at Francis. “Christ, Francis, you can’t think I’d—”

Francis met his angry gaze with a steady look. “Can you honestly say at this point that would never happen?”

Lindsay let out a defeated sigh and looked away. He couldn’t say that, and they both knew it. He had no idea what his wolf might do.

By mutual silent agreement, they turned away from each other and began walking again. The rain had started, a cold and miserable drizzle

Lindsay knew how strongly Francis felt about this. He and Lindsay had both been turned without their consent, though in very different circumstances. Lindsay’s turning had been a brutal near-slaying, while Francis’s had been intended as a kindness after Francis had been attacked and left to die. But Francis had not wanted the gift. He’d been horrified to be made into a wolf, and while he’d become resigned to his new existence over time, he remained a forthright opponent of any transformation that was not fully consented to.

“What if your wolf decides it wants to turn Nicol?”

Was Francis right to be worried?

Was Lindsay’s wolf capable of doing something like that?

Lindsay didn’t think so, but the truth was, he didn’t know.
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WHEN LINDSAY AND FRANCIS returned to Locke Court from the bank, Wynne was already well-organised for the next day’s journey. He’d packed up most of their things and made arrangements for a coach to collect them the next morning. They were travelling down to Newcastle by coach then sailing to Rotterdam on Friday. Their rooms at Locke Court were paid for another month, but that wasn’t to be helped. Far more important to get out of Scotland, at least till more information regarding MacCormaic’s whereabouts was known.

The rest of the day dragged by. Francis wouldn’t leave Lindsay alone, which made Lindsay impatient and riled his wolf. The more even-tempered Francis stayed, the more irritable Lindsay became, until at last, unable to stand looking at his friend any longer, he stormed off to his bedchamber, where he lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling and remembering the previous night with Drew.

“This whole thing has been a—a kind of madness...”

Drew was right about that much at least.

By four in the afternoon, darkness was already falling, but there was one small mercy for Lindsay. Thick rain clouds obscured the sky, veiling the moon from his gaze. And so it was that, when Lindsay and Francis finally left Locke Court that evening for Hector Cruikshank’s, the usually irresistible lure of the full moon was mercifully muffled.

“How long do you think you will be?” Francis asked as they drew close to Cruikshank’s house. Although Cruikshank had made it very clear that he was not welcome, Francis had insisted on coming, to wait outside for Lindsay.

Lindsay shrugged. “Difficult to say. Don’t worry if I’m a while. He likes to play with people.”

“Hmm.” Francis sounded unconvinced but he didn’t argue. Instead, he headed for a shadowy corner of the street opposite Cruikshank’s house and settled in to watch.

Lindsay walked up to the front door and rapped it with his cane. He was dressed in sapphire blue and silver finery this evening and his hair was powdered. Dressed like this, he was less the outrageous Macaroni and more the remote, intimidating aristocrat, his clothing of a more restrained elegance.

The door swung open revealing Meek in all his awkward black-and-gold glory.

“Mr. Somerville,” he said in an uncharacteristically polite tone. “Come in. Mr. Cruikshank will be with ye shortly.”

Lindsay inclined his head and entered, watching Meek carefully.

All of sudden, he felt wary. There was something... something in the air. Something about Meek. He followed the man down the corridor and into a small sitting room.

“Would ye like some tea, sir?” Meek asked.

Lindsay frowned, discombobulated by the man’s unexpected politeness. Tea? Was this really Cruikshank’s surly servant?

“No, thank you,” he said. “Will your master be long? I’ve another appointment this evening.”

“I’ll tell him, sir,” Meek assured Lindsay and left the room.

Several minutes passed, but at length the door opened, and this time it was Cruikshank. He was dressed properly this evening, no banyan or slippers. But no wig either, just a suit of plain black that made him look like a cleric.

“Mr. Somerville,” he said. And then he smiled, revealing uneven yellow teeth that Lindsay hadn’t seen before. Lindsay hadn’t known he could smile.

“Do I take it ye were able to complete yer business with yer bankers today?” Cruikshank asked.

“I was,” Lindsay said. “I have the draft with me. Do you have the rest of the papers?”

“In my strongroom,” Cruikshank confirmed. “Come along.”

He made for the door, moving a bit quicker than usual. There was something different about him tonight. That smile, and the note of cheer in his usually dry, flat voice. It unsettled Lindsay.

Then again, he was just about to become four hundred guineas richer. That would cheer anyone.

When they reached the corridor, they encountered Meek. He wore a grubby greatcoat over his livery and was heading for the front door.

“G’night, sir.” He nodded at Cruikshank and left the house without sparing a glance for Lindsay.

Cruikshank didn’t comment on the encounter, merely led the way down the shadowy corridor. The house was very quiet.

When they reached the strongroom door, Cruikshank lifted his heavy key ring from where it hung at his waist and undid the three locks one by one. They must be getting easier with use, Lindsay thought idly. Cruikshank wasn’t having nearly as much trouble with them this evening.

Finally, the door opened, and a tangle of scents bombarded Lindsay.

The first thing he saw was Drew—his mate—kneeling on the floor.

Then he realised Drew’s hands were bound, a big, bulky man keeping him in place, with one hand fisted in his bright hair, and a glinting sword held to his throat. The man’s face was in shadow, but Lindsay knew him by his unmistakable scent.

Mercer.

Mercer stepped into the light. His smile was as ugly as the rest of him. “Good evening, cur.”

Lindsay’s wolf clamoured to shift, to attack, scrabbling up to the surface with desperate whines, making Lindsay’s heart thunder in his ears and his blood race. He held the beast back though. It was too risky—one slice of that sword and Drew was dead. Mercer grinned at the knowledge, showing strong, sharp teeth.

“Come in,” he said affably. “We’ve much to talk about.”

Drew’s head lolled. He seemed dazed, an ugly bruise blooming on his temple, his lip swollen and bleeding. He sagged a little on his knees.

“Lindsay?” He sounded confused. “What are you—?”

“It’s all right,” Lindsay said, trying to sound reassuring, as ridiculous as that was. Warily, he stepped further into the room, his gaze shifting between the two men in front of him.

Behind him, the door closed, freezing his blood.

Locks tumbled as Cruikshank sealed it.

This was it, then. A moment he’d been dreading for a hundred years.

“What do you want?” Lindsay bit out.

Mercer jerked his head at Drew who was half-slumped at his feet. Drew didn’t react—was he even conscious? “Not your usual type, is he?” Mercer sneered.

Lindsay didn’t react. “I barely know him,” he said.

“Not what I hear.” Mercer said. He nodded at Cruikshank over Lindsay’s shoulder. “Unlucky for you, he had a boy watching your friend here—before you arrived even. He was looking for a chance at blackmailing him.” He laughed, adding in a conspiratorial tone, “He’s up to all sorts, is Cruikshank. Fingers in every pie—you wouldn’t believe!”

Lindsay just stared at him.

“And then you come along,” Mercer said, grinning now. “Tripping up to this one’s rooms, and him tripping down to yours.” He gave a hearty laugh and nodded at Cruikshank again. “When that auld bastard told me about it, I said, ‘Our cur’s been fucking him, I’ll wager!’ and I see a chance, don’t I? To get you back before our master gets home.” He smiled, evilly. “So, let’s sort this out now, shall we?”

“Sort what out?” Lindsay managed, his voice scathing, fear for Drew firmly clamped down. “You can’t beat me in a fair fight, and you know it.” He sneered the words hoping to goad Mercer into shifting and attacking Lindsay, taking his attention from Drew. Mercer had always been hotheaded and quick to anger, prone to shifting before thinking.

But it seemed that Mercer wasn’t so easily manipulated anymore. Though his jaw pulsed and his pale eyes glinted with temper, he kept control of his wolf. “Apparently I was wrong, Cruikshank,” he said, addressing the old man without taking his gaze from Lindsay’s face. “Our friend here doesn’t actually care if I slice this one’s throat.” He pulled Drew’s head back again. “Shall I do it, then?”

Lindsay’s heart thundered and his mind raced, but he couldn’t think of a way out.

“Well?” Mercer prompted, “Have you changed so much? You used to be so sentimental about mortals.” He pressed the sword a little closer to Drew’s throat and widened his eyes. “Now?” he whispered.

Drew stirred, moaning, and Lindsay’s wolf howled with pain.

“No,” he said, defeated.

“Good,” Mercer replied with satisfaction. He glanced at Cruikshank. “Get the collar.”

Lindsay flinched, unable to disguise his reaction to that word, and Mercer’s grin widened. Cruikshank headed for his desk, pulling out his key ring.

Drew stirred again and tried to pull free of Mercer’s grip. “What is this?” he slurred, dazed and distressed, and Lindsay stepped towards him instinctively.

“Don’t move!” Mercer snapped, and Lindsay froze, hands curling into fists in frustration. “Not another step or I’ll end him, understand?”

Drew moaned and tried to pull away again.

“Stay still,” Lindsay instructed softly, and Drew subsided, as though soothed by Lindsay’s voice.

Cruikshank was moving towards them again, a hessian bag in his hands. He stopped a few feet from Lindsay and opened the bag, drawing out a silver circlet with a stout fastening, which he immediately dropped. Cursing, he stared at his hand, then at Mercer, a question in his eyes.

“It stings,” he said, sounding puzzled and annoyed in equal measure.

What?

“You’ll be glad you won’t be wearing it then,” Mercer replied. “Use the bag to pick it up, fool.”

Cruikshank dropped easily to his haunches to pick up the collar, using the hessian bag to shield his fingers from the metal.

Lindsay stared at him, noting the ease of his movements with horror. He glanced at Mercer. “You bit him? Turned him? But—but how? The Urge—”

Mercer’s grin was feral. “Our master promised Cruikshank the bite if he lured you here, and he commanded me to give that bite if Cruikshank kept his side of the bargain.” He laughed. “It seems the Urge can be created by compulsion. Perhaps after this, the master will order me to make more wolves for him.” Lindsay stared at him, appalled, but Mercer continued unabashed. “I must say though, I’m surprised the bite took with that one. He’s decrepit.”

Cruikshank rose fluidly from his crouch, the collar now shielded from his hand by the hessian bag. There was no sign now of the rheumatism that had made his movements so slow and painful before. He spared a look of dislike for Mercer, then turned his attention to Lindsay, a sneering smile on his face. “Mr. MacCormaic tells me he is well-acquainted with ye, Somerville—and very anxious to renew that acquaintance. He told me ye’d come looking for the Naismith papers. Sure enough, ye did—and I didn’t need to stall you for very long before Mr. Mercer here arrived from Perthshire to deal wi’ ye.”

“And thanks to this one,” Mercer added, nodding at Drew, “I didn’t need to wait for our master to get here to get the collar back on you. I knew you’d hand yourself over willingly to save him.”

Anxiety rippled through Lindsay. Anxiety and sense of horrible inevitability. This moment had always been coming. Since the moment Lindsay had escaped MacCormaic’s Keep. Deep inside him, the cur cowered and whimpered, but his wolf stood strong.

His mate needed him.

He didn’t know what Mercer saw on his face, but whatever it was, it seemed to amuse the man. “He stinks of you, you know. As soon as he walked in here, I smelled you on him, and I knew right then I had you. I might not be able to take you down on my own anymore, but you’re such a fucking martyr, I knew you’d want to save him.” Mercer sighed happily. “Ah, Lindsay, this is going to be just like old times. Except this time”—his grin was wide and savage—“this time you know what you’re getting into. You know what wearing that collar means.”

And God, Lindsay did. He knew it all. Knew what it meant to be Duncan’s slave, and that Duncan would make sure he never escaped again. It would be a living death sentence and there was a small part of Lindsay that wanted to do nothing but run. He could fight his way out of this room—Cruikshank would be no challenge and he was confident he could take Mercer. His wolf was stronger now. He could fight his way out, get Francis, try to save Drew.

The only trouble was, Drew had no hope of surviving that fight. The first thing Mercer would do would be to slay him.

Lindsay could not allow that to happen.

Drew was his bond-mate. He knew it with utter certainty now.

“So, it’s me for his life, is it?”

“That’s it,” Mercer agreed cheerfully. “You put on the collar; I let him go. I have a cart waiting at the back of the house and fast horses a mile from here.”

Francis was out front—he’d scent them as soon as they were out, but with Lindsay’s wolf imprisoned by a silver collar, his gentle friend could not take on Mercer alone. Lindsay would have to go with Mercer and hope Francis and Marguerite could track him down later.

Oh God, hope. Hope was almost the cruellest thing of all.

Lindsay swallowed hard, then forced himself to speak. “I’ll need your oath that you’ll let Nicol go.”

“What? No!” That was Cruikshank. They both turned to look at him. “Ye cannae let him go!” he said to Mercer. “Not after all this—he’ll go talking to people, accuse me o’—”

Mercer’s glare was enough to silence him. 

Mercer turned back to Lindsay then. “Very well. You have my oath.”

“But—” Cruikshank broke in.

Mercer turned on him, temper flaring and Cruikshank shrank back.

“Say one more word and I’ll bury this blade in you,” Mercer hissed. “I settled with you already. Our deal is done. Anything else you want, is your business. Understand?”

Cruikshank’s gaze was baleful, but he nodded.

“Lindsay—what’s happening?” Drew mumbled. He’d rallied again and was now shaking his head, as though trying to clear it.

“It’s all right,” Lindsay said softly. “You’ll be free in a minute.”

“What? Why?”

Lindsay tore off his neckcloth and threw it aside, baring his throat. His shirt gaped. He held out his hand out to Cruikshank. Cruikshank glanced at Mercer, and at his nod, handed the silver circlet to Lindsay.

“What are you doing?” Drew’s voice sounded stronger now, edged with a note of panic.

Mercer licked his lips, his eyes gleaming. “Lindsay Somerville,” he murmured. “The things I’m going to do to you.”

Lindsay’s stomach turned at the avid look in his eyes.

Drew began trying to struggle to his feet.

“Stay where you are!” Mercer barked, but Drew fought him, staggering a little as he rose groggily. Mercer sent him back to his knees with a savage kick and set the sword at his throat. “If you move again, you die,” he hissed in Drew’s ear, his gaze on Lindsay. “As you for you, cur, get that collar on or I’m ending him.”

Gritting his teeth, and ignoring his burning hands, Lindsay raised the collar and unhinged the clasp, opening it up.

“Lindsay, what the hell are you doing?” Drew demanded. His gaze was clearing now, and he looked desperate.

“It’s my fault you’re here,” Lindsay said. “I’m getting you out.” For a moment, he just stared at the wide-open silver jaws of the circlet, terror and hopelessness churning in him. Then he set the collar about his throat and pressed the fastening closed with a soft click. Immediately, he gasped, both at the sucking burn of the metal on his skin and, worse, the imprisonment of his wolf. He felt his slavedom settle upon him, heavy and terrible and inevitable.

“Take it off!” Drew shouted. “What are you doing?”

“He’s returning to his master,” Mercer said with satisfaction. “Where he belongs.” He thrust Drew away from him and the man fell to the ground on his side, his bound arms behind him. “Go,” Mercer snapped. “Get out.” For a moment, Drew just stared at him, flinching when Mercer lifted his sword and brought it down, only realising a moment later that Mercer had severed the rope binding his hands.

Drew scrambled to his feet but he stayed where he was, glancing now at Lindsay, now at Mercer, or rather, Mercer’s sword.

“Lindsay,” he said. “Take that thing off your neck. Come with me.”

Lindsay met his gaze, his own calm. “I can’t. I have vouchsafed your freedom but in return, I must go with him.”

“What? No!” Drew cried. 

“It’s time you left,” Mercer told him in a deadly voice, twirling his sword in lazy circles. “Cruikshank, open the door.”

“I c-c-can’t,” Cruikshank said. His voice was oddly thick and when Lindsay looked at him, his face was contorting strangely, as though he had some kind of palsy.

Mercer let out a bellow of rage. “Open it now!”

Cruikshank dropped to his knees, head bent and began making retching noises. Something cracked and Cruikshank let out a howl of pain.

“What’s happening?” Drew whispered.

“I’m surprised the bite took with that one... 

Mercer was laughing now, watching as Cruikshank writhed face down on the floor, whimpering and moaning. “I warned you you were too old,” he sneered, then advanced on Drew again, sword high, saying to Lindsay, “Get the keys and open the door, cur. Then we can let your lover go and be on our way.”

Lindsay obeyed, crossing the room to crouch beside Cruikshank, jerking his coat aside to find the key ring at his waist. As he fumbled through the folds of fabric, Cruikshank went still and quiet, the spasms that had been racking his body finally ceasing.

Lindsay grasped his shoulder and turned him over, only for Cruikshank—or what had once been Cruikshank—to launch itself at him, tackling Lindsay onto his back with an unholy growl that sounded like nothing Lindsay had ever heard before. Like an animal trying to speak human words, a horrible distortion of a voice.

Lindsay’s breath whooshed out of him, his landing winding him so badly he was gasping for air. The silver collar at his throat felt like a garotte and Cruikshank’s face looming over him was terrible. His nose and mouth had stretched into a half-formed, lopsided snout. A jumble of old and new teeth protruded from the misshapen jaws and drool fell from his stretched, cracked lips. His little round eyes bulged crookedly.

“Gaawrroo dunnnmmeeee.”

What have you done to me?

Gasping in air and cursing the collar at this throat imprisoning his wolf, Lindsay braced his hands against Cruikshank’s chest to shove him off, only for the man to be wrenched off him by someone else—Drew—and thrown to the ground again. Lindsay scrambled to his feet, taking in Drew’s horrified expression as he stared at Cruikshank’s monstrous face. “What is he?” he whispered, but before Lindsay could answer, Cruikshank was on his feet and throwing himself at Drew with unnatural agility, his deformed jaws wide to bite.

Drew fell back under the unexpected assault. Even as he toppled, Cruikshank covering him, Lindsay was launching himself into the fray, while Mercer stood watching, rage in his eyes, his sword raised to swing.

Drew landed on the floor with a crash, his head knocking hard into the solid wall. Cruikshank was at his throat immediately, growling and snapping and trying to bite. Lindsay grasped the old man’s hairless skull and yanked his snarling jaws away from Drew. Cruikshank snapped madly and let out more of those unholy animalised words, his aged body writhing with unnatural strength. He was not as strong as a normal wolf though. Even in his human skin, and collared, Lindsay was just able to hold him, adjusting his grip to pull him fully off Drew’s body and turn him to Mercer.

“Finish him!” Lindsay yelled, but Mercer just stood there, his gaze moving between Lindsay and Cruikshank and Drew who was sitting up now and slowly, dazedly pulling himself to his feet.

As Drew rose, Cruikshank began to thrash more strongly in Lindsay’s grip.

“Mercer!” Lindsay screamed, but Mercer was training his sword on Drew again, no use to Lindsay. With an almighty effort, Lindsay swung the twisting, squirming creature in his arms around and slammed him into the desk. Taking hold of his bald head again, Lindsay smashed it down hard on the wood. Cruikshank grunted, blood-flecked spittle spraying the open pages of a ledger, then began to struggle, hands pawing the desk in search of something, anything.

“Mercer, help me!” Lindsay yelled, lifting Cruikshank’s head again, but Cruikshank twisted in his grip and his arm came up. Lindsay braced for a punch to the side of his head, but the cold, heavy object that smashed into his temple was not a fist.

He fell to the floor as though into water, sliding down but feeling no impact, bright lights sparking in his vision, his head ringing like a tuning fork. Distantly, he heard Drew call his name, and his wolf whined at his mate’s distress, urging Lindsay up.

Somehow, slowly, he managed to force his eyes open, even as his ears still rang.

The first thing he saw was Cruikshank, slumped on his back on the desk, his head turned towards Lindsay. His bulging eyes stared glassily, unseeingly. And then Lindsay saw that his throat had been sliced open and that his blood was everywhere, a great pool of it covering the desk and dripping slackly to the floor.

As the high whining in his head began to dissipate, he discerned voices, crashing—distant, as though he was underwater. Blinking hard he forced himself to his feet, steadying himself on the desk, heedless of Cruikshank’s blood.

Drew and Mercer were locked together, wrestling over the sword that glinted between them.

Lindsay staggered towards them. Drew was a strong man, but Mercer was a wolf. There was only one way this could end.

“What are you?” Drew exclaimed as, with a roar, Mercer finally wrested the sword from him and sent him reeling back.

“Your executioner,” Mercer hissed... and thrust the blade between his ribs.

Drew blinked, glancing down as Mercer yanked the sword from his guts with a snarl. He seemed more astonished than anything else.

Lindsay’s howl was a terrible, inhuman thing. At the sound, Drew looked over at him. His mouth opened as though to speak, but nothing came out, and then his legs gave out and he fell, clutching his stomach.

Lindsay ran to Drew’s side, pulling his hands aside, a pained whine escaping him at the sight of the growing bloodstain darkening the pale grey waistcoat. His wolf pressed frantically at the edges of his skin, needing to be free, but the collar was too strong. He turned his head to Mercer.

“Take the collar off,” he begged. “Please. I have to save him.”

“Do you think I’m a fool?” Mercer replied.

“I promise to come with you,” Lindsay babbled. “Please—you gave me your oath he would go free.”

“My oath ceased to mean anything when he went for my sword.”

Lindsay roared, surging to his feet and rushing Mercer. Despite the collar, he felt the power of his wolf in his blood, urging him up. Not enough to shift, not enough to overpower Mercer, but enough to attack him.

“I’ll kill you!” he screamed as he punched and tore and kicked at the other man.

“Fucking cur!” Mercer grunted, smashing his elbow into Lindsay’s face and swiping his feet out from under him.

Lindsay landed hard but pain was nothing to him, not now that his mate lay injured, dying. He staggered back to his feet and lunged at Mercer again. “Not going with you now,” he gritted out. “You’ll have to kill me.”

That was when he saw the first flicker of fear in Mercer’s eyes. If Mercer failed to return with Lindsay, Duncan would make him pay for his failure. And pay, and pay.

Mercer held the sword defensively between them but now Lindsay’s plan had changed, and when he lunged this time, he grabbed the weapon by the blade and pulled it towards himself. If he died in his human form before Mercer could get the collar off him, Duncan would never be able to have him again. And if Mercer did take the collar off him, Drew might still have a chance. 

Lindsay wrenched at the sword, distantly amazed by his own actions. He could do this—he could die, by his own hand. His wolf’s instinct to survive was not as absolute as he’d always believed. 

For Drew, he could die. 

With a final surge of desperate strength, Lindsay yanked the blade under his chin, the sharp point scraping the tender skin there.

“No!” Mercer screamed and tried to tear the sword out of Lindsay’s grasp. The blade sliced Lindsay’s fingers and palms and his blood ran down the glinting metal, making his grip slippery. It was now or never.

“Lindsay, don’t—”

Drew’s voice, pleading and confused, a rattle in it that scared Lindsay.

“I’m sorry,” he cried—then thrust up with all his strength.

The blade punched into his throat, like an iron fist. He felt the blunt force of it first, then the sharp agony of the skewering of his tongue. His vision greyed and a dark ocean roared in his ears.

Mercer was screaming at him, clutching him. Dimly, he felt the blade come free, a warm metallic wash of blood in his mouth and throat. He fell to his knees, Mercer going with him, taking his weight.

He was dying, and quickly. Drew might even outlast him.

But then fingers were fumbling at the back of his neck, a tiny scrabbling sensation that had his wolf bounding up in him, rushing to the cliff-edge of his humanity, and when the collar came free—his wolf leapt.

The shift surged through him, so swiftly that Mercer had no time even to drop the silver collar before the wolf was tearing out his human throat. So powerfully that, even as Lindsay’s beast went back in to finish this—for it was an execution now—his own wounds were healing with astonishing swiftness.

Mercer tried to shift. Lindsay felt the shimmer of energy in the air as Mercer exerted his wolf, but he had never been a swift shifter, and weakened as he was, his wolf was unable to manifest. He stared at Lindsay’s beast, his gaze anguished, his scent sour with fear. His vocal chords were gone already but he begged with his eyes. Did he beg to be spared? To allow to heal? Or for a swift merciful death? Lindsay’s beast neither knew nor cared. All that mattered was that Mercer was a threat to his mate. Snarling, he bent his head and finished the job, gnawing at Mercer’s throat with his powerful jaws till he severed the spine entirely, ending him forever.

The rattling sound of his mate’s breath had him lifting his head and turning.

Drew was slumped against the wall, watching Lindsay with wide, terrified eyes. His hands were pressed to his stomach, red and slick with his own blood. Lindsay bounded over to him. At Drew’s look of panic, he stilled, an arm’s length away, watching him—his mate—with his intent wolf’s gaze.

The air was thick with scents but all he could smell now was Drew: his blood, his sweat, his fear.

Drew swallowed. “L-Lindsay?”

He padded closer, lowered his head, stood quiet as Drew lifted one bloody hand and gently touched his thick, soft fur.

His mate’s touch was like a benediction, and he let out a low rumble of satisfaction, rubbing his head against Drew’s hand. Then he stepped closer, tenderly nosing Drew’s jaw, cheek, ear.

Drew let out a tiny gasp, almost of laughter. “Lindsay,” he whispered. And his hand was on Lindsay’s powerful neck, caressing him, fingers twisting into the thick ruff of fur.

Lindsay had always wondered what the Urge would feel like.

He had never imagined it would feel like love.

When Lindsay pulled back to look at his mate, Drew’s gaze was soft on him. He looked at Lindsay almost with reverence. Wonder. Lindsay didn’t want Drew ever to stop looking at him like that, but there was no time. Even now, Drew was taking another of those rattling breaths that told Lindsay death was coming.

Rubbing his head against his mate’s cheek one last time, he turned his muzzle... and sank his teeth into Drew’s throat.

“No—ungh!” Drew was incapable of physical resistance and his cry of protest was weak, but the shock and betrayal in his voice shredded Lindsay’s heart to pulp. Even so, he forced himself to bite deeply, savagely—this could not be done gently.

Drew’s blood pulsed in his mouth, a wondrous and oddly familiar flavour that Lindsay somehow knew nothing else would ever match. That he might roam the whole world in search of and never find again.

Carefully opening his jaws, he pulled back. The wound was brutal and bloody. Drew’s eyes were open, but he was in a kind of shock, staring blankly, his face white and bloodless. Working quickly now, Lindsay’s beast licked the wound thoroughly, pushing his tongue into the gory mass of flesh to spread his spit around.

By the time he raised his head, Drew’s eyes were closed. Whining softly, Lindsay sniffed him. He was alive still, but barely.

Exhausted, Lindsay collapsed onto the floor.

The shift back to his human skin took several long minutes. At last, though, he was on his feet and at Drew’s side, checking he still lived. The pulse in his neck was feeble, but the bite was already closing, the flesh around it bright red and hot—good signs all. Gently, Lindsay pulled Drew’s hands from his stomach. There was no more blood slugging out of the sword wound, which was good, though he’d already lost far too much for Lindsay’s liking.

He needed Francis, and Wynne. First, to get Drew safe, then to deal with this mess.

His whole body ached as he rose to his feet and crossed the room, stepping over his own shredded clothes to where Cruikshank’s body lay splayed across his desk. He quickly found the key ring and ripped it from the chain securing it to Cruikshank’s waistcoat, carrying it over to the heavy, locked door. There were too many keys on the ring, but at last he had the door open. It swung, heavy on its hinges, hitting the wall on the other side with a dull thud.

He wove his way unsteadily towards the front door, hoping he would not have to go too far to find Francis. Hoping the scents released by the opening of the strongroom would reach him quickly.

There was no sign of Meek or anyone else as Lindsay staggered, naked and blood-streaked, down the corridor. Scenting the air, he discerned the house was empty—presumably, Cruikshank had dismissed his servants for the evening. Mercer would likely have demanded as much. Lindsay hoped none of them would return for the next few hours.

Lindsay opened the front door and the night air chilled his naked body. He gazed out onto the brand-new, empty street. The street Drew had built. So clean. So elegant and rational.

A sleek black wolf emerged from the shadows and ran towards Lindsay, silent and swift.

Francis. Thank God.
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Chapter Eighteen
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They dressed in clothes they found in Cruikshank’s bedchamber, Lindsay’s skin crawling at the familiar papery scent that clung to them.

While Francis located the Naismith papers in Cruikshank’s desk drawers, Lindsay wrapped Drew in a thick blanket he’d taken downstairs. Together, they lifted Drew tenderly, all swaddled up like a baby, and took him out to Mercer’s cart. He didn’t so much as stir. Francis noticed the bite on his neck but didn’t say anything. His soft brown gaze rebuked Lindsay though, making Lindsay feel ashamed and defiant at once.

“Put him in my bed,” he told Francis. “Wynne will take care of him.” Francis nodded and drove off without a word.

While Francis conveyed Drew to Locke Court, Lindsay laid out Cruikshank and Mercer’s bodies, wrapping one in a Turkish rug and the other in a quilted bedspread. He dragged the two bodies out into the corridor and set about cleaning up the blood, soaking up the worst of it with piles of linens he’d found.

By the time Francis returned, he’d made good progress. They finished the job together, washing everything down and settling the disturbed furniture to rights, gathering up all the broken bits and pieces and bloodstained things, wrapping everything up in all the linen they could put their hands on, then stashing everything in the cart—the two bodies, and all the other detritus of the night.

When they were finished, they checked the house one last time. There was no sign of any disturbance now, though the house was emptied of many things that had been there before. A mystery, to be sure, but not one that anyone would guess the true answer to.

“It smells like a slaughterhouse,” Lindsay said, as they closed the study door and locked it, heading towards the kitchen and the back entrance.

“Only to us,” Francis said. And then they were out of the house, and in the mews. Francis tossed Cruikshank’s key ring into the cart.

“Come on. Let’s get rid of this.”

They drove west. Out to St. Cuthbert’s Kirk, next to the surviving undrained section of the Nor’loch.

It was almost two o’clock now. The fat yellow moon drifted in and out of the clouds, bobbing placidly in the sky. It was as well Lindsay had already shifted this night, or he couldn’t have withstood her call. As it was, he’d have to change when they were done, at least for a while.

Francis brought the cart to a halt next to the water. They pulled everything out, disposing of the linens and broken things first. The bodies, they unwrapped, added heavy stones to weigh them down, then rolled them up again in their coverings, tying them this time with strong rope that Francis had brought from Locke Court.

When Francis saw Cruikshank’s smashed-in, misshapen face, he flinched.

“Mercer’s bite didn’t take,” Lindsay said. “I don’t believe he had the Urge. Duncan used compulsion to order him to give a transformative bite but whatever he turned Cruikshank into, it wasn’t a wolf.”

Without looking at him, Francis said flatly, “Well, let’s hope your bite takes. Only time will tell.”

“Francis.” Lindsay sighed. “I had no choice. Drew was dying.”

“Did you ask him?”

Lindsay looked away, his gut churning.

“Did you?”

“There was no time. I—”

“For God’s sake!” Francis cried. “You should have asked him.”

“He is my bond-mate!” Lindsay exclaimed. “I could not let him die! My wolf would not allow it—I would not. I know you’ve never wanted this life, Francis, but perhaps Drew will feel differently. He—”

“You should have asked him,” Francis interrupted, his voice shaking. “He is the only one with the right to make that decision.”

“I didn’t have time to shift back and ask him. He would have been dead by the time I was human again!”

“You have thrust this upon him, Lindsay. And now you will pay for your rashness. You know how hard it is to adapt to this existence. You’ve done it yourself. It’s unnatural for men to live so long, outlast so much. It’s hard to keep on being—”

“I will help him!” Lindsay cried. “I will dedicate my life to him.”

But Francis just shook his head and his gaze was hopeless.
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THEY BROKE UP THE CART with an axe Francis had brought and put the pieces in the Nor’loch. They took off their borrowed garments, wrapped some around the axe, others around heavy stones, and put those in the stinking waters too. Naked, they shifted and chased off Mercer’s horse, nipping its rump till it went galloping off down the Queensferry road, eyes rolling white with panic.

Then they ran, letting the moon have their beasts.

When they got back to Locke Court, they stole into the close to shift back, then sent fistfuls of grit up to the windows of Lindsay’s rooms to alert Wynne to their arrival. Wynne came to the door, grey with exhaustion. Silently, he held the door open, welcoming them in and led the way upstairs.

“How is he?” Lindsay managed when they were inside. His voice was gruff.

“As well as can be expected,” Wynne replied, thrusting a banyan at him, and another at Francis. “I stitched and dressed the wound in his belly—it’s ugly but looks clean. He’s rather feverish, but not as much as I’d expect given what he’s contending with. The wound at his neck has closed already.”

“Has he woken?” Francis asked.

Wynne shook his head.

“I must see him,” Lindsay said, moving past Wynne.

“You should wash first, sir,” Wynne said softly behind him.

Lindsay whipped round. Wynne was keeping his gaze averted, as Lindsay had told him he must when Lindsay’s wolf was close. Lindsay forced himself to take a deep breath.

“Thou’rt right, Wynne,” he managed. “I will wash. Bring a basin to the parlour, and clothes.”

“I will,” Wynne said. “And something for you to eat and drink.”

“I don’t need—” he began, but when Francis’s hand fell on his shoulder, he broke off, sighing. “Very well.”
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DREW SLEPT LIKE THE dead. Very quiet, very still. No moving or thrashing or talking. He lay on his back, his hands resting at his sides, and slept, only the slight rise and fall of his chest to show he was alive.

“This is unnatural,” Lindsay said, again.

Francis looked up from his book. “What did you expect?” His voice was tight with judgment. “He is changing, now, even as we speak. All his reserves are being spent on that.”

“But where is the evidence of change?” Lindsay asked. “He is so quiet. It doesn’t seem right.”

“Did you think he would be writhing in the bedsheets?” Francis asked flatly. He turned back to his book without waiting for an answer.

Francis was still being cold to Lindsay, and Lindsay hated it.

“It has been two days,” Lindsay said. “I thought he would have woken by now.”

“It takes as long as it takes,” Francis replied without looking up.

It went on for another full day and night. Finally, though, on Friday morning, Drew woke.

Lindsay was sleeping in the parlour on a makeshift bed Wynne had made up for him the night before. Until then, he’d spent every moment at Drew’s bedside, catnapping in his chair only when exhaustion completely swamped him. But when Francis had pointed out he was talking gibberish and would need to rest if he was going to be able to deal with Drew’s questions when the man finally came around, he’d allowed himself to be guided into the parlour by Wynne and Francis and put to bed.

It was early the next morning and he was sound asleep when his dreams were disturbed by a creaking sound. He blinked his eyes open to see the door opening and a face appeared in the crack. Wynne.

Lindsay yawned, raising himself up on one elbow. “What time is it?”

“Seven o’clock,” Wynne said, venturing into the room. He looked nervous.

“God, did I really sleep nine hours?” Lindsay rubbed his hand over his eyes.

“Yes—and you’ll be pleased to hear that while you were resting, Mr. Nicol woke up.”

“What?” Lindsay exclaimed, sitting up. “When?”

“Briefly last night—just for a few minutes—then around an hour ago properly.”

Lindsay was on his feet and pulling on his breeches. “For God’s sake,” he snapped. “Why didn’t you wake me as soon as it happened?”

“With respect, sir, you needed to sleep,” Wynne said calmly, his gaze on the floor. “Mr. Neville and I were in agreement on that.”

“But—Oh, Christ, He must be so confused, wondering what’s happened—Wynne, where’s my shirt?”

“Here, sir,” Wynne said, handing him a bundle of white lawn. “And it’s all right—Mr. Neville has been sitting with Mr. Nicol since he woke. I believe he’s been able to answer most of his questions.”

Lindsay just stared at Wynne, a muscle pulsing in his jaw. He had wanted to be there when Drew first woke. Had wanted to be the one to explain things to him. Wynne paled at whatever he saw on Lindsay’s face, muttered an apology, and fled.

Yanking on the shirt, Lindsay tucked the long tails inside his breeches and strode out after him He burst into his bedchamber, entirely forgetting to knock in his rush to see Drew, who lay in bed, his body raised into a sitting position by a pile of pillows.

Drew startled at Lindsay’s entrance, his expression hardening when he saw who it was.

“Lindsay.” That was Francis. He was sitting on the chair beside the bed. Where Lindsay should have been. Jealousy burned in his gut.

Lindsay’s gaze shifted between them. “Does he know?” he asked at last. He directed the question at Francis, but it was Drew who answered.

“Does he know what?” Drew countered angrily. “What I am now? What you’ve made me?”

Lindsay’s heart sank at the broken fury in his voice.

“I’ll let you speak privately,” Francis murmured, rising. As he passed Lindsay, he touched his elbow, a simple gesture of support which Lindsay was pathetically grateful for. And then he was gone, closing the door behind him.

Lindsay stared at Drew, lying there, at his long rangy body and that handsome, grim face, the beautiful mouth pressed into an unhappy line. He was still pale, still healing, but he was strong with life now. Perhaps more than ever before.

Quietly Lindsay said, “I had to do something. You were dying.”

“You should have let me die.”

Lindsay rubbed his chest, trying to ease the pain that comment provoked. “Don’t say that,” he muttered.

“Why not? It’s what would have happened if you hadn’t intervened. If you’d let nature take its course.” Drew met his gaze and his own was anguished. “What did I ever say to you to suggest I’d have chosen this?”

“Nothing,” Lindsay admitted. He stepped a little closer, wishing he could touch Drew. If he could only touch him, perhaps everything would be all right. “But you didn’t say you wanted to die either.”

Drew closed his eyes. The anger seemed to have gone out of him—now he just sounded exhausted. “I wish I had.”

Lindsay stared at him, appalled. “What do you mean by that?”

Drew laughed without humour, eyes still closed. “What do I have to live for, Lindsay? I told you before—my family is dead. I have no intention of marrying again. Especially not now—God, how could I now?” He shook his head blindly. “For these last few years, the only thing that has kept me rising each morning is my work and—”

“Do not say that you wanted to die,” Lindsay bit out.

“I wasn’t going to,” Drew replied wearily. “But that doesn’t mean I want to prolong my existence indefinitely.”

Lindsay opened his mouth to respond to that, to argue with it, but he found he couldn’t make a sound. His throat had closed up and his heart ached with a queer, sharp agony.

“I would not have chosen this life you have thrust on me,” Drew continued. “A life I cannot even fathom the scope of at this point.” He gave a harsh laugh, edged with disbelief. “Mr. Neville says you are hundred and fifty years old. Is that true?”

“Yes.” Lindsay lowered himself to sit on the edge of the mattress, careful to maintain his distance, making no attempt to touch Drew. “I thought I was doing the right thing,” he said. “I couldn’t bear it, you see. The thought of you dying. The truth is, Drew we are mates. I lov—”

“Don’t!” Drew hissed. His voice was sharp as a blade, cutting through Lindsay’s words. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You barely know me.”

Lindsay fell silent, but his wolf howled in protest. It knew its mate. Wanted its mate, even as that same mate rejected him.

After a short silence, Lindsay said, tentatively, “What did Francis tell you exactly? About your new nature.”

“That I’m a monster now,” Drew replied flatly. “Like you.”

Lindsay winced. “What else?”

“That I will transform into a wolf each month. That I will be a slave to the cycles of the moon. That I’ll want to run and hunt at full moon, and perhaps at other times too.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t have believed him if I hadn’t seen it happen myself.” Closing his eyes, he added weakly, “You ripped that man’s throat out.”

“He was going to kill you—”

“You ripped my throat out.”

“Drew, please,” Lindsay said, his voice hoarse with emotion. “I had to.”

“No,” Drew spat. “You didn’t. You chose to. And so help me, I will never forgive you for making that choice for me—for taking that choice from me.” His voice gave out on the final words of that declaration and he turned his face away from Lindsay to stare at the wall. After a few moments he added stiffly, “Could you leave me alone now?”

“Drew, I—”

“Lindsay, please,” Drew begged, his voice shaking with helpless fury. “I can’t even bear to look at you.”

Lindsay closed his eyes. “Very well,” he said. “I will leave you for now, but we will have to talk eventually, you know. We need to discuss what—”

“No,” Drew interrupted. “We have nothing to discuss.”

Lindsay ignored his wolf’s whimper. Forcing himself to respond calmly, he said, “Drew, we have to talk about the future. We have to—”

“No, we don’t,” Drew said furiously. “We have no future—no shared future, that is. There is nothing between us. I hate what you’ve done to me. I wouldn’t have expected this of my worst enemy, never mind someone who—” He broke off, exhaling sharply. Tried again. “If you imagined I could ever have welcomed this, it only shows how little you know me.”

Lindsay could only stare at him. Every part of Lindsay hurt, a soul-deep agony racking him inside and out. He couldn’t even feel his wolf anymore.

Finally, moving slowly, he got to his feet. He could think of nothing else to say. No way to persuade Drew to listen.

He left the room, carefully closing the door behind him.

––––––––
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HE FOUND FRANCIS SITTING in the parlour, a letter in his hands.

“How was he?” Francis asked, but Lindsay could see from the soft sympathy in his gaze that Francis already knew.

“I think”—Lindsay’s voice, already hoarse, broke on the words—“I think he hates me.”

Francis did not argue with him, and for some reason, it was that more than anything that finally broke him. He sank into the chair next to Francis and buried his face in his hands. Hot tears pricked his eyes and clogged his throat.

“It is not an easy thing,” Francis said. “To have something done to you for your own good that you do not want. It may take him some time to forgive you.”

“I don’t think he will ever forgive me,” Lindsay whispered.

“Lindsay.” Francis’s tone was heavy with sympathy, but he gave no false reassurances. They both knew what Lindsay said was true.

After a pause, Francis said, “I have had a letter from Felix.” Felix was a wolf, and a particular friend of Francis’s, who lived in London. “He says Duncan has been seen in town and was talking of returning to Scotland imminently.” He met Lindsay’s gaze, saying seriously, “He will be here very soon, if he is not already. You must leave Edinburgh now.”

“What about Drew?” Lindsay said, his mind going straight to his mate. “He is not well enough to travel yet.”

Francis met his gaze squarely. “He wants to stay here.”

“You have spoken to him already?”

“I told him he should be with wolves for a while. Suggested both London and Paris and assured him we would see to his needs and comfort, as well as helping him adjust. But he was not willing to leave. He says his life is here. His work is here.”

“Drew’s work is his life,” Lindsay said bitterly. “It is all he cares about.”

Perhaps you should have thought about before you bit him. Francis didn’t say it, but Lindsay could read the thought on his face.

“He cannot be left alone, not now,” Lindsay said. “I will stay.”

“You cannot,” Francis said implacably. “And he will not be alone. I will stay with him.”

Jealousy rushed through Lindsay’s blood like a geyser. The wrongness of that, of him not being with Drew as he learned to be a wolf. Of someone else being there who was not him. It hurt him and made him want to snap and bite.

Francis’s gaze was soft with sympathy. “You saw how angry he is. He will not willingly consent to your presence. He will not go anywhere with you, unless you compel him. Even if he did, what would happen when Duncan found you? You would be putting Drew in peril.”

“What about when Duncan finds him with you?” Lindsay retorted. “You are Duncan’s real obsession. Whatever you love, he hates and destroys.”

Francis said calmly, “Yes, but I do not love Drew. Oh, I think we will become friends, in time, and you can be sure I will take the best care of him that I can, but there will be nothing between us that will rouse Duncan’s passions. You are the one I worry about protecting. I can manage Drew alone, but not you too. Not with Drew like this.”

Like this. With Drew hating Lindsay, he meant. With Drew not wanting to be anywhere near him.

“I will see him through his first shifts,” Francis said, his voice low. “I will teach him how to control his wolf, as the moon cycle progresses. How to be safe, and undetected.”

Lindsay swallowed, hard. “His first shifts? How many? Two, three, ten? What do you think will be enough? When will you leave him?”

“I don’t know,” Francis said, calm as ever. “We will have to see how things go.”

“And if Marguerite calls you back to Paris?”

Francis shrugged. “Then I will try to persuade him to accompany me.”

“And if he refuses to go with you?”

Francis’s sigh was impatient. “If he refuses, that is up to him. He is his own person, Lindsay. A free man. Your bite did not make him your property. You must not try to control him.”

“I know that,” Lindsay cried. “But I also need to know he will be safe. Francis, please, you cannot expect me to—” his voice broke with emotion.

“What? Respect his wishes?” Francis’s gaze was sympathetic but his words were unyielding. “You have no choice in that, my friend. Unless you are going to be like Duncan MacCormaic and keep him in chains.”

Lindsay closed his eyes, squeezing them shut and shaking his head violently at the image Francis’s words had conjured up, as though to dislodge the sudden picture he had of Drew in his mind, pitiable and filthy in bondage. He felt Francis’s hand on his knee, calm and soothing, settling him.

“Lindsay, I will take care of him—the best care he will allow me to give—I promise you that. I will also write to you, faithfully, to tell you of his progress and whether he has softened towards you. And if I have to leave, I will make some other arrangement. Someone to keep a watch on him. I will not just abandon him.”

Lindsay dropped his head into his hands. He didn’t know how to put his pain and desolation into words. Leaving Drew was going to break him. His wolf would never recover from the loss. He would prefer to lose a limb.

“It can be borne, you know,” Francis said quietly. “But you must have distance. The more miles the better. It will not break the bond entirely, but it will make his absence bearable.”

Bearable.

Was that the best Lindsay could hope for now?
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Chapter Nineteen
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Dordt, South Holland, January 1789

––––––––
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LINDSAY CONSIDERED the little stone nestled in the palm of his hand. It was small and rough and grey, with a faint glitter on the surface. He carried it everywhere these days, and for the last several hours he’d been staring at it, letting the fire burn down in the grate.

“Sir?”

A familiar voice interrupted Lindsay’s thoughts. He glanced up, blinking.

Wynne stood in front of him, a tray in his hands that held a steaming dish, beef stew by the smell of it, a jug of ale and some bread. Lindsay’s stomach heaved in protest.

He sighed, shoving the stone into his pocket. “I told thee, Wynne, I’ve no wish for aught.”

Wynne regarded him for a moment, expressionless, then stepped forward and set the tray down on a side table well away from where Lindsay sat, and made his way to the fire where some embers still glowed.

“The fire is low,” he observed.

“What of it?” Lindsay said wearily.

Wynne stood quiet for a moment, watching him. At last he said, “It is cold this evening, and you have been sitting in here all day, barely stirring.” When Lindsay did not respond, Wynne carefully moved towards the fire, reached for the basket of logs, and set two fresh ones down on the glowing embers. The new green wood spat a little,

“You should eat something,” Wynne said, as he stirred the fire to excite the embers.

“I have no appetite.”

“I know, sir,” Wynne said gently. “But you should still eat. You are getting thin.”

Lindsay made an irritated sound. “Thou’rt trying my patience, Wynne.”

Wynne turned then, fixing Lindsay with a look of such penetrating pity that it made Lindsay want to cover himself and turn away.

“You have not slept in two days, nor have you eaten.” Wynne paused and smiled sadly. “And you are thee-and-thou’ing me again.”

Lindsay closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the chair in surrender. “I am fine,” he said. “Go, Wynne. Leave me be.”

Wynne huffed out a breath and walked to the door again. But before he left, he turned. “Will you at least eat?” he said. “Please? Just a little something?”

“Don’t fret,” Lindsay said. “I will be going hunting soon. I will eat then.”

Wynne sighed and left the room.

Lindsay watched as the two logs Wynne had set on the fire gradually burned, blackening first, then glowing red, then finally turning white and collapsing to nothing. The cottage was quiet now and the world still. Rising, he dropped his clothes where he stood and silently left the room. Moments later, he was unlatching the kitchen door and stepping out into a cold, wet night.

He looked up at the night sky, searching. The moon was little more than a bone-white, crooked finger, beckoning him. Her call was weak, but it was enough. Enough to shift by. His shift was slow and painful though, in no little part due to weakness from lack of food. Wynne was right that he needed sustenance.

When the shift was over, he was lying on his side, panting hard, his ribcage rising and falling quickly. Getting to his feet, a little shakily, he began a trotting run towards the Biesbosch. The cottage was on the outskirts of Dordt, so he was soon in open fields.

After a short, hard run, he ducked into a patch of willow forest. The land here couldn’t be more different from Edinburgh’s hills: flat wetlands, soft, muddy ground under his paws as he ran, great clumps of reeds and grasses brushing his flanks. His progress was greeted with the muted calls and flapping wings of agitated waterfowl. After a while, he stopped to hunt, catching a couple of mallard and making a swift, desultory meal of them. Then he ran again, on and on, under the weak, distant moon.

At last, exhausted, he lay down, setting his head on his outstretched paws.

He had always been able to find some solace in his shift—until now, now when he needed solace most of all. But how could he find solace in this self? This part of him that most unequivocally and unreservedly needed its mate?

His mate.

Drew.

Drew Nicol.

A soft whimper escaped his throat as he remembered Drew as he’d last seen him, stiff and formal as he heard out Lindsay’s awkward farewell.

“Send word to me by Francis if you need me. If you need anything at all.”

Drew hadn’t replied. He hadn’t needed to. Anger had still burned in his grey-blue gaze.

How long till he relented?

Would he ever relent?

Lindsay whimpered again. This pain was like nothing he’d ever felt before, even in the worst moments of his slavery. It was not a pain that provoked a night-sung howl of grief, bayed to the moon. Only this. The soft, private whine of a fatally wounded beast.

He lay there for a time, despairing, his nose in his paws. But at last he looked up, up at the moon. At that curving silver finger that seemed to say, Come.

Obedient to his mistress, Lindsay staggered to his feet and set off for home.
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Epilogue
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Edinburgh, March 1789

––––––––
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WHEN FRANCIS LOOKED up from his book, it was to find that Drew was sleeping again, his chin sunk on his chest. They’d both been reading—a companionable habit they’d fallen into each evening after dinner. Now Drew’s book rested precariously on his chest. barely held in place by one slack hand.

Francis smiled fondly. His charge was growing stronger every day, his appetite steadily increasing—but he still slept a great deal.

The previous night, Drew had fully shifted for the first time. Francis had taken him on a short, exploratory run. A big grey wolf he was, strong and sturdy, but awkward still, like an overgrown cub. He’d still managed to catch a hare though, and he’d made a hearty meal of it.

He was growing used to his new life. Gradually.

Despite his physical vitality though, he remained as melancholy as ever. Often Francis would find him staring out of the window, his spare scent edged with a profound and unrelenting sadness. But when Francis asked what was wrong, Drew would only shake his head and say there was nothing wrong. Nothing at all.

Drew stirred in his sleep, the small movement causing the book on his chest to begin to slide off. Francis jumped up from his chair, deftly rescuing it before it could fall to the floor and wake its owner.

Carrying the book back to his own chair, he sat down and opened it, idly curious as to what Drew had been reading. The book fell naturally open at a particular page—there was something marking the place. A small piece of black fabric.

Frowning, Francis picked up the scrap of material and examined it. It was a velvet patch. A heart-shaped one with a tiny arrow going through it.

Francis lifted it to his nose. It carried the faintest hint of Lindsay’s scent.

Carefully, quietly, Francis put the patch back between the pages, closed the book and set the volume aside.

In the armchair opposite, Drew slept on.

––––––––
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THE END
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