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Chapter One

 


Edinburgh,
Scotland

March 25, 1843

He should have known she’d be here.

Max steadied his perch on the spindly stool
and debated whether to shoot her, maybe just in the leg. He could
barely make out the profile of her pert nose and stubborn chin from
between the bookshelves, the rest of her covered in a hooded black
cloak.

At least it was interesting now. They never
tell you when you sign up to work for the Crown that it could be so
deucedly boring at times. He’d been reading the Cairdygyn Accounts
at the small lectern for almost two hours, scouring the lists and
transactions for any mention of the Damarek. The lower catacombs of
Scotland’s General Register House were empty today as it was the
Celtic New Year and the whole city of Edinburgh was out parading in
the streets. The Scottish knew how to throw a party, he’d give them
that.

Dust motes filtered in and out of the beams of
sunlight coming through the one broken window that was level with
the street up above while distant sounds of carousers barely made
it through the thick stone walls of the building. It had been
peaceful, if he was honest, up until this moment.

Evidently, the French had also gotten wind of
the Cairdygyn Hold lead. How, he had no idea. That information had
only been shown to a select few people inside his
organization.

The hem of her cloak rustled along the stone
floor as she turned away from him to scan the shelves for her
target. He was only ten feet away from her now, and Max was
surprised she hadn’t seen him yet. He watched as she drew back her
hood, and the familiar punch to his gut caught him again. Her pale
wheat hair was braided into a rope that twisted around itself and
nestled at the nape of her neck. Elegance and practicality. That
was Elorie Lavoie, all right.

Or, as she was known in his circles, the
Viper, so named in honor of her penchant for throwing darts. She
could kill a man at twenty paces with a flick of her wrist, and he
wouldn’t even know he was dead until the poison from her dart tip
dropped him seconds later.

Damn, if his blood didn’t boil every time she
came near.

She had been one step behind him this whole
blasted mission, and now she’d finally caught up with
him.

“Looking for this?” he said,
waving one of the pages of the heavy tome.

She whipped around, drawing a dart
from her sleeve. He saw her eyes register the gun pointed at her
chest, and her hand dropped. A smile slowly made its way over her
cupid’s bow lips. “Hello, Max.” Her French accent dropped
the H, the
lilting pattern raising the hairs on the back of his neck. “I was
hoping I’d be here before you.”

He eased off the pedestal, keeping the gun
leveled at her. “Sorry to disappoint you, Elorie.” He closed the
book with one hand and scooted it to the edge of the lectern.
“You’re looking well these days.”

She began to walk toward the end of the
bookshelves. “If it didn’t come from your lips, I would take that
as a compliment.”

“You’d enjoy the things that come
from my lips,” he retorted, tucking the book under his
arm.

She laughed, throwing her head back. “Oh, Max,
I have a feeling I truly would.”

Heat built in him. He had wanted her ever
since he had first met her in Rome two years ago, but he’d rather
have taken one of her darts straight to the jugular before
admitting it. She was the only woman he had ever truly wanted
without taking for himself. She was off-limits. “Although it’s good
to see your lovely face, I fear I must be going now. Books to burn,
you know.” He smiled, shrugging with the tome in the crook of his
arm.

Elorie narrowed her eyes, all business once
again. “You wouldn’t.”

Max began to back away toward the archway to
the stairs. “But I would, which you very well know.”

She cocked her head to the side. “You haven’t
found it yet, have you? If you had, you would have simply torn the
page from it, but you’re taking the whole thing.” She tsked.
“Maxwell, you’re slipping. I could have sworn you knew about
Cairdygyn Hold a full week before I did.”

He gritted his teeth. “How is it you know
about it at all, I wonder?”

She smiled and stepped toward him, matching
his pace as he walked carefully backward. “Charming English earls
are not the only people who can exert influence over others when it
suits them.”

“I’m sure your … influence is
something to behold.” He let his eyes peruse her form, though her
cloak hid what he knew to be the lithe figure of a siren
beneath.

“A pity you’ll never know,” she
replied, eyeing the muzzle of his gun.

“I don’t consider it a pity at
all, Viper. More of a blessing.” Max
cleared the archway and grinned from the next room.

Her lip curled, and he saw the pale skin of
her cheeks redden. “How typical a statement coming from a stodgy
English lord with a stick up his arse.”

He hefted the heavy book to fit more securely
in his grip, watching as she twiddled a dart in her fingers. Her
anger could be deadly, and he couldn’t risk baiting her for too
much longer without consequences. He switched to speaking French.
“My, my, someone is bitter about the Vienna debacle.”

She spoke in her native tongue as well, her
voice sending prickles of awareness through his limbs. He loved it
when she spoke French. “You boast about something you had no
control over. Just because your family has connections you use for
your own gain doesn’t mean you’re a more valuable asset to your
country. It just means you’re lazier.”

He hmmed as she came toward the door.
“Yes, I can see how being that count’s consort, eating figs and
drinking wine all day, was so difficult for you before I arrived
and swept your plan out from under you.”

Her knuckles whitened in fury, and she
switched back to English. “I was not his—”

But Max was done lingering. “One thing you
should have remembered about me, Elorie, is that, though I might
have only had a slight head start on you, I always prepare for the
worst.” He held up a key he’d hidden up the sleeve of his jacket
and grabbed the edge of the heavy door to that section of the
catacombs. “I’m sure there are other things worth reading in here
until someone comes back from the festivities to let you
out.”

Likely seeing his intention, her eyes widened
and she lunged forward.

“Good luck.”

She flung a dart directly at his heart, but
the door slammed between them, the dart embedded in its planks. He
chuckled, but not loud enough for her to hear on the other side.
She wouldn’t shout for assistance from him or anyone else. She had
too much pride. Although he’d made sure there were no other exits,
the Viper was resourceful, and he didn’t anticipate her being stuck
for long.

The things Max did on a regular basis might
make him a legitimate scoundrel, locking women in underground
rooms, lying, bribing officials, manipulating people to get what he
wanted… But he couldn’t say he didn’t enjoy moments like
these.

He climbed the stairs and out through the main
exit, no one there to stop him from taking the ancient book. This
street was relatively empty, but up ahead, the celebration for the
Celtic New Year was in full swing, people dancing, drinking, and
playing street games. Max turned away from the revelry and made his
way down a side street.

The mail coach station was just up ahead, so
he dug around in the belt of his breeches and removed the letters
he intended to post. Although the station was closed, he slid the
missives through the drop-slot to be posted on the morrow. Even
agents of the Crown had to write to their mothers and sisters, else
he’d have a hell of a lot more trouble on his hands than hunting
for an ancient artifact. He knew his family looked forward to his
correspondence even more since his father’s death two years prior,
and he’d made it a priority to post a letter once a week, one to
his sister and one to his mother.

It didn’t matter that he stretched the truth
about what he was doing while traveling. They just wanted to hear
anything from him, so he provided anecdotes of people he’d met and
things he’d seen during his travels for his “estates and
investments.” He couldn’t receive letters from them since he moved
frequently, so it was a boon when his work took him back to London
and he could spend time with them. They were his responsibility,
but more than that, they were his family, and one didn’t abandon
family, no matter what international incident loomed on the
horizon.

Max tapped the mail slot with a smile and
continued down the street. The pale Scottish sun made him squint as
he turned the corner to step into the alley where he’d parked his
carriage.

Except it wasn’t there—at least not the one he
wanted to see. In its place was a bright yellow eyesore of a thing
that he had hoped he’d never see again.

Elorie.

It had begun back in Rome when she’d first
stolen his fashionable black carriage and left hers in its place.
She’d left a note explaining how she hated the color yellow and
thought he wouldn’t mind trading. Ever since, they had “traded”
carriages back and forth, five times in all. This made
six.

The funny thing was, it wasn’t even the same
carriage any longer. A year ago, he had been working a case in
Bristol, and he’d had the opportunity to steal her conveyance,
which happened to be just a horse. Without the original yellow
carriage to leave in its place, he had paid an exorbitant amount of
money to have one quickly painted a glaring buttercup and left
outside the stables at her inn. The landau that sat on the street
before him wasn’t even the one from Bristol, but a showier phaeton
that must have cost a pretty pound note.

That conniving wench. She’d known he was here
all along. She was probably laughing at him from the archive room
this very moment.

“Touché, Lavoie,” he murmured, not
managing to stop the grin from spreading across his face. Searching
for the Damarek wasn’t going to be as dull as he’d thought after
all, if Elorie was this close on his tail.

“Let the games begin.”

****

Elorie touched her hands to her hot face and
growled as she turned away from the door. She hadn’t expected the
lock to budge with her lock-picking skills, but she’d had to try.
Balling her fists, she attempted to control her fury.

That man was going to get her
killed.

It had been made clear by her superiors that
if she didn’t get to the Damarek before the British, the wonderful
French tradition of the guillotine would await her when this was
all over.

That aside… It had been wonderful to see him
again. That lazy smirk he did when he tipped his square jaw, his
golden gaze that shot through her like a cup of scalding tea in a
Moscow winter. The powerful muscles of his torso had never been
more obvious than when the sunlight was showing through the white
shirt he’d been wearing today.

Elorie sighed and went to the door, pulling
out the dart embedded chest-high in it. Clear liquid dripped down
the grain of the wood, triggered to release from the dart by the
impact and vacuum of the door. Pulling up her skirts, she holstered
the used dart in her custom leg strap alongside the extras she
always carried.

Why did she lose her wits when he was about?
She should never have let him maneuver himself between her and the
exit. That was practically lesson number one in
espionage.

Lesson number one was even more pertinent:
Never let emotions get in the way of your objective.

Not that what she felt were feelings, per se.
More of a mutual respect for another agent, albeit one who was
annoyingly handsome. Just because she always hoped she ran into
him, even when it jeopardized her mission, didn’t mean she had
feelings for the man. She’d given up feeling anything long ago,
except the rush she felt when besting an enemy.

A chittering sound emitted from the inside
pocket of her cloak.

Well, and her feelings for Porthos, that was.
She opened the front of her cloak to let his tiny head out. The
five-inch long pygmy marmoset took a quick look around, yawned, and
curled back into her pocket. She shuffled him around, and he
squeaked in protest. “Get up, you lazy fluff. Time to work,” she
said softly. Porthos lifted his fuzzy brown head out of her pocket
again, this time more alert. He knew what work meant: dried fruit
rewards.

He wrapped himself around her finger, and she
lifted him out to sit on her shoulder. “See that window?” She
pointed upward. “Find Ruben.” She gave the monkey a coin, which
would be a signal to Ruben that she needed extraction. Porthos
tapped her hand with his minuscule palm, indicating he understood
the command. She placed him on the stone wall above her head,
thankful the architect had loved gothic archways and had
incorporated their shape as protruding flourishes from the walls of
the Register House at every opportunity. She watched as Porthos
nimbly scaled the wall and slipped through the hole in the broken
glass pane.

Now she waited.

Ruben was posted on the street outside, but
she hated calling for his help. He made her feel as if she owed him
something every time, even though it was his job to assist her in
her missions for the clandestine division of the French
government.

It had always been clear to her that Ruben
didn’t care anything about politics or loyalty to his country. His
sole reason for his position in the Hand of Charlemagne was to
derive pleasure from the interrogation process when it was
warranted. She had seen the obvious delight he took in torturing
those the Hand felt it was necessary to extract information from.
She had also seen him go beyond what was necessary, after the
victim had already told him what he wanted to know.

His presence made her skin crawl, but there
was no denying he was the best when it came to getting a job done.
Handsome and charismatic, he was of similar coloring to Elorie,
making it easy to pose as brother and sister when required. But his
gray eyes were cold and penetrating, whereas Elorie’s were an
intense green that she hoped looked nothing like her partner’s. He
was unsurpassed at making friends in all the right places, sleeping
his way into the right beds, and obtaining information others had
spent lifetimes trying to get.

For all that, she wished he wasn’t here. Why
couldn’t someone like Maxwell, the Earl of Eydris, be her
partner?

She pursed her lips. It was dangerous to think
about things that could not be.

After a few minutes of pacing and thinking too
much about the way Max’s tight breeches clung to his long, defined
thighs, the door’s mechanism clanked, and it swung open.

Ruben leaned against the archway. “Well, well.
Eydris again, I presume?”

Elorie glared and strode up to him, collecting
Porthos from his tall shoulder. “I don’t want to talk about
it.”

“Why don’t you dispose of him and
be done with it?” He followed her up the stairs and out of the
archives. “He has been in our way too many times to count,
especially of late. Then again, he does give me an excuse to keep
getting you out of these situations.”

“As if unlocking a door is such a
trial,” she mumbled.

He continued, “One day, I’m going to collect
on all the times I’ve rescued you, Elorie.”

Chills went down her spine as she stepped onto
the street. “And when you do, you’ll find my moniker is
well-earned.”

Ruben chuckled. “I’m not so sure of that. I’ve
only ever seen you actually kill someone once since Bristol. Just
the once.”

“I’ve only ever needed to just the
once.” She drew out a piece of dried apricot from her pocket and
gave it to Porthos. He grasped it with his little fingers and began
to chew on it, dark eyes shining with joy. She ran her finger down
his back and smiled at him as he climbed back into his inside
pocket.

Ruben put his hands on her shoulders from
behind. “Where is the fun in having the Viper for a partner if I
never get to see the snake use her fangs?”

Elorie shrugged him off, her hairs standing on
end. “Come on. We have to get to that book before he destroys
it.”

“Or simply follow him to the prize
and then kill him.”

Her ears roared. No matter how much of a pain
in the arse Maxwell was, she would never kill him. Never once had
it entered her mind to make her life simpler by permanently
retiring him.

“Killing an earl will invite too
much attention. And there is such a thing as honorable spying,”
Elorie spat. “I am lead on this mission. No killing unless I say it
needs doing.”

Ruben snorted. “You still believe that? I
think that’s why I want you in my bed, Viper. You’re still so
innocent.”

She ignored him. He had no idea the depths of
her innocence or her ruin. She lived with both burdens, and the
weight of them threatened to crush her every day.

“Eydris hasn’t found anything yet.
We can still beat him to it if I get a look at that book,” she said
firmly, striding down to the corner where she had left the yellow
landau for him.

It was gone.

She bit her lip to hide her smile from
Ruben.

This—her position as an agent in the Hand of
Charlemagne would be over soon, one way or another. Until then, it
seemed as if the Earl of Eydris was once again meddling in her
business. It wasn’t anyone else’s business if she rather preferred
it that way.

 



Chapter Two

 


Sitting at the escritoire in his small room at
the Kilted Unicorn, Max rubbed his eyes and reread the parchment
paper again. He’d read it a million times over the past three
years, but he kept hoping something would make more sense of the
puzzle pieces he had to work with.



Bequeathed to His Lordship, the
Marquess of Blackbourne, on this day September 2, 1538, entailed to
the estate properties hereby set forth in the appointed
Marquessate. Recovered from holdings ceded by King Malcolm III of
Scotland in the Treaty of Abernathy dictated by His Majesty,
William the Conqueror, care of the Lance of Longinus until such
time as the Crown reclaims it, and all related items and monies
held by Edgar the Ætheling within the treasury of Cairdygyn
Hold.

 


He had done terrible things for this
information. Due to his manipulations, his cousin, the Marquess of
Blackbourne, had been declared insane just so Max could obtain this
piece of paper. It had been located in a safety-deposit box with
the Bank of Central London, sole access to it governed by the
Marquess. For years, he had done the worst thing imaginable to his
own family member, spreading rumors about Asher’s insanity and
having doctors come for cranial exams at every opportunity so he
could gain guardianship of the Marquessate and, consequently, the
deposit box.

When it had finally happened, he had felt a
guilt heavier than anything he’d ever experienced for something
done in service to his country. The fact that his cousin did have
mental issues was beside the point. He hadn’t wanted to ruin
Asher’s life. No one deserved what Asher had been through because
of him.

It didn’t matter now. He had what he needed,
and Asher had been reinstated as Marquess quickly enough. He had
even married that country girl who was a scientist. They had two
children now.

Good.

Asher deserved to be happy and to never have
to see Max again. That was the price for what the British Crown
required of him. No attachments. No vindication for permanently
cutting off the only friend he’d ever had.

He should have been used to it by now, but
perpetrating Asher’s downfall had been a blow he still hadn’t
recovered from. Over the years, he had often wished that Asher, for
all his incredible intelligence, had deduced his game. That just
one person could know or understand him. If Asher had figured out
his true intentions, he could have shared at least some of himself
with his only cousin. Perhaps Asher would have granted him access
to the documents freely.

Wishing for things that couldn’t and hadn’t
happened wasn’t going to change anything now. This mission was
years in the making, and he couldn’t afford to let emotions derail
his focus.

Max turned his head to look at the
archives book. It contained the records of the treasury of the
original Cairdygyn Hold. He had found out the hard way that it
wasn’t going to be as simple as pilfering the Damarek from a tidy
shelf in Cairdygyn Castle. The Damarek
wasn’t at Cairdygyn Castle, nor was it mentioned in any records
there. The castle’s current location, he had learned from a rather
drunk townsman in Dumfries, was not the original Cairdygyn Hold.
The original hold had been farther north, near Edinburgh, and was
now a crumbling mass that was falling into the bitterly cold North
Sea.

So what had happened to the blasted thing
before the hold was moved to its present location?

The blasted thing. He probably shouldn’t be
that irreverent about it. The Lance of Longinus, or the Damarek, as
the Russians called it, was, after all, the spearhead had that
pierced the side of Jesus Christ during the Crucifixion. It was one
of the most valuable items of religious history in the
world.

If he could find it.

It wasn’t going to fall into his lap, that was
certain. Yet he couldn’t let it fall into Elorie Lavoie’s lap
either. The futures of nations depended on the British Government
finding it before the French did, for each country’s intentions
regarding the artifact were vastly different.

A knock sounded at the door to his room. He
picked up his gun from the table beside him and went to the wall to
the side of the door. “Who is it?”

“It is I, Master Eydris,” a quiet
voice from the other side answered.

Max holstered his gun and opened the door to
let him in. A short, round man with a bushy beard that looked like
it belonged to someone much older shuffled into the room. His robes
covered every inch of him from head to toe, and an ornate cross
bounced from the monk’s stomach as he walked.

“Have you had dinner yet?” he
asked, looking around the room and then back at Max with a smile.
“I found the inn’s lamb pie to be very delicious.”

Max raised a brow as he closed the door behind
him. The lamb had been atrocious. “Losif, what do they feed you in
that monastery?”

He frowned. “The Order of St. Bartholomew is
less strict than some. Mostly lentils, vegetables, and salted
fish.”

“That explains a lot,” Max
mumbled. “Sit. What is on your mind?”

Losif chuckled, his round cheeks shining from
beneath ebony eyes. “Usually, I am the one to ask such things. I
oversee the placement of individuals seeking sanctuary at the
monastery, and they often have tales to tell.”

“I’ll bet they do.” Max crossed
his arms and leaned against the edge of the desk as the rotund monk
sat down on the foot of the bed.

“Have you found anything in the
Cairdygyn Hold records? If not, I’m very content to stay here and
eat lamb pie for a while longer.”

Turning to the tome on the escritoire, Max
flipped back a page. “As a matter of fact, I believe I have found
something. Take a look.”

Losif hopped up from the bed and ambled over.
Max pointed to an entry near the bottom of the page.

 


Monies and assets confiscated from
Edgar the Ætheling hereby claimed by the Marquess of Blackbourne
this day, June 21st, 1539. All ceded assets
loaded onto the ship Orion’s Chase
bound for Scarborough. One item belonging to the
King of the Normans to travel by land at a later date under care of
the Order of St. Bartholomew, so tasked by the Marquess of
Blackbourne as their solemn duty in service to our Lord Jesus
Christ.

 


The monk looked up at Max. “My order never had
the opportunity to transport the Damarek. When they arrived, the
monks were told it had already been taken to the Marquess’s lands
by ship with the other valuables.”

“Which was clearly a lie,” Max
said, scratching at the stubble on his throat. He straightened and
began to pace the small room. “Someone there understood its value
and didn’t want it in English hands. Or Catholic ones, more likely.
The Marquess should have followed through and went back for it, but
we know he died in battle less than a year later. He must not have
had the chance to make his way back to Scotland. Perhaps his heir
didn’t know or understand the import of it. Things get swept under
the rug when estates change hands, especially if the heir is
young.”

“So…”

Max stopped and looked at Losif. “So it might
still be at the original Cairdygyn Hold.”

Losif tented his chubby hands over his
stomach. “I thought it was just ruins now?”

“It is. But the reason it’s in
ruins is because of the Burning of Edinburgh in 1544. According to
these records, it was ransacked as the Earl of Hertford’s troops
left Edinburgh. I’m sure it’s been thoroughly looted since, but a
small item like a spearhead might have been left behind to rot if
someone didn’t know what they were looking at.”

Losif beamed. “Wonderful! Off to the ruins
then! Erm…” He looked around the room and then whispered, “Are
there enough funds for the mission to purchase an extra slice of
pie tonight?”

Max rolled his eyes and went to the clip of
pound notes on his bedside table. Losif took the note Max offered,
his face scrunched in a beatific smile.

“Have at it,” Max advised, showing
Losif out.

“I-I won’t eat tomorrow night if
that’s what’s required,” he assured Max as he walked into the
hall.

“Losif, eat as much pie as you
want. Eat all the pie. I don’t care.”

The monk’s eyes widened. Max smiled at him and
closed the door in his face.

He sighed as the sounds of Losif’s retreat
caused the floorboards to groan. He was used to working alone, but
the head of the Order of St. Bartholomew had insisted someone come
along to ensure the proper treatment and authentication of the
artifact. The monk was a pain in his arse, but he’d be lying if he
said he didn’t like the pudgy little man. Max was thankful he had
more than enough money to ensure they had separate rooms during
this venture. Losif was probably a little bored, not having much to
do until they had something to authenticate. The monk had mostly
been reading from his scriptures and trapping people in the taproom
of inns to talk about everything from marine anatomy to Norse
folklore.

A group of Russian and French monks, the
Russians being part of The Order of St. Bartholomew, had come to
the British government six years ago with information that could
mean war between Russia and France. The French monks had become
aware of discontent within the French monarchy over the Holy Lands
in Turkey and had conspired with the Order of St. Bartholomew to
see what could be done to avoid violence. Tsar Nicholas I and the
Eastern Orthodox Church currently presided over these holy sites,
but there were those in France who thought the sites should be back
under Roman Catholic control. Skirmishes between French and Russian
pilgrims visiting the sites had risen in number with the growing
population of people seeking pilgrimages, and it would only become
worse as the two religious sects fought for prime access to the
famous sites where Christianity had its roots.

Personally, Max thought the whole thing was
ridiculous. What was the point of Christianity if not to be kind
and humble toward others? Fighting over Holy Lands that didn’t
really belong to either country should have been a
disgrace.

But that wasn’t the opinion of either Russia
or France, it seemed. If France challenged Tsar Nicholas’s control
of the Turkish lands, there would be war, one Britain would not be
able to stay out of as France’s ally. The Russian monks had decided
the best way to prevent the impending war would be to enlist
Britain’s help to present Tsar Nicholas with something they knew he
had greatly desired for a long time—the Damarek. If Tsar Nicholas
could be convinced that the French wanted to negotiate with such a
peace offering, perhaps the lands could be divided without
conflict.

Which was where Max came in.

As the Earl of Eydris with connections to the
Marquessate that controlled the last known location of the Lance,
he had been tasked with finding it before relations crumbled
between France and Russia. Finally having gotten hold of the
Marquessate’s records, it had taken him several months to translate
the whole thing from Old English, all for the one entry which
mentioned the Lance of Longinus. More pressing missions had taken
precedence over finding the Damarek the past three years, but it
was time to end this as tensions rose.

Max fell back onto the bed and rubbed his
hands over his face. It seemed most of his adult life had been
focused on finding the Damarek. Now that it could be so
close…

What would he do with himself after it was all
over? He was weary of the intrigue, of being constantly alone, of
missing his younger sister’s life bloom. Her come-out was this
year, and he had missed it. What kind of brother did that make
him?

When it was over, he would make it up to
Camille a thousand times over. He would spoil her and take her to
every ball from here to Wales. And he would take his mother
shopping or to the seaside if she wished. It might be nice to be
able to simply be with his family and manage his estates some of
the time, live life as the person all of England thought he
was.

Until then, he had better keep his wits about
him. He closed the records book, shoved it under the pillow next to
him, and doused the lamp. Tomorrow, they headed south to the ruins
of Cairdygyn.

A stray thought entered his mind as he pulled
his shirt over his head and threw it to the floor. After tomorrow,
he might never see Elorie Lavoie again. If he found it, the French
would abandon their pursuit of the relic, which they never intended
to genuinely offer to Tsar Nicholas of their own volition without
Britain’s involvement. That would mean Elorie would go back to
France or be given another assignment, probably far from English
shores. His abdominals tightened. Whether he saw the French spy
again wasn’t the question that truly mattered. The question was:
why did he care?

An answer niggled at the back of his mind, but
he pushed it away. That couldn’t be it, for if it was true, he had
to be the loneliest man on God’s green earth. And Maxwell Berisford
would not be an object of pity, even to himself.

“Vipers,” he muttered as sleep
took him.

****

“You’re staring at Eydris’s bum
again,” Ruben commented from where he crouched beside Elorie in the
Kilted Unicorn’s stables.

Elorie blinked and took her eyes from
Maxwell’s form as he tipped the stable boy for readying his
carriage horses. “I am not.”

“Are so. It’s like watching a dog
salivate while his master eats a cut of roast beef.”

Elorie shot him a look. “If you don’t shut it
immediately, I will sew your lips together in your
sleep.”

He merely smirked. “You don’t have it in you
to do such a thing. I would have no compunctions about it,
however.”

Elorie pushed down her repulsion. He wasn’t
lying.

Looking back at Eydris, she watched as he took
a seat on the bright yellow driver’s seat and flicked the reins.
Just as the horses started to move through the inn’s yard, a head
popped out of the carriage window.

“Oh, Lord Eydris! Lord Eydris!
Would you like a snack while you’re driving up there? I’ve saved
some for you!”

Even from where she was, she could see Max’s
jaw tick. “No, thank you, Losif. Just stay in the carriage, please.
We’ve talked about this.”

“Yes, of course! Let me know if
you’d like to trade off once we’re outside the city. It’s rather
chilly.”

“Do you know how to drive a coach,
Losif?”

“No, can’t say as I
do.”

Max nodded once and looked skyward, as if for
patience. “Thank you anyway, Losif.”

Elorie bit her lip. Her partner might be a bit
evil, but at least she didn’t have a babbling monk following her
around everywhere.

As the landau left the inn, Elorie let a few
conveyances and carts get ahead of their horses to separate them.
It would be hard not to tip off Max while they followed him, but
she could at least be inconspicuous on the city streets if there
was other traffic between them. After an hour’s time, they had left
the city of Edinburgh behind, headed southeast along the road to
Burnmouth.

There were fewer travelers on this fairway, so
she fell further behind in case he looked back. Even if he did, he
would only see two horses pulling a cart with a peasant couple and
their “son.” A small, straw-stuffed outfit of clothes sat between
herself and Ruben. From far away, it would simply look like a
blond-haired boy leaning on his mother’s lap as they
traveled.

She had been able to locate where Max was
staying last night, but she knew it wasn’t wise to attempt a theft
of the Cairdygyn records book while he had it so close at hand.
Easier to let him plan the next move and follow him, though she
didn’t like not knowing where they were headed or what he had
found.

Ruben was right. The prudent thing to do would
be to let Max figure out where it was and then take it from him.
But that didn’t sit well with her. For one thing, she didn’t want
to have to hurt Max, for all they were enemies. For another, it
pricked her pride to simply let someone else do her work for her
and then take what they had earned. Ruben had no conscience at all
about such things, but she still tried to maintain her
integrity.

There was no pride in being a lazy thief.
Finding the Lance of Longinus, though? That would cement her
position as the top agent in the French government for years. Her
life depended on it.

The landau up ahead kept a brisk pace and was
easy to follow, even when she let it get ahead a ways. It was
bright yellow, after all, bobbing along the Scottish landscape like
a cheerful dandelion on a desolate moor. Although she could never
fully relax in Ruben’s presence, trundling along in the spring air
while the scent of loamy earth filled her nose was pleasant. They
never told you when you sign up to work for the Crown that it
wasn’t all heists and gunfights. She relished these moments of
peace when all she needed to concentrate on was following a yellow
carriage down a road in broad daylight.

Max could be headed back to England, but a
train would have been faster. Then she thought—could he be headed
to the old Cairdygyn Hold site? Perhaps something in the records
book had pointed to the Lance still being there. Or maybe it was an
act of desperation, and he hadn’t found anything at all. She had
already been to the ruins at Cairdygyn to see for herself if they
still stood, and she highly doubted anything of value remained
there.

Yet when he turned off the main road to head
for Coldingham, it was confirmed—they were heading for the ruins.
Now that she knew where he was going, she eased the pace of the
horses. If he saw them following him down the lonely road, he might
become suspicious. Better to not spook him and catch up
later.

“I’ve enjoyed working with you
these past several months,” Ruben declared as Elorie handed the
reins over to him. His blond hair was nearly translucent in the
morning sun. “Do you know why they assigned me to you?”

Elorie didn’t particularly want to have this
conversation. “I have my suspicions.”

“You must know that your success
rate has gone down lately. I know you came into the organization
with a spectacular base of information, and your first few cases
were highly praised, but Claude is worried about you.”

She knew all this. “What is your
point?”

“My point is, from watching you
and having to take orders from you on this mission, it’s clear you
don’t have it in you any longer. The Viper’s venom has run dry, if
you will.”

She crossed her arms. “Is this because I don’t
take pleasure in causing others harm as you do?”

“No, it’s because you hesitate to
cause others harm, even when it means compromising the mission. You
could have killed Eydris yesterday, but you didn’t. Instead, here
we are, hoping we can get the Lance before it is safely ensconced
in a British caravan headed for Russia.”

Elorie sighed. He really was spoiling the
leisurely morning. “Maybe it’s as you say, and I’m just waiting for
Eydris to find it so we can take it from him.”

“Then shouldn’t you let me in on
that plan?”

“It is not your place to question
my motives or my plans. I can promise you, I will have the
spearhead in the end, no matter the methods I use to get it. Just
be thankful you’ll be around to take credit as well.”

Ruben’s nostrils flared. He knew when the
subject was dismissed for the moment.

He was growing bolder, questioning her like
that. Elorie didn’t like it one bit. However, she wasn’t going to
up and kill someone just to impress her insolent partner. He knew
he was to follow her orders, but Elorie wasn’t certain for how long
he would be content with that arrangement. She often wondered if
Ruben’s fear of the organization and his desire for admiration
within it would win out over his thirst for depravity in the end.
They both knew he wasn’t on his own now because he had killed a
pair of harem girls unnecessarily, causing the failure of an
important mission in Hejaz two years ago.

Elorie put the thought away for another time.
The sooner this mission was concluded, the better. Things would
change for her once she brought the Lance of Longinus to her
government. Maybe the axe hanging above her head would
disappear.

There was no sense worrying about that now.
The ruins of Cairdygyn Hold loomed up ahead, a great mass of lumpy
stones teetering on the edge of a sharp bluff above the sea. Wind
whipped through her hair the closer they came to the bluff, salt
from the sea air stinging her eyes. The sun was bright, but it was
much colder here than on the main road. She watched carefully for
signs of the yellow carriage as they approached and finally saw it
near one of the entrances to the stone structure. She directed
Ruben to pull off the road and park the cart behind a proliferation
of brambles.

They snuck along the edge of the ancient stone
wall bordering the road until the ruins cast their shadow over
them. The lichen-covered gray stones stood intact in places, two
towers and most of the courtyard still in place. When she had been
here a few weeks ago to see if the artifact might still reside
here, she hadn’t explored the structures in any thoroughness
because she had assumed nothing still remained in the decaying
rubble. Trees hardy enough to survive the briny air grew up out of
the stone, green buds beginning to show on some.

Elorie whispered to Ruben as they crept along
the wall. “No contact. We watch until I say otherwise.”

Ruben nodded.

She motioned to split up, directing him to go
through the entrance closest to them while she kept going. Ruben
disappeared behind the rocks as Elorie moved forward, rounding a
corner. She found another portion of wall that had crumbled enough
for her to climb over easily. Jumping down into the courtyard area,
she surveyed the open area with its dried-up fountain and
sculptures of unrecognizable figures now.

He wasn’t here.

Once she was sure, she made her way to the
base of the West Tower. Climbing over large piles of rocks in a
heavy woolen dress wasn’t the easiest of endeavors, but it didn’t
take her long to reach the tall cylindrical structure. She paused
to catch her breath and wipe her forehead, letting the cool breeze
play with damp wisps of her hair.

Upon cautiously entering the dim tower, she
took a moment to let her eyes adjust. Nothing remained in the
circular space except more piles of greened stones and an intact
staircase winding upward. She sighed. She had to follow it, even
though she didn’t like the thought of running into anyone on the
aged stairs. A push down a steep staircase lined with slick moss
could kill as surely as her darts, and she didn’t particularly want
to leave this world in so inglorious a way.

Muttering beneath her breath, she began to
climb the slippery stairs. She was thankful she didn’t have to
navigate in complete darkness as narrow windows, designed against
an archer’s assault, had been built into the tower’s walls at
regular intervals. Up and up they went, seeming to never end.
Elorie prided herself on being in fighting form, but as she pressed
on a stitch in her side, she thought she might need to change her
fitness routine to include stairs because she felt like dying at
the moment.

Finally, bright light up ahead and the sound
of a breeze whistling through stone formations signaled the end of
the dreaded things. Making sure a dart was ready at the inside
curve of her wrist, she tiptoed into the sunlight, finding herself
on a parapet which laid the entire world bare before her. She
caught her breath, going to the edge of the chest-high wall lining
the walkway between the East and West Towers. She squinted into the
cold sun and shivered as the wind whipped through her frame. On one
side was the endless Scottish countryside, its purple and green
landscape rolling out like a velvet cape. But Elorie looked toward
the other horizon in which the vast expanse of the ocean met the
coast with a tumult of white-capped waves against the sharp rocks
below.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” a low
voice said behind her.

Elorie gasped and turned to find Max leaning
against the opposite wall across from her. His arms were crossed,
and a little smile played at his lips, as relaxed as any lord
smoking a cheroot at White’s.

“Don’t worry,” he assured her. “I
have no intention of crossing swords with you today, Viper. But I
can’t resist pointing out that I’ve gotten the better of you twice
now. Are you starting to warm up to me then, my lovely
serpent?”

Ellie narrowed her eyes at him and adopted a
similar pose. Her heart was racing, and not just from exertion or
fear. “As warm as the wind in your ridiculous-looking hair, English
cur.”

He frowned and reached up. “What’s wrong
with—?” His hand returned to the crook of his other elbow. “You
know, it doesn’t matter. What matters is we seem to be bumping into
each other more than is prudent, given the nature of what we both
know our mission to be, and it doesn’t seem likely that either one
of us is going to raise the white flag anytime soon.”

“Yet it doesn’t really matter,
does it?” she countered. “You have your orders, and I have mine. In
the end, only one of us will succeed in bringing the Damarek back
to our monarch.” Oh, why did he have to look so rottingly handsome,
with his hair tossed about in the wind and his warm eyes glowing in
a face that was just a bit too tan for the pallor of a gentleman of
leisure? She knew that to the rest of the world, that was exactly
what he was, yet he was anything but. He wore his shirt open at the
throat instead of the traditional cravat worn by men of his social
standing, and Elorie suddenly understood why English aristocracy
required it of their peerage. It wasn’t seemly to want a person
this badly during drawing-room conversation or all civility would
be tossed aside at the crook of a finger.

“I’ve been thinking about that.”
He uncrossed his arms and ankles, moving toward her.

Elorie pressed herself against the hard stone
behind her, stomach quivering. Did she think he’d really harm
her?

No.

For some unfathomable reason, she knew he
wouldn’t take any action that would injure her. Not here, not now.
His demeanor indicated all his intense focus was on her, but the
look in his eyes was … hungry, not for violence, but for something
else. That scared her more than if he’d been wielding a claymore,
if she were honest.

He took two more steps toward her until his
body towered over hers, close enough for her to feel the warmth
radiating from him.

“Thinking for a change, are you?”
she retorted, hiding the trembling of her hands in her
sleeves.

“Haven’t we exchanged barbs for
far too long without doing anything about it?” he murmured, his
full lips upturned at the corners.

She swallowed visibly. “Wh-what do you
mean?”

“We both have something the other
wants. Why don’t we exchange that instead of the usual withering
insults?”

Was he offering her the Cairdygyn Hold records
book? Would he really give up that information? Of course, what
choice did she really have at this point? She hadn’t any further
leads other than following him to this place. Yet— “What could you
possibly want from me? You clearly have the advantage of the
Cairdygyn Accounts in your possession.”

His breath fanned over her face, minty and
sweet. “I do have the advantage, yes. But don’t underestimate
yourself. You have something I want more than a dusty old
ledger.”

Her chest thumped. “And what is
that?”

His gaze roamed her face, seeming to reach
down into her very soul. “A kiss. Just a kiss.”

She let out the breath she’d been holding in a
rush. His words had scrambled her thoughts as her stomach swooped
in frantic loops. “You’re mad. We can’t— That’s tantamount to
treason.”

“Who would ever know?” he said
softly, his hand coming up to thumb across her cheek.

Her breath stopped. He had never touched her
before.

The callused pad of his thumb traced her
cheekbone with exquisite care. “It is just you and me up here,
Viper. Hang the rest of it.”

The power of speech seemed to have left her.
It was her darkest fantasy come true. Eydris wanted her, and he
didn’t care that the fate of nations hovered between them. A curl
of hot desire twisted in her abdomen as his other arm snaked around
to the small of her back. This could not be. And yet…

“Even if I wanted to, I am not for
you,” she whispered, dragging her eyes away from the burning light
of Max’s.

“You aren’t for anyone, least of
all me,” he replied, his fingertips curling around the back of her
neck. He squeezed until her eyes met his again. “You’re just a
dream on a castle above the ocean, and the wind will whisk it away
soon enough like it never was.”

Yearning spread through her limbs. Something
in Elorie let loose, and it was as if another person spoke the
words when she replied, “Then you’d better make it a good
dream.”

Something wild flashed in his eyes as he
pulled her against his body and brought his mouth to
hers.

The heat of his body engulfed her as his
knowing lips kneaded her soft flesh. Fingers threaded into the hair
at her nape, and the tip of his tongue begged for entrance to her
mouth.

Elorie didn’t have the willpower to deny him,
opening her lips to his assault. The world fell away, and there
were only the melodic thrusts of his tongue in a rhythm both primal
and exquisitely sweet. There were only his arms around her,
crushing her against the hard lines of his own form. She felt
herself melting against him, his capable hands ridding her of any
resistance to his expert kiss.

She moaned into his mouth, indulging in the
way his tongue sought to tangle with her own as if claiming the
taste of her. Only one thought remained, and it was a distant
ringing in her ears:

What have I done?


Chapter Three

 


Max felt the rushing of the wind around him as
a maelstrom of frenzied and incoherent thoughts while he possessed
her sweet mouth.

Her moan was like music to his ears, reckless
with abandonment. The feel of her, strong as iron scrollwork, and
the smell of rich dark cocoa emanating from her skin, all served to
make him dizzy with the desire he’d felt for her for so
long.

He felt her sharp intake of breath as he
pressed his pelvis against her hips. Max wanted to make her burn
for him, to make her as pliable as clay in his hands. He had
thought there wouldn’t be any sweetness to her, no softness beneath
her armored exterior, but she was like warm honey melting into him.
The biting chill had lost its sting as her warmth invaded his
senses, filling him with the heady release of conquering
her.

He shifted, smoothing his hand over the rough
material of her peasant’s dress to cup her plump derriere. She was
slim and yet abundantly curved in all the right places, fitting
into him like she was made with his intentions in mind. He had
dreamed of having her countless times in the secret, traitorous
darkness of his own thoughts, yet the reality was far headier than
he’d ever dreamed. Blood pumping in his veins caused a
lightheadedness that made him dizzy with the shape of her so close.
It felt as if he soared above everything around them, like nothing
could touch them except the licking flames of desire that rose
steadily.

The thick silk of her hair slid between his
fingers as he pushed them further into her sunlit tresses and
deepened the kiss. She met him eagerly, her hands clutching at his
shoulders as their lips fused more tightly.

Max pulled back, lungs pumping as if he’d run
the distance from Edinburgh to Cairdygyn Hold. His voice was
rougher than usual as he moved his lips to the pink curve of her
ear. “You’re like sunlight shining into my black soul. I want all
of your warmth.”

He was pleased to note her breath was also
coming in furtive gasps. “We’ll both burn.”

“Then God help me, because I can’t
stop.” He pressed furious kisses along her neck, reveling in the
way she arched her back at his uncontrolled ministrations. Her
fingers dug into the flesh of his biceps, and what sounded like a
purr came from her throat. How had he resisted her this long, the
siren who was never far away, yet ever out of reach? Having her in
his arms was more potent than any covert mission or night of
indulgence with a local lightskirt in a foreign port.

Instead of foreign, she felt like coming
home—like finally easing his muscles in that armchair by the fire
or the feeling of seeing his verdantly green estate again after
traveling for long months. Kissing her was the bone-deep knowledge
that everything was as it should be, though he knew he’d never felt
that way in his entire life.

“Lord Eydris, did you find
anything up there?” a voice called, echoing from the area of the
stairs.

He froze. Losif.

As he released her, an oath rang from his lips
and he looked at her wide green eyes.

He saw the hesitation there.

“The book,” she demanded, not
letting him leave her grip.

Max’s lips pressed together in a thin line as
he let his arms drop. “In the coach under the tiger’s seat. I
daresay you won’t have any trouble spotting the coach.”

The ghost of a smile lifted her lips for the
briefest moment as he turned away to intercept Losif. He took a
step toward the stairs just as the wheezing monk stumbled out of
the stairwell. Max looked back to capture one last glance of
Elorie, but she was gone. No one except himself stood on the lonely
tower walkway.

It had only been a dream…

“Oh, there you are,” Losif panted.
“I’ve been … looking everywhere … for you.” He put his hand on the
end of the wall to steady himself.

Max tried not to let his
frustration with the monk show. “Gather yourself, Losif,” he
announced, clapping him on the back as the stars left his
vision. Max fingered the slip of paper in
his pants pocket. A single line was written on it, and he prayed it
wasn’t a dead end. “We’re going to Ireland.”

He had found part of what he’d been looking
for, at least. A few rooms below the keep had been left relatively
intact, although heavily looted. One of the rooms he had entered
was clearly a storeroom with shelves of things long since taken
except for some random bottles and earthenware.

But there it was. He knew it the second his
eyes alighted upon it, for there had been plenty of legend and
description regarding the Damarek’s holy vessel in which it had
been kept by the Catholic Church for millennia. The simple,
distinctive engraved tin box holding the Damarek had been left on
an upper shelf toward the back of the room, as if it had contained
nothing more than a trinket bought at a Maypole street fair. Max’s
heart had begun to beat a tattoo against his ribcage as he
carefully lifted it from the shelf. When he had opened the latch,
it was almost an expected disappointment that had coursed through
him.

It was empty, the velvet lining molded into
the shape of an elongated triangle dusty and frayed at the corners
of the box. As his shoulders slumped, he closed it with a sigh. The
hinge stuck a bit, so he reopened it to see what the issue was. A
piece of cloth was stuck between the hinge and the bottom lip of
the box, causing the mechanism to not close properly. Max’s
eyebrows had drawn together as he pulled it from where it was
wedged in the metal.

It was a clothing label, one pinned to the
sleeve cuffs of issued soldiers’ uniforms, embroidered with the
soldier’s assigned unit in case he was killed in battle without any
other way to identify him.

 


Irish Royal Army

437th Muster Station

Ulster Plantation

 


So it was most likely that the Protestants had
taken it back to Ireland to Ulster Plantation, sometime during the
Irish Royal Army’s active period. If he remembered right, that
would have been in the early 1700s, at the latest. It wasn’t much,
but it was all he had to go on. He had pocketed the clothing tag
and come up to ground level just in time to see Elorie Lavoie
disappear into the West Tower.

He couldn’t bring himself to feel guilty about
stealing a kiss from her in return for a book that was now useless.
It had been worth it, and with nothing lost to his
mission.

As Losif wiped his brow in preparation for
heading back down the stairs, Max allowed himself a secret smile.
Kissing the Viper had been the most idiotic and exhilarating thing
he’d ever done, and that included saving an Indian regent from a
group of assassins in Kathmandu armed with only a serving fork. It
couldn’t happen again, of course, but if someone had asked him if
he regretted it… He thought about the ramifications for an entire
second before answering the question no one would ever
ask.

Not even a little bit.

He and Losif boarded a ship for Ireland the
next evening. He had made for the Troon ferry as quickly as it was
possible to travel over the rutted Scottish roads, but he didn’t
make it in time for the daily ferry. Fortunately, he had found a
local merchant whose pockets he lined in return for a berth on his
cargo ship heading for Belfast. He soon learned the term “berth”
was a generous one as it was just a storeroom with barrels of
Scottish whiskey and a few sacks of textiles upon which to make a
bed. He was thankful it was only a little over a day’s journey, so
Losif only kept him awake snoring for one night.

As he and Losif settled themselves in a hired
coach that would take them to Belfast’s military regiment station,
Max began to grow anxious. What if there was nothing after this?
What if he couldn’t find any more clues as to where the Damarek had
been taken? It was no small thing for Max to admit defeat on a
mission. It had only ever happened once before, and that was
because of the Viper herself.

Even if it weren’t for his own pride, he
didn’t know if he could live with himself if he failed this time.
His country, and others, might very well go to war
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