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      Hiding from a dangerous man, Tess Crawford thought The Wiggons’ School for Elegant Young Ladies would be the perfect place to disappear. Or it would be if the local villagers weren’t on edge because of the vampire in their midst.

      Vincent Latimer, Viscount Atwood, is not a vampire, no matter what the villagers believe.  When a storm thrusts Tess into Vincent’s path and destroys the school, both of their pasts collide.
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      When I first wrote TO WALK IN THE SUN in 2011, some research stated that the German version of Wake Not the Dead by Johann Ludwig Tieck, had been written by the time this novel takes place, 1802. It also stated that the story had been translated into English in 1800. However, other websites indicate that it was first published in 1823, and /or the first English translation was published in 1823. As 1823 is twenty-one years after my novel takes place, I have chosen to use the 1800 date so that it was available to the characters in this novel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Deb Payton, for listening, proofing and allowing me to bounce ideas off her.
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      Cornwall England, 1802

      

      Lightning flashed in the distance and Tess Crawford gripped the ladder as the wind whipped hair across her face and skirts against her legs. She couldn’t have asked for a more perfect night and looked up toward the open window. It was past ten and her students should be asleep by now, but a lamp still burned.

      With slow deliberation, Tess inched her way to the destination. Upon reaching the top, she ducked to the side and listened. It would do no good for the girls to catch her.

      “At length Walter, heated with wine and love, conducted his bride into the nuptial chamber:”

      Yes, that was Eliza reading. Why wasn’t she surprised?

      “…but, oh! horror! Scarcely had he clasped her in his arms ere she transformed herself into a monstrous serpent, which entwining him in its horrid folds, crushed him to death.” Eliza’s voice rose with further anticipated horror.

      Tess peeked around the corner of the window frame. One candle sat on the table and flickered with the breeze. Further into the room, three girls sat huddled together, their robes wrapped around their legs. A lamp burned brightly behind Eliza’s shoulder, casting a halo around her red curls.

      Tess grinned. Her timing could not have been more perfect.

      “Flames crackled on every side of the apartment;” Eliza continued. “in a few minutes after, the whole castle was enveloped in a blaze that consumed it entirely: while, as the walls fell in with a tremendous crash, a voice exclaimed aloud -- "Wake not the dead!"

      Tess blew out the candle and ducked out of sight. In her most dramatic voice, she moaned, “Not the dead.”

      Screams erupted from inside the room. One of the girls slammed the window shut, apparently too frightened to notice the ladder or Tess, and yanked the curtains closed. Tess bit her lip to keep her laughter inside as she edged down the ladder. The wind grew stronger, and Tess hastened her descent before Mother Nature helped her to the ground in a most unpleasant manner. She tipped the ladder so that it lay on the ground and raced to the door. She could not wait to hear the explanation the girls offered for their screams.
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      Sophia sighed and shot an irritated look at her cohorts. “They thought the monster was at the window.”

      “Monster?” Tess tried to hold back her laughter as she walked into Rosemary’s room. Natalie and Claudia were already present. The two were also teachers at the school and Tess shared a close friendship with them, as they were the three youngest teachers and had also been former students in this very school.

      “Yes. The creature that lives in that old manor,” Eliza explained. Tess knew exactly which one she meant. Lord Atwood’s house must date back at least a century or more, and it did look a bit spooky with its gabled windows and grey stone exterior with dark ivy creeping up the side and the gargoyle overlooking the portico entrance. Of course, she would never admit such a thing to her students.

      “It’s just like Wake Not the Dead,” Rosemary whispered.

      This time Tess couldn’t help but laugh. “Are you saying a vampire lives in Atwood Manor and he came here?”

      “Yes,” Eliza insisted, and the other two girls vigorously nodded their heads in agreement. Their curls bounced in rhythm to the movement.

      “Whatever gave you that idea?” Natalie asked and settled onto the bed. If Tess didn’t know better, she would think her friend was giving some credence to the girl’s irrational fears.

      “Lord Atwood never goes out during the day,” Eliza answered, all knowing.

      “Is that all the evidence you have?” Claudia crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her head, eyebrows raised waiting for the girl to continue.

      “No,” Eliza retorted. “He died only to return from the grave after his wife willed him to.  Just like Walter did.”

      “Who is Walter?” Natalie asked.

      “The man in Wake Not the Dead!” Eliza blew out a sigh. “Except Lady Atwood perished upon his return and now Lord Atwood is doomed to be alone on this earth.” Eliza placed a hand over her heart and glanced toward the window before she returned her focus to Tess; color high in her cheeks and eyes lit with excitement. “Everyone knows Atwood visits her grave every midnight because there are fresh flowers every morning. He’s not been able to bring his beloved back from the dead, yet.”

      Too bad Eliza was the daughter of a viscount. Had she been common born, no doubt she would make a nice living treading the boards on Drury Lane.

      Claudia leaned down and whispered, “But why would he come here?”

      Eliza glanced toward the window. “Because he is hungry.”

      Rosemary turned alarmingly pale.

      Tess bit her lip. Perhaps she had taken this too far? No, she argued with herself. They were being ridiculous, and the girls should know better. Still, Tess made a mental note to go through the library once again and remove any book that could possibly resemble a horrid novel. She thought she had found and hidden them all a week ago, but apparently Wake Not the Dead had been overlooked.

      Tess clapped her hands to get their attention. “Enough of this nonsense. Lord Atwood is not a vampire, nor did he come here tonight.”

      “But who was at the window?” Sophia asked, her big blue eyes round with fear.

      “The wind,” Tess said dismissively, not about to reveal the truth. “That will teach you to read horrid novels when you should be asleep.” Tess tapped her finger against her chin. “This gives me an excellent topic for our literature lesson tomorrow.”

      “Are we going to discuss Wake Not the Dead?”  Eliza bobbed with excitement.

      “No. We are going to discuss the difference between fiction and nonfiction.”
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      Vincent Latimer, Viscount Atwood, pulled the collar up to his ears. Wind whipped the greatcoat out from his body. He grasped the front and buttoned it in haste while he glanced up to the overcast sky. Not even one star could be seen, but he knew they lay just beyond. Lightning flashed and the rumbling of thunder could be heard in the distance. He’d need to be quick because there would be a wicked storm tonight. With a grin, Vincent stepped onto the road and turned toward the cemetery.

      The walk was not long but he was glad he did not bring his hat. It would have blown off his head as soon as he stepped out from the protection of the front portico. More thunder rumbled behind him. No doubt he would be soaked with rain by the time he left the cemetery.

      Nearing the church, he stopped and looked around. The houses were closer here and each held well-tended gardens. Who should he steal from tonight?

      A grin pulled at his lips. Mrs. Harpy had a lovely selection. He hopped the low fence and strode into the back garden. However, since he was taking a bouquet from the woman’s gardens, he should at least think of her by her proper name, Mrs. Harper.

      He shook his head and withdrew the scissors from his deep pocket. No, Harper was too kind of a name for her. After all, Harpy was the one who first fueled the gossip when his wife died.  The flame ignited, and ever since he had been deemed the most feared monster of history and lore. On the other hand, it did benefit him. Everyone knew he took the bouquets from the gardens in the neighborhood, yet no one would ever reproach him. They were too afraid.

      By using the gardens owned by his neighbors, he did not have to employ a gardener for his own. The fewer people who lived on his estate the better. Besides, what would the neighbors think if he did not visit his wife’s grave at midnight? What else would they have to talk about?

      The hairs stood up on the back of his neck and Vincent glanced toward the house. Harpy stood in the upstairs window watching him. She stepped back into the shadows, but he knew she could still see him. Vincent flashed his teeth at her and growled and her silhouette disappeared.  The woman was probably cowering in her bed, or her husband’s. He doubted Mr. Harper would thank him.

      Vincent turned back to study the garden. There was little to choose from as autumn was descending and many of the fragrant summer flowers that he preferred were long dead. He selected chrysanthemums, asters, and late blooming roses. From his pocket he withdrew a pink ribbon and tied it to hold the arrangement together.
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      Tess paced in the front parlor, too on edge to sleep. It was easier to control her anxiety over the storm brewing in the distance when she was focused on the students or conversing over tea with the other teachers in the school, as she had done tonight. However, everyone had retired a short time ago and she knew she would find no rest tonight, not on a night like this. She was left alone with her thoughts. As the room closed in on her, Tess grabbed her cloak and stepped out on the porch. Leaves flew, carried by the fierce winds. Energy surrounded her and she glanced up at the house. The lamp still burned in the girls’ room. She would need to speak to them about their late hours but knew she had brought on their fright tonight.

      With a shake of her head, she started down the road. Tonight was no different from the night her life had irrevocably changed.

      No, she would not think about that now. If she did, she would never sleep. What she needed was a walk. The storm was off to the southwest, coming in off the Channel, and she had only the wind to contend with. Once she strolled the area, she would be able to retire.

      Tess pulled the hood of her cloak over her head and walked down the lane toward the village. The others did not understand her need for these evening strolls nor did she wish to explain. They each had their own secrets that had brought them back to the school where they met, to become teachers.

      In truth, Tess did not go out at night all that often. Only when there was a storm brewing. It helped to chase her demons away. The demons that only visited her on nights such as this.

      All the houses were dark, for which she was grateful. Her cloak was black so if someone peered out a window, they might not even see her. If they did, the hood covered her head and hid her face. It would not serve the school well if someone reported that she was seen out and about alone so close to midnight. If someone did catch her, would she be labeled a monster as well?  A smile pulled at her lips at the ridiculous thought.

      She started to pass the cemetery but did not glance in that direction. Tess did not want to know if Lord Atwood truly visited there each night and she refused to give credence to the rumors. Besides, if the man had any intelligence, he wouldn’t be walking around on a night like this anyway.

      Thunder rumbled and the wind picked up and whipped around her, blowing the hood off her head. Perhaps she should return home. It appeared the storm was much closer than she had realized.

      An ominous crack, sharper than thunder, sounded overhead. Tess looked up but before she could determine the source, a large body flattened her.

      The trapped air left her body in one great whoosh. Though from fear or being crushed to the ground, she couldn’t tell. She looked into the almost black eyes of Lord Atwood. His cloaked arm came up and covered her face in blackness as his head descended to her neck.
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      Her piercing scream shot through his brain. Vincent reared back to ward off the assault and was struck on his shoulder by the large tree limb he attempted to protect her from. “Good God, woman, do you aim to make me deaf?”

      She quieted and peered up at him, eyes wide, face pale. He had frightened her.

      The gale-like winds bent the trees almost in half. Limbs splintered and shot through the air.  Shutters loosened, banging against the frame of a house across the way. Vincent wouldn’t be surprised if they were ripped from their hinges. They had to get out of the elements.

      He stood and offered his hand to the young woman he knew to be Miss Crawford, a teacher at Wiggons’ School for Elegant Young Ladies.

      She shrank away from him.

      “Are you daft?” he yelled. His shoulder throbbed from the earlier blow. But there was no time to worry about his injury now. “Take my hand. We need to find shelter now.”

      Miss Crawford whisked her head around to take in her surroundings. If possible, her grey eyes grew wider. “Where?”

      Alarmingly near them another tree crashed on the lane, and she scampered to her feet.

      Vincent grabbed her hand. “This way,” he shouted and pulled her into the cemetery.

      “The church?” she cried over the wind.

      “Locked.” He strode past tombstones and toward the wood line where the crypts stood.

      Miss Crawford stopped in her tracks and shook her head violently.

      “Trust me, the inhabitants won’t mind.”

      With more force than was probably necessary, he pulled her to one at the farthest end. She stumbled to her knees, and he paused only long enough for her to right herself. They had to be quick, or they could be killed, and he didn’t have time to comfort her fears right now. The wind blew the cloak away from her body. Pins had become dislodged and black, glossy hair flew around her head and covered her face.

      Lightning flashed and illuminated the stone, grey crypts. “They are locked too,” she yelled over the wind.

      Vincent fished out a ring of keys. “This is my family vault.” He stopped before the last one and fit an old, rusted key into a lock. It didn’t move.

      The wind pushed Miss Crawford away from him. Vincent stopped in his task and picked her up to set her on the side of the crypt sheltered from blowing debris. She weighed next to nothing, and a stronger gust could carry her away.

      He turned back to the lock and worked it until it gave, and the bolt clicked. Vincent pushed against the door. It didn’t give. He rammed it with his uninjured shoulder, but it remained stubborn. Vincent tried another stance and put both hands against the weathered wood, feet planted to add purchase to his stance and weight and put all his strength into the door. Still, it did not budge.

      The wind howled. Wood crashed in the distance and Vincent feared a house had been destroyed.

      They were running out of time.

      “Help me,” he yelled.

      With slow, measured steps, Miss Crawford fought against the wind, her cloak billowed out behind her, skirts flattened against her legs until she took a place by his side and together, they shoved. If the door moved at all, it was only a fraction of an inch. If they did not get inside now, they would both die.

      A gust of wind hit them from behind and threw them against the door with enough force to break the seal. Thrown to the floor inside the dark crypt, they crashed into a stone pedestal.

      Vincent jumped to his feet to bar the door, but the wind surged through the opening, preventing him from making any progress. He turned back to Miss Crawford who sat stunned, looking out the door, a hand pressed to her forehead. Lightning flashed, illuminating her for but a second, but enough to see that blood dripped through her fingers. Without thought, he scooped her into his arms and carried her to the back corner. The structure was made of stone and should hold, but it was also over a century old.

      He settled Miss Crawford to his side and pulled her hand away to study her head. Vincent changed his position so as not to block the little available light coming from the open door. A large gash ran across her forehead.

      Vincent fished out his handkerchief and pressed it against her head. She looked up and met his eyes. “You’re bleeding, Miss Crawford. Keep that against the wound.”

      She nodded and never broke eye contact. “Blood?”

      Is she frightened of me? Of the rumors? “Yes, rich, red, healthy blood.” He grinned down at her but resisted the temptation to lick his lips. She was frightened enough.

      Miss Crawford blanched further. “Will I need stitches?”

      Vincent threw back his head and laughed. “Is that what has you frightened?”

      “I can’t stand the needle. When one comes at me, I faint dead away.”

      Something solid crashed against the side of the crypt and Vincent looked out. A tombstone had fallen over. The storm was getting worse. He put her back against the wall and curled his body around her as best as he could.

      “I’ve never seen a storm such as this,” she mumbled.

      Another large, heavy object crashed against the crypt. A shrill, eerie whistle pierced the whirling winds, sending a shiver of dread down his spine and Vincent pulled her close as the worst of the storm hit the old cemetery.
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      Tess clung to Lord Atwood as the noise grew louder, and the air pressure grew so heavy she wasn’t sure she could take a breath.

      She was going to die.

      Tonight.

      In a crypt, with a rumored vampire.

      If the situation weren’t so dire, she would laugh. Instead, all she could do was cling to his solid torso and try to breathe.

      Could this be a tempest? She had only heard of them before and never experienced one. Tess hadn’t believed Atwood at first, but there was no other explanation of what else it could be.

      Slowly, the pressure began to diminish, and she no longer had to fight for breath. Crashes became distant as the storm moved on.

      Lord Atwood sat up. “You can let go of me now. It has passed.”

      Heat spread across her face. Tess let her arms drop and pulled away from his chest. Her arms were sore. How hard had she held on to him? This was most embarrassing.

      “You’re still bleeding.” He took the handkerchief from her hand and pressed it against her head once again.

      “Is it over?” She searched his gaze for the truth.

      Lord Atwood glanced at the door. “I believe so. However, we should wait a few more minutes, just to be sure.”

      She looked out the opening. Rain came down with such force she could not see beyond the entrance. Thank goodness Lord Atwood had been out tonight, for surely, she would have died had he not rescued her.

      The sheets of water continued, and a puddle pooled just inside the door. She relaxed against the cold, damp stone wall, hoping the water would not reach them, for she had no desire to climb onto a sarcophagus to remain dry.

      Lord Atwood settled beside her. “How is your head?”

      “Sore.”

      “Do you have a headache?”

      She hadn’t thought about it. Too much had happened for her to notice any discomfort, other than the stiffness of her arms earlier. The more she calmed, the more she became aware of the various aches in her body. It seemed like everything hurt, especially her head. She nodded in acknowledgement.

      Lord Atwood cursed under his breath and searched the room. He returned with an old lamp, which still contained oil and set it on the floor beside them. Tess wondered how much use the lamp would be as there was no means to light it. He then reached into the pocket of his greatcoat and withdrew a battered tin. “I carried this with me on the continent and it hasn’t failed me yet.”  He withdrew the steel and flint and soon had the lamp lit.

      Tess wondered what else he had in those deep pockets but didn’t ask.

      Though he kept the light far away from himself, he put it close to her eyes and studied them.  After a moment he set the lamp aside. “You should be fine.”

      Tess was not sure what to make of his odd behavior and decided not to question him. After a good night’s sleep, of course, she would be fine.

      “What possessed you to come out on a night like this?” he demanded after a short time.

      “I might ask you the same question,” Tess retorted. How dare he take that tone with her, as if he were her older brother, father, or a husband?

      “Everyone knows why I am out here,” he snorted. “The question is, why were you?”

      Tess shrugged, unwilling to explain, especially to a stranger, even if he had saved her life. “I was restless.”

      “Brandy would have been safer,” Lord Atwood muttered and turned his attention to the door. “The rain appears to have ended.” He stood and offered her his hand.

      Tess was grateful for his assistance as she was not sure she could have risen on her own. On shaking legs, Tess followed Lord Atwood toward the entrance and out into the cemetery.  The clouds had moved on and the full moon shone down. Destruction lay everywhere. Some of the headstones were turned over, trees and branches littered the ground.

      Tess picked her way behind Lord Atwood as he maneuvered a path through the debris in the cemetery toward the road. Some of the houses across the street had lost parts of their roofs, but they were all standing, thank goodness. Many of the residents were out in their yards, looking at their homes and the area. They were probably stunned, not unlike her. She had never seen anything like this before.

      They ambled into the lane and looked in both directions. There was a clear path of debris. One led from where she had come. “The girls,” she cried and set out in a dead run. Tess only stumbled once before regaining her balance. She had to make it back to the boarding school and her heart raced with fear of what she would find.
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      Vincent was amazed at the speed with which Miss Crawford took off down the road. She lifted her skirts to her knees and her boots carried her rapidly through the debris littering the ground. More than a few times she jumped over branches without breaking stride. After a moment of watching, Vincent ran after her. With her head still bleeding, Miss Crawford was liable to pass out before she made it home.

      He practically ran her over as he rounded the corner. She came to an abrupt stop, gazing ahead in horror. Vincent followed her line of vision. The four-story building that had been the school, which also housed the students and teachers, stood, barely. A large oak tree had fallen into the south side, demolishing the corner of the house. He hoped no one had been in those rooms.

      Several students stood in the yard, most of them crying. Older women, and a few young teachers, comforted the girls. One called out names, probably to make sure everyone was accounted for. Given the devastation revealed by the full moon, he wouldn’t be surprised if a few of the inhabitants had been seriously injured or killed.

      She stumbled toward the group and Vincent remained at a careful distance. Soon he could hear their comments.

      “What of Miss Crawford? Someone needs to rescue her,” a young woman cried.

      Mrs. Wiggons, the owner of the school, put an arm around the girl’s shoulder and drew her close. “We can’t get to her room, Eliza. We can only pray she is safe.” Vincent had known Mrs. Wiggons his entire life. She’d grown up in that house, then after she became a widow, she established the school when she was only five and twenty.

      Eliza buried her face in the woman’s bosom. Her shoulders shook with her tears.

      “Miss Crawford, you are alive!” another girl cried out and ran toward her. Eliza lifted her head and also ran toward their teacher.

      Vincent took a step back, uncomfortable in the presence of so many young, emotional women.

      “We thought you were dead, perished in your room,” Eliza exclaimed once she pulled away from the embrace.

      “As you can see, I am very much whole and well.” Tess opened her arms wide as if to affirm her uninjured state.

      The two girls looked at each other, eyes narrowed with concern before they looked back at their teacher. “You are covered in blood,” one of them explained with slow deliberation.

      Covered in blood. He should have never let her run so far. Vincent strode forward and turned Miss Crawford toward him. Blood streamed from the cut on her head, between her eyes and down the side of her face. It trailed to her neck and the modest dress absorbed the dark spreading stain.

      “Lord Atwood!” Eliza gasped and stepped back.

      He ignored her fear and searched his pockets. He had already given his handkerchief to Miss Crawford earlier and didn’t have another. He turned toward Eliza. “Go find bandages or cloth for your teacher.”

      The girl simply stood, staring at him, her eyes wide with shock, face ashen.

      “Did you hear me?” he snapped. The girl came out of her stupor and darted toward an older woman.

      “You don’t look very well, Miss Crawford,” the remaining student muttered, her eyes fixed on Miss Crawford’s face.

      “I am fine, Sophia,” Miss Crawford answered, though she swayed on her feet.

      Vincent stepped forward and placed his arm around her waist at the same moment she crumpled. Thankfully, he was close enough to keep her from falling to the ground.

      The older woman came forward, bandages in her hand. Vincent scooped Miss Crawford up in his arms. “Is there somewhere I might place her?”

      “The front parlor is undamaged.”

      He followed the woman toward the house. The students and teachers parted like the Red Sea. A girl behind him stopped Sophia and whispered loudly, “Be sure to check her for marks.”
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      “Do you think he has already bitten her?” Rosemary asked, terror in her tone.

      Sophia rolled her eyes. “If Lord Atwood had sucked her life’s blood, he would not have brought her back.” At least, she assumed that to be the case.

      “It takes time to drain the life from another,” Eliza insisted with authority. “Remember in the story that the children, and then maidens faded away. They didn’t die instantly.”

      Sophia watched Lord Atwood carry Miss Crawford toward the entry of the school. Was it possible that he had already started feeding on her?

      She shook the absurd thought from her mind. Wake Not the Dead was a fictional story and vampires were not real.

      “We cannot be too careful,” Rosemary whispered.

      “We must protect Miss Crawford from the monster,” Eliza said.

      “If he wanted her, he would have taken her home,” Sophia insisted.

      “Unless he didn’t want to bring suspicion to himself,” Eliza countered. “He already came here earlier this evening because he was hungry. Instead of us, he found Miss Crawford.”

      “Why was she out?” Rosemary asked. “Where had she been?”

      That was a question for which they had no answer. Miss Crawford had been coming from the direction of the village, and the cemetery! Why would she be there? Especially this time of night.

      “Maybe Atwood sang, like Walter’s wife, and lulled Miss Crawford away from the safety of the school.”

      Sophia frowned. Though she knew nothing about the Viscount Atwood, she couldn’t imagine him standing outside of the school and singing. If he had, wouldn’t everyone have heard him and responded?

      Once again, she reminded herself that Eliza’s imagination held no limits, and it was up to her to remain reasonable.

      Except, the circumstances were quite odd.

      Why was Miss Crawford away from the school at this hour and why had she been with Lord Atwood? Unless…

      No, she couldn’t finish such a thought. Miss Crawford would never do anything so immoral as to meet a bachelor in the middle of the night. She was too proper. She was a respectable teacher, therefore, there must be another reason for her to have been away from the school when the storm struck.

      A storm that caused her to be injured. “If Lord Atwood was a vampire, he could not have resisted the blood from the cut on her head.”

      “Unless it is blood that must be pulled from the body,” Eliza said. “Perhaps spilled blood has no effect.”

      That made no sense, but Eliza could find a reason for nearly anything, if it was an impossible scenario.

      “Oh no! Mrs. Wiggons is allowing them into the school,” Rosemary cried. “We’ll never be safe again.”

      “We must protect Miss Crawford,” Eliza insisted as she marched forward.

      “And do not forget to check her for marks,” Rosemary cried.

      Sophia stood for a moment and watched her two friends hurry toward the school. With a sigh, she reluctantly followed. She also knew that it would be up to her to check for the evidence that Lord Atwood had attempted to suck Miss Crawford’s blood. Rosemary would be too frightened and Eliza may show bravery but would also be cautious of getting too close.
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      Tess opened her eyes to find Sophia very close to her face. “What are you doing?”

      Sophia glanced over her shoulder before she whispered, “I am checking for bite marks.”

      Bite marks? Oh dear, Lord Atwood must have followed her home. But how had she gotten on the settee?

      “I was going to tell her that I restrained myself, but I didn’t think she would have believed me.”

      Tess turned her head toward the voice. Lord Atwood stood at the end of the settee and a smiled pulled at her lips. For some reason, she was grateful to see him there and was certain it was because he had saved her life. For that, she would always be grateful.

      Why hadn’t I noticed how handsome he was in the crypt? Well, there were other concerns at the time, and it was rather dark. Such was not the case now. The gentleman before her had dark eyes, midnight hair, chiseled, if pale, features; high cheek bones, strong nose, perfect lips...  Goodness! Where had that thought come from?

      Mrs. Wiggons bustled into the room.  “I just spoke with the doctor. He returned to the village to treat fractures and such. He said he’d be around to check on you as soon as possible.”

      “Miss Crawford’s injury should be stitched immediately,” Lord Atwood insisted.

      Tess’ stomach clenched at the idea, and she put her hand against her forehead. “I am sure it will be fine. I no longer feel any blood.”

      His lips quirked. “It is bandaged.”

      “Oh.” Tess let her hand drop.

      “Was anyone injured?” Tess struggled to sit up, but a wave of dizziness rushed over her and she let her head fall back onto the pillow.

      “No, thank the heavens. Our more urgent concern is what do we do now?  The back of the house is destroyed.” Mrs. Wiggons turned and studied the room. “I suppose we could move the girls down to these floors and keep them at the front of the house.”

      “All three dozen?” Tess raised her eyebrows at the absurd thought, but she quickly relaxed them due to the discomfort.

      “No, just a few.” Mrs. Wiggons waved a hand in dismissal. She tapped her foot and looked around the room as if trying to determine how she could make the temporary sleeping arrangements work.

      “If you don’t mind,” Lord Atwood interrupted, causing both women to turn toward him.  “Until the damage can be thoroughly assessed, in the light of day, I don’t believe it is safe for anyone to stay anywhere in the house. I am not at all comfortable even being in this parlor.”

      Mrs. Wiggons sighed and sank into a chair. “I suppose you’re right. The neighbors have offered to take some of the girls and teachers in for the night.”

      “Then your problem is solved.” Tess was thankful for the solution. She did not relish the idea of trying to sleep in a room with three dozen young girls. Nobody would get any sleep.

      Mrs. Wiggons turned her eyes on Tess. “Not entirely. I still need to find a place for you and the last three students. I’ve made certain that there is a teacher with each group of girls. They are in our care, after all, and I would hate to have to answer to a parent as to why their daughter was not properly chaperoned overnight.”

      “Surely it would be safe for the four of us to sleep in the parlor. Don’t worry yourself Mrs. Wiggons.”

      “You can stay in my home,” Lord Atwood offered from where he stood.

      Tess glanced back over to him and in the process witnessed Rosemary’s face drain of all color before she looked at Lord Atwood. “You don’t even know if your own home stands, my lord. But I thank you for the offer.”

      “Oh goodness, I completely forgot.” Mrs. Wiggons hit the top of her head with the palm of her hand, a habit of hers when she was reminded of her forgetfulness. “Lord Atwood, your valet is outside. I assured him you were here and unharmed, but he insisted on waiting, though refused to come inside.”

      “Thank you.” He bowed toward the ladies and then exited the room.

      “Miss Crawford, we can’t stay there,” Sophia begged.

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Wiggons argued. “It is not safe here and there is no place else.”

      “The barn still stands,” the young lady suggested with hope.

      “I am not sleeping in a barn,” Tess hissed, no longer in possession of patience where the girls and their irrational fears were concerned.

      Lord Atwood returned to the parlor a moment later. “It appears my home suffered little damage, if any. Therefore, I have enough room for as many of your charges as you wish to send.”

      Mrs. Wiggons stood. “Oh, thank you, Lord Atwood. I cannot tell you how much I appreciate your generosity.”

      Before Tess offered an objection however, he scooped her up off the settee.

      “I can walk,” she protested.

      “Only to faint and suffer another injury. I do not think so, Miss Crawford.”
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      Vincent strode out of the house with Miss Crawford in his arms. What had possessed him to invite her, and the girls, into his home? He was a man of quiet solitude. That would cease to exist with these females under his roof.

      He walked down the stairs and stopped. Wesley, his valet approached.

      “Where is the carriage?”

      “I was unable to bring the carriage, Lord Atwood.”

      “Why not?” He shifted Miss Crawford in his arms, though she weighed very little.

      “There was a tree in the lane.” Wesley took off his cap and twisted it in his hands. “I only came out to search for you. Someone said you were chasing a young lady toward the school.”

      Vincent groaned. “What else did they say?” He could probably guess.

      “They feared for her life. I tried to reassure them...”

      Vincent shook his head. “Never mind. I am sure you did your best.”

      “Lord Atwood?” Miss Crawford interrupted.

      He glanced down at the bandaged woman in his arms. “Yes?”

      “You may put me down. I’m certain I can walk on my own.” Her authoritative tone made him want to straighten his spine, much like the voice of his governess from years ago.

      The bleeding had stopped, or at least slowed because the bandage remained white. But she had fainted earlier, and head injuries were unpredictable.

      “This is ridiculous, Lord Atwood. If I tire or feel faint, I will tell you.”

      The firm line of her lips and raised right eyebrow were evidence of her stubbornness.

      He looked around for a place to set her first and located a sitting area on the porch. “Very well.” He marched over and set her gingerly in a chair. “We will leave when your charges are ready.”

      She sighed and leaned back. “I don’t suppose I could take anything from my room with me?”

      Ah, something he could do to feel useful. He hated to stand idle, waiting. “Which room is yours and I will gladly retrieve what you wish.”

      A blush crept across her cheeks. “What I would require is a change of clothing, which I would prefer to gather myself.”

      Vincent cleared his throat. Of course, it would be too personal for him to go to her private rooms, but he needed something to do. “I’ll be happy to escort and assist. I’ll wait in the hall if you wish.”

      A smile creased her lips. “That is very kind of you, but I fear it is impossible.”

      His spine stiffened. “Are you too weak, dizzy? Are you going to faint?” He certainly hoped not. She had fainted once and that about ceased his heart, given the amount of blood. How many soldiers had he seen in the same condition, never to awaken?

      “I am afraid it is not that simple. Did you see where the tree landed, destroying the corner of the house?”

      “Yes.” His stomach dropped.

      “That was my room. I’ll be lucky if anything survived intact.” She bit her bottom lip.

      Vincent recalled the devastation to the corner of the house. He doubted there was anything recoverable from that destruction. Had she not been out walking in the storm, it is very likely she would now be dead.

      Mrs. Wiggons settled beside Miss Crawford. “It is all right, dear. We will replace your belongings.” She sighed. “Well, those we can. I just hope your personal and treasured items were not ruined.”

      “What is most important I keep with me,” Miss Crawford assured Mrs. Wiggons with a serious look.

      “Of course, you do, dear.” Mrs. Wiggons patted Miss Crawford’s hand.

      Vincent decided not to try and understand this cryptic discussion. With women, one never knew what was important and what was not. He cleared his throat. “Will the others be ready soon?”

      Mrs. Wiggons looked up. “Oh, yes. I had forgotten.”

      She bustled off to what Vincent assumed was to retrieve the young ladies who would accompany him and Miss Crawford to his home.

      Miss Crawford leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Vincent was at a loss for what to do. He paced the length of the porch, hands clasped behind his back, and took in the surrounding area. The girls and teachers, who had not yet left, watched him from a distance, and with suspicion. Did they anticipate this would be the last night they would see Miss Crawford and her students?

      For the most part, the rumors did not bother him. Then there were rare times, such as this, and other times when he came into contact with his neighbors that it irritated him to no end. Had one of his neighbors come to call on him since his return home? Did they send condolences upon his wife’s death?

      He shook his head. Yes, they expressed their sympathy, but as soon as he behaved oddly, at least in their opinion, those same concerned neighbors stopped visiting him. A few of the very same neighbors now stood in the yard, scattered among the students, and watched him with care.  Would they leap in front of the young maidens to protect them from him?

      “Here we are,” Mrs. Wiggons’ voice intruded on his thoughts.

      He turned to find the headmistress with three girls standing behind her. They were the very ones who had spied on his house just yesterday. By their wide eyes and pale complexion, he assumed they were scared to death. They must think Mrs. Wiggons was serving them up as his next meal.

      Mrs. Wiggons stepped aside and turned to the first young lady. “My lord, may I present Miss Rosemary Fairview.”

      The young woman with chestnut hair dipped into a curtsey and kept her eyes downcast.

      “Next is Miss Eliza Weston.” The redheaded girl looked him in the eye. Her head tilted to the side as if to study him while she curtseyed.

      “Lastly is Lady Sophia Trent.”

      The young, blonde-headed woman with blue eyes glanced up. Her lips trembled but her chin jutted out in determination, and she looked him directly in the eyes. Only when Mrs. Wiggons nudged her did she drop, incline her head, and rise again.

      “It is a pleasure to make each of your acquaintances.” He nodded to each of them.

      They took a step back and practically cowered behind Mrs. Wiggons. Their visit was going to be very long even if it lasted but a night.

      “Well girls,” Miss Crawford announced and stood. “It is time you departed. Does everyone have what they need?”

      The girls nodded, but Eliza shrugged.

      “Oh dear, your room is as destroyed as mine, I suppose.” Miss Crawford came forward to hug the girl. “We will get on, I promise.”

      Vincent feared the girl would dissolve into tears and stepped forward. “I dare say we should move on. It will be dawn soon and I prefer to be indoors when the sun rises.”

      The girls’ eyes popped open, and they took another step back. Yes, a very long visit indeed.

      Vincent shook his head and stepped around them to Miss Crawford. He held out his hand to assist her and then linked her arm with his. He made a point of keeping a slow pace as he escorted her off the porch and onto the walkway. Miss Crawford paused and glanced back.

      “Come along, girls. We don’t have all day. Lord Atwood said he must be inside before the sun rises.”

      He glimpsed at the girls over his shoulder. Their eyes widened further. A tear slipped down Miss Fairview’s cheek before he turned back to Miss Crawford. If he did not know any better, he would have thought the teacher was intentionally trying to frighten the girls. A small smile pulled at her lips and confirmed his suspicions. He should be insulted that she would terrorize the girls at his expense, but he wasn’t. He was amused that the lady had the nerve to do so in front of him and it assured Vincent that at least one person in this hamlet didn’t believe he was a vampire trying to raise his wife from the dead.
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      “We are done for,” Rosemary whispered, her voice shaky with unshed tears. “Once he has us in his home, there will be no way to escape.”

      “We will stay together,” Eliza insisted. “No matter what, we will not separate from each other, only then will we be safe until we can leave.”

      Sophia wasn’t nearly as worried as her friends. And in truth, wanted a soft bed to sleep in but given Eliza and Rosemary’s agitation she didn’t anticipate any rest tonight.

      Though, if she were to be truthful, she wasn’t all that comfortable with the idea of spending the night in the home of the Viscount Atwood. Not that she was overly worried that he was a vampire, but because he was a stranger.

      Maybe she was mildly concerned that Eliza could be correct. Just because Wake Not the Dead was a fictional story, that didn’t mean that vampires might not be real. Afterall, the author had to have come up with the idea from somewhere.

      Fear slid down her spine, and Sophia walked closer to her friends.

      Was it possible that vampires were real?

      Should she be so dismissive of Eliza’s predictions and fears?

      Yes, her friend could be overly dramatic and created tragic and sometimes fearful scenarios out of the most innocent situations, but what if this time Eliza was correct?

      She linked her arm with Eliza’s and Rosemary did the same.

      “Yes, we must stay together, especially if they try to separate us.”
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      The girls followed but fell further and further behind, their heads together as they whispered to one another, but she couldn’t catch any words. Tess would never want to hurt Lord Atwood, not that she knew anything about him, but rumors were just that – rumors, with little, if any, substance of truth. However, the girls needed to be taught a lesson. And it would be such a delight to scare the girls for a day or so. It wasn’t like they would come to any harm. However, she could not risk hurting Lord Atwood.

      She had come full circle. What to do?

      “Eliza;” she turned back to her students. “Were you in your room tonight or somewhere else?” She still believed the girl too afraid to return to her own room after finishing Wake Not the Dead but was curious to her answer.

      Eliza glanced at Sophia before she answered. “We were in Rosemary’s room.”

      Tess halted and turned to face them. “Why on earth were you still up so late? We sent you to your separate rooms hours ago.” She shouldn’t persist, but as their teacher, she demanded an answer.

      “We were reading,” Sophia answered.

      “Not Wake not...” Tess began.

      “Shhhh.”  Eliza risked a glance to Lord Atwood. “We were reading The Veiled Picture by Anne Radcliffe.”

      Tess sighed and turned back around and began walking once again. “While I should chastise each of you for staying up late reading, and not tucked in your own beds asleep, I dare say tonight could have come to a tragic end had you behaved for a change.”

      Lord Atwood leaned down. “The Veiled Picture?”

      “A horrid novel,” Tess snorted.

      “Then they should adore my home.” He laughed.

      Stunned, Tess looked at him.

      He smiled down at her. “You shall see.”

      They walked in silence, careful in their steps along the debris-strewn lane. “I am still amazed at the damage,” Tess said after a few moments.

      “I’ve only witnessed one other storm that strong.”

      “Was there much damage? Were you injured?” she questioned, wanting to keep an open dialogue. She knew the girls whispered behind her. Knowing their imaginations and fear of Lord Atwood, she did not want him to overhear anything they may say against his character, no matter how far-fetched.

      “We only lost a few boards off the stable. Some trees lost limbs, but nothing like this.”

      “Watch your step, my lord,” Wesley called out. “This is where the tree came down.”

      Tess glanced up to where the valet stood. He walked ahead of them with a lantern held high, illuminating the area. The tree was huge. In the darkness, she couldn’t see either end, so it appeared impossible to go around.

      “It looks like we are going to have to climb over,” Atwood announced and came to a stop beside his servant. “I will go first. You assist the ladies from this side, and I will help them on the other.”

      Tess turned toward the girls, who held back. “Come on girls. I, for one, am tired and would like to arrive at our destination.”

      The young ladies exchanged frightened looks before they glanced at Lord Atwood and then back to each other. Tess sighed and turned toward the tree. Perhaps she should not have teased them so much. But she never dreamed they would be so gullible as to believe in vampires. These were intelligent girls and reason should eventually come to the forefront. But apparently it hadn’t.

      She placed her hand in Wesley’s and climbed onto the tree. Even on its side, it almost came to her thighs and there was no ladylike manner in which to climb over so Tess hoped she did not expose too much leg in the process. Once she was settled on her knees in the middle of the trunk, she took her hand from Wesley and placed it in Atwood’s. He assisted her until she stood on the opposite side.

      The girls hung back.

      “Rosemary, you go first.”

      The girl stepped forward with slow deliberate steps, placed her valise on the ground and mimicked Tess’s movements in climbing over the tree. As soon as she was on the other side, she moved to the opposite side of the lane from Atwood. Tess closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head.

      “Sophia, you are next.”

      Sophia held Eliza’s hand until it was time to relinquish it to Wesley. Once she landed on the other side of the fallen tree, she scurried to stand next to Rosemary.

      Without waiting to be told, Eliza climbed over the tree with no assistance and hurried to her friends. Wesley handed the lantern to Tess then the valises to Atwood before he climbed over the tree to join them. He paused only long enough to dust bark from his trousers and straighten his jacket. Only when his appearance was put to rights did he retrieve the lantern from Tess.

      “Come along,” he announced and led the way, posture perfect and nothing out of place.

      One of the girls gasped when the clouds moved to cover the moon. Without the lantern, they would be in complete darkness and unable to see where they walked. The wind picked up and whistled through the branches.

      How much further? She knew Atwood’s manor lay not far away, but with the change in the scenery brought about by the storm, she was unsure exactly where they were.

      “I dare say, Lord Atwood,” Wesley called back, “we should quicken our pace if we wish to arrive prior to the next storm.”

      “Come along girls,” Tess called behind her. “We don’t want to get drenched if it begins to rain again.”

      “Yes, Miss Crawford,” Sophia answered in a shaky voice.

      Tess hoped they made it to the house before the rain. This was her only dress. Who knew how long it would take to retrieve her clothing from her room, and if any were repairable after the closet had been crushed by a tree?

      She would not think about that now as there was nothing to be done for it at the moment and with any luck, there would be a servant who could loan her a serviceable dress until she could replace her own clothing. Despite the tempest, she had been lucky tonight. Had she not taken the walk, she could have very well been crushed to death in her own bed. The thought brought a shiver and goosepimples to her arm.

      “Are you cold, Miss Crawford?” Lord Atwood looked down at her with concern.

      “I was just reflecting on what could have happened.”

      “I suppose,” he offered and looked straight ahead.

      It was an odd response, but another matter Tess would not dwell on. Though the man had saved her and offered a place to sleep, it is not like she knew him well, or at all for that matter.  Hopefully, they would be able to return to the school tomorrow, so that he was not inconvenienced any more than necessary.

      “I do believe we will beat the rain. Come along girls,” Wesley called back as he rounded the corner.

      Tess could not tell if they quickened their steps or not but did not look back. They would catch up eventually.

      The group rounded the corner as the clouds moved on and moonlight illuminated Atwood’s home. She heard gasps from behind. So, the girls weren’t that far away.

      Tess took in the sight before them and could imagine what was going on in the girls’ heads.  Shutters hung at crooked angles along the top floor. A tree limb had fallen against the stone portico and structure. Even from here, she could hear the scraping against the window when the wind blew. Though the place appeared to remain intact, it no longer resembled the well-managed, immaculate manor she had seen in the daylight. If not for the single light that moved through the rooms below, one would have thought this place long abandoned.

      “It looks worse than it is, Lord Atwood,” Wesley assured and stepped onto the walkway. The gate lay on its side in their path and they carefully stepped though the wrought iron bars to keep from tripping.

      The front door banged open and against the inside wall.

      “The latch was broken in the storm. We will seal it shut tonight, once everyone is within.”

      “He is going to seal us in there?” Rosemary whispered from behind.

      Lightning flashed in the distance and the roll of thunder soon followed. Tess heard one of the girls squeak.

      It was going to be a very long night and she would be lucky if the three didn’t insist on sleeping with her.

      They stepped into the portico just as an older woman was intent on pushing the door closed.  She was small and round with her hair in disarray. Wesley held up the lantern so she could recognize them while he studied her appearance from head to toe. If Tess wasn’t mistaken, Wesley tisked before he moved on. The harried servant harrumphed and turned away while her hands went to her head to smooth the loose wisps of hair.

      “Lord Atwood!” she cried when she saw her employer. “We were so worried about you, being out in the storm and all.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Zobard. I was lucky enough to gain access to the family crypt when the storm blew in.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise, or perhaps it was fright. Tess wasn’t certain.

      “Well,” she said when she finally gained her composure, “lucky for you that you insist on carrying your keys everywhere.”

      He stepped aside and the girls followed them into the foyer. “The school has suffered some damage and these students and their teacher, Miss Crawford, need lodgings for the night.”

      Mrs. Zobard brightened as if the prospect of having guests, despite the lack of warning, pleased her, and Lord Atwood quickly introduced the foursome.

      “It is a pleasure to have you as guests in this house.” She clapped her hands together. Yes, that was a smile on her lips. From past experience, most servants were not so exuberant to have unexpected guests thrust upon them, especially in the middle of the night. Though few would voice their displeasure for fear of losing their position, none smiled with happiness in the manner of Mrs. Zobard.

      “It has been an age since anyone has visited,” the servant gushed.

      “How long will it be before rooms are made ready?” Atwood slipped out of his greatcoat and handed it to a footman.

      A grin broke on her face. “We have rooms available now, my lord.”

      Atwood’s chin dropped and an eyebrow rose. “Indeed.”

      The woman wrung her hands together and continued. “There is very little for the staff to do, Lord Atwood, so we keep the house in readiness for any event that may occur.”

      “Indeed,” he repeated.

      Tess could not understand this man. The closer they came to his home, the quieter he became with comments being limited to as few syllables and words as possible.

      “Very well,” he said after a moment. “Use the four rooms at the south end. I prefer them as far away from my chambers as possible.” He turned on his heel and without further comment, stalked down the hall and disappeared into a room at the end.

      Why had he bothered to invite them in the first place if they were going to be such a disruption? It was Atwood, after all, who made the offer so there was no cause for him to be terse with them now.

      Tess shook the thoughts from her head and turned toward the servants. They would be gone tomorrow. All she and the girls really needed at the moment was a good night’s sleep.

      “Very well, then.” Wesley brightened and clasped his hands together. “Mrs. Zobard will show you to your rooms. Ring if you need anything.”

      He turned and walked after his lordship.

      “Come along, ladies.” Mrs. Zobard led them to the staircase off the entry while she carried a black iron, scroll-decorated candelabra, ancient and ornate, in her hand.  Tess wished she could see the décor, but she couldn’t see further ahead than ten feet. Their only light was what Mrs. Zobard carried.

      The housekeeper mounted the stairs and her candles cast shadows along what appeared to be a dark paneled wall. The girls shrank together, their shadows mingling to make them appear as one, and slowly followed the housekeeper.

      At the top of the stairs Mrs. Zobard turned left and continued down the dark corridor. Tess could not tell the color, but her shoes sank into the softness of the carpet beneath her.

      “Don’t be bothered by Lord Atwood wanting you far away. He’s just sensitive to noises, is all, and he hasn’t had guests since before he left for the Continent.”

      Despite the housekeeper’s explanation, Tess knew her students were inventing more nefarious reasons why he wanted them far away. No doubt it had something to do with avoiding the temptation to drink their blood. She snorted at her own thoughts as she followed the housekeeper down the hall.

      Mrs. Zobard jerked her head to the side and cast Tess an irritated look. Gone was any humor or pleasantry. Instead, her lips were pressed together in a firm line and her eyes narrowed on Tess. With the light casting shadows on the hollow of her cheeks, circles beneath her eyes and grey hair in disarray, Tess wondered if the friendliness displayed by the housekeeper in the foyer was all an act. Perhaps they needed to be cautious of this woman instead of Lord Atwood.
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