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One

London, 1824

 

The vellum note shook in Lenore’s trembling fingers, blurring the letters.

Not that it mattered, as she’d read the missive twice. Rafael Villar, the interim Lord Vampire of London, requested her presence.

When his carriage arrived to fetch her, it took every vestige of her will to leave the comfortable townhouse Lord Villar had leased for her, and accept his driver’s aid into the ornate conveyance.

Her shivering increased as the carriage rolled down the cobblestone street, despite the warmth of her fur-lined cloak. She tried to remind herself that Lord Villar had always been kind to her, even more so since she’d saved his reign— and likely his life— by reporting his former second in command’s treachery to the Elders.

Yet the prospect of facing the stern, surly Spaniard whose authority held supreme power over her fate turned her blood to ice.

The shivers turned to full-fledged tremors when the carriage drew to a stop in front of the gargantuan Elizabethan manor.

“It will be all right,” the driver said as he opened the door and beheld her pallor. “You’ve done His Lordship a great service. His summons can only mean he wishes to reward you further.”

She ran a nervous tongue across her fangs and nodded as he helped her alight.

The last time she’d been to Burnrath House was when Lord Villar had held a party in her honor for aiding him. He’d presented her with a deed to a cozy townhouse so she no longer had to spend her days sleeping in the crypts.

She suspected this visit would be less festive. Villar was not a man given to social niceties or casual meetings. Since he’d already expressed his gratitude, he would only call her to him to issue a command or a reprimand.

Her breath constricted in her lungs as her heart pounded. The tremble in her hands spread throughout her limbs. Another attack threatened. Lenore closed her eyes and focused on breathing slow and deep while she focused on things that made her happy. Hot tea… a warm fireplace… a kitten’s purr. By the time the butler took her cloak, Lenore had a tenuous grasp of control.

The interim Lord Vampire of London awaited her in his study, his scarred face grave. His newly Changed wife leaned against the desk beside him, offering Lenore a reassuring smile.

“Thank you for answering my summons so promptly, Lenore.” Lord Villar’s voice was rife with forced gentleness. “How are you this evening?”

“Uneasy,” she answered honestly.

His scars pulled taut as he smiled, though his amber eyes remained dark with…pity? “I understand.” Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew his cigar case.

Lenore watched with rapt awe as he lit the cigar with a hand that had once been so crippled from burns that his entire left arm had been paralyzed. But then Cassandra, formerly his mortal prisoner and now his bride, had performed a miracle and repaired it. She was now the first vampire physician in London.

“I’ve received a letter from the Lord of Rochester.” Rafael gave her an expectant look, as if she should know what this had to do with her.

Lenore’s attention snapped from Rafael’s hand, her eyes darting up to meet his face, though her mind conjured the image of another, more potent, visage.

Only last autumn, Rochester had found her stumbling within the boundaries of his territory, broken from multiple assaults, starved, and so weak she had collapsed before him. He’d revived her with his own blood and aided her in making the most important journey of her life.

She’d thanked Rochester profusely for his kindness.

He’d laughed coldly.

“Oh, I would not say I am helping you out of kindness. You will owe me a favor for this, Lenore, as will Lord Villar. And I always collect my debts.”

Lenore’s breath left her body as those past words slammed her back into the present.

“He has called in the debt I owe him,” she whispered.

Rafael blinked in surprise. “Actually, he is asking for what I owe him for his aid in my battle against Clayton. I hadn’t known that you owed him a price as well.” Blowing out a cloud of blue smoke, he shrugged. “Though now the price he is asking of me makes more sense.”

“What does he want?” Lenore asked through numb lips.

Villar’s low answer was like a thunderclap. “You.”

“Why?” Trepidation gave way to puzzlement. Her encounter with him had been so brief there was no possible way for her to have left much of an impression on him, other than for him to discern that she was among the weakest and most pitiful of Rafael’s people.

Why on earth would he want her?

Rafael took a sheet of parchment from the desk. “According to his letter, he says he could use more vampires with your loyalty.”

“He wants me to move to Rochester only for that?” She couldn’t conceal her suspicion.

The vampire’s lips thinned in a grim line. “I’m certain he has other motives. However, he has given me his solemn oath that he means you no harm.”

“You would relinquish me to Ruthless Rochester?” Her fear returned as she spoke the moniker that Rochester’s own people had dubbed him.

Lord Villar spread his arms in a helpless gesture. “With the terms of my bargain with him, I’m afraid I have no choice. I promised him anything short of my lands or my bride. Without his aid, I would have lost both.” He reached out his left hand and patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. Lenore couldn’t help but flinch. “I will keep in contact with you regularly, and if he does do anything less than honorable, I will do everything in my power to bring you back to London.”

“Thank you, my lord,” she replied, not in the least assured. “When shall I be leaving?”

“At the end of the week. Cassandra and I will personally escort you.”

It took all of her effort to bow in obeisance and not flee from the room.

Lord Villar gave her another pitying look that set her teeth on edge. “Do you have any questions?”

“No.” The word came out harsher than she intended. Softening her tone, she struggled to appear calm. “That is, I need a night to absorb… all of this. May we speak on the morrow? I would like to go home now.”

Lord Villar inclined his head. “Of course.”

Cassandra’s gaze fell heavily on Lenore. “May I see you home?”

Lenore wanted to refuse, only wishing to flee and hide under her bedcovers. Instead, she managed a reluctant nod.

The lord’s wife remained silent until they were safely ensconced in the carriage. Then she placed her hand over Lenore’s. “How are you, really? Have the, ah, bad dreams, melancholy, and the… anxious episodes abated at all?”

Lenore suppressed a bitter smile. She was speaking with the physician, not the Lady.

“They were, until your husband gave me his news.” Lenore sighed and softened her tone. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound churlish. I know I can never repay you for all that you and Lord Villar did for me after…” She broke off before memories of shackles, starvation, and assaults drowned her.

Cassandra shook her head. “Nonsense. We are in your debt. Besides, I haven’t done enough.” Remorse and frustration laced her voice as her fists clenched in her skirts, wrinkling the expensive fabric. “I know nothing of healing wounds on the inside.”

“Yes, but you and Dr. Wakley introduced me to Dr. Elliotson.” Lenore insisted. “And that has helped me more than you can fathom.”

After months of attempting to treat Lenore for the trauma she’d endured when held captive, Cassandra consulted her mortal colleague, who then recommended Lenore to Dr. John Elliotson, a physician who specialized in a new treatment technique called mesmerism.

Lenore was astonished to witness a human utilizing an ability she’d thought only vampires possessed. Just like a blood drinker, Elliotson put mortals into trances. Though rather than to feed from them, he coaxed people to pour out their heartache and willed them to feel at ease when they regained their senses.

Even with such unique talent for a mortal, Lenore was not surprised when Elliotson was unable to mesmerize her. Yet she was intrigued at the idea of using her own preternatural powers to heal people, rather than take from them. Lenore became Elliotson’s student, assisting him in treating poor women from London’s East End— the only place where he could find willing patients for his unconventional treatment.

Helping others had given her a purpose and a distraction from her own inner turmoil. Now that she was going to Rochester, her work would end. What purpose would she have now? How would she keep her nightmares—or were they day-mares— at bay?

“I need to see Elliotson.” Lenore couldn’t keep the urgency from her voice. “I need to say goodbye.”

 Cassandra glanced over her shoulder as if she feared Lord Villar was following the carriage. Finally, she nodded. “Very well. I would like to speak to him further about his stethoscopes.”

Lenore called out to the driver, “To Whitechapel.”

“Whitechapel?” Cassandra gasped. “But he lives near Marlborough!”

“Yes, but he usually comes by the factories on Wednesdays to check on his patients.”

Cassandra abraded her lip with her fangs, a bad habit for a new vampire. “Well, it is a less than desirable destination for two women alone. However, given our…attributes, I believe we should be safe enough.”

As the carriage slowed to a stop on Whitechapel Road, the driver sniffed in disgust at the sight of the ramshackle hovels and stark brick factories spitting out plumes of coal dust.

“Mind yerselves, ladies,” he grumbled as he withdrew his pistol. “The master will have me hide if aught happens to ye.”

Cassandra bared her fangs. “We’re not frail human debutantes, James.”

Lenore inclined her head in agreement as they alighted from the vehicle.

A group of women gathered in the square outside of an imposing factory. They stared raptly at a young man sitting on a large crate. Despite his finer clothes and imposing mutton chop whiskers, John Elliotson’s casual demeanor and slight height put them at ease.

He had his hand on a woman’s shoulder as he spoke to her in a melodic, soothing voice.

“When I snap my fingers, Prudence, you will awaken feeling as if a great weight has been lifted from your soul.”

Prudence’s shoulders straightened and her posture became alert.

Elliotson withdrew his hand. “How do you feel?”

“Much better.” The woman breathed in awe. “It’s a miracle!”

He gave her a smile before his gaze suddenly lit on Lenore. “Miss Graves and Dr. Villar! How wonderful it is to see you here!”

Cassandra beamed at the address, even though they both knew that in the mortal world women could not be physicians. Elliotson’s audience gaped at the Lady Doctor before showering Lenore with cheered greetings.

“Miss Graves.” A frail woman with morosely dark circles beneath her eyes rushed forward and grasped her hand. “I’d prayed you’d come tonight. Begging Dr. Elliotson’s pardon, I wanted you to help me. I stayed behind after my workday to wait for you.”

Lenore looked into the woman’s dark eyes, shadowed with pain, and forgot her own despair.

“What is your name?”

“Mary.”

“All right, Mary. Look at me and focus only on my eyes and my voice.” As she used her otherworldly power to mesmerize the woman, Lenore fought back the predatory urge to sink her fangs into Mary’s throat, and instead spoke softly. “Now tell me what is hurting.”

The woman poured out the tragic tale of her youngest son dying of consumption and her need of will to overcome her grief and gain the strength to continue to work to support her older boys.

Lenore blinked back tears for Mary’s plight. She couldn’t imagine the burden of such heartache. At least Lenore had been childless when her employer cast her into the streets after her lungs became afflicted with consumption. Still, she willed her patient to persevere and to gain comfort from her remaining children. As Mary’s eyes filled with blissful relief, warmth suffused Lenore’s heart.

  After Mary thanked her and stepped aside, Elliotson patted her shoulder. “You have such a tender, effective way with them. How you do it, I’ll never know.”

Lenore closed her eyes to hide any revealing emotion. “Thank you.”

“I plan on inviting some of the more severe cases to my home the following Thursday.” Elliotson continued. “I do hope you would like to come assist me? I made certain to tell them to come in the evening.”

“I’m afraid I cannot. I… I have to move to Rochester.” A fresh wave of cold dread threatened to engulf her. What did Ruthless Rochester want from her?

Elliotson frowned. “I am aggrieved to hear that. Are you going to continue your work there?”

Lenore began to shake her head —then froze as the question struck her full force. Could she continue her work in Rochester? Surely there were women in need there as well.

There were women in need all over the world.

“I hope to do so,” she said finally. “But I don’t know how I would begin.” Or whether her new lord would tolerate such a thing.

“Perhaps I could pay you a visit. I have a cousin in Rochester, after all.”

“That would be lovely.” The words left her mouth before she thought.

Cassandra lifted her head from the stethoscope she held to a woman’s back. Her eyes widened in alarm. “We must go now, Lenore, if we are to make our engagement on time.”

Lenore needed no further urging. “It was a pleasure to see you, Dr. Elliotson.”

“You as well, Miss Graves. Do send me a letter when you’re settled in.” He bowed. “Good night, Dr. Villar.”

The moment they were away from earshot of the mortals, Cassandra gripped Lenore’s arm tight enough to hurt. “What were you thinking? You know we’re supposed to limit our association with mortals. Rochester will be livid if this man comes to his territory to consort with you.”

“I know,” Lenore replied glumly. But she couldn’t bear to lose one of her only friends, much less her new reason for living.

She hadn’t even arrived in her new lord’s territory and already she had disobeyed him.








 

 

 

 

Two

Rochester, England

 

Gavin Drake, Baron of Darkwood, and Lord Vampire of Rochester, coolly surveyed the rogue vampire chained before him. Even though the creature was disheveled and trembling, a glimmer of insolence remained in the rogue’s beady eyes. Or perhaps Gavin was imagining it.

He’d developed an extreme aversion to rogues of late.

When Gavin’s second and third in command had captured this rogue, he had claimed to be from Bristol on legitimate business for his lord, though his accent was clearly from Dover.

Taking no chances Gavin had chained the vampire in the cellar and sent an inquiry to the Lord Vampire of Bristol.

As expected, Bristol denied any claim on the vampire. Shortly after, Gavin’s spies reported that the Lord of Dover had cast out a vampire matching this one’s description. There were only a handful of reasons for a Lord to banish one of his people: disobeying one’s Lord Vampire, theft, and in some cases, rape, though the latter often warranted execution, as it did in Gavin’s lands. Crimes such as killing another vampire, Changing a mortal without permission, killing humans, and revealing oneself to mortals also merited death.

Further inquiries revealed that this one hadn’t committed theft or disobeyed an order.

Banishment was seen as an act of mercy, for it gave the rogue a fighting chance. In truth, exile was more often like an extended death sentence.

If any Lord Vampire caught a rogue in their territory, he or she had full right to execute him, unless the lord decided to allow the vampire to become one of his subordinates.

It hadn’t taken long for Gavin to decide which he would do.

“Harold?” he raised an inquiring brow at the rogue.

The vampire looked up at him with hopeful eyes. “Yes, m’lord?”

“I received a letter from the Lord of Dover. Your name is Timothy and you were exiled for rape.” Gavin despised liars. And rapists.

Timothy cringed and struggled once more in his chains. “M’lord, I can explain. I—”

“I, Gavin Drake, Lord of Rochester sentence you to death.” He turned to his second. “My sword, please.”

The rogue’s struggles increased, along with his piteous bleating, as Gavin lifted his ancient broadsword. “M’lord, please have mercy! I didn’t know! The woman teased me, she—”

Gavin silenced him with a blade thrust through the heart. As Timothy’s eyes glazed with death, Gavin’s second and third in command unchained him so Gavin could behead the body. The remains would be placed in the rear courtyard to be destroyed by the sun before the human servants rose.

“Has Cecil returned from his errand yet?” he asked as he cleaned the blood from his blade.

Benson, his second, shook his head. “No, my lord.”

“Send him to the Chattertons’ manor when he does.”

“You’re going to that ball?”

Gavin raised his gaze heavenward. “If I do not, they’ll come here and call on me, and I cannot have any interruptions for the next few nights.”

Benson gave him a rueful smile. “Doubtless you’re right.”

After taking a bath, Gavin changed into black breeches, a black tailcoat, and a claret waistcoat embroidered with jet. By the time he tied his cravat, his carriage was readied.

When he arrived at the ball, Lady Chatterton did not greet him with censure for his tardiness as he’d hoped. Instead, she eyed him with avarice and prattled on about her daughter.

Gavin gnashed his fangs in impatience as yet another blushing young girl was thrust in front of him.

“My Lauren sings like a bird,” her mother crowed proudly. “You must attend our musicale this Wednesday and hear for yourself.”

The tips of Lauren’s ears turned red as she curtsied. Gavin inclined his head and resisted the urge to glare at the mother. This girl looked to be still in the schoolroom. If she was anywhere near the age of majority, he’d eat his cravat.

“It dismays me to say that I have another engagement.” Bowing, he turned away from the avaricious matchmaker only to walk headlong into another’s clutches.

Lady Summerly gushed. “It is so good to see you, Darkwood. Have you heard that Miss Jenny had her come-out this Season? We were so dismayed not to see you in London.”

He bit back a sigh and stepped out into the gardens the moment he was able to extricate himself. 

It was happening again. 

Throughout his every incarnation as the Baron of Darkwood, his mortal peers inevitably took a vexing interest in his marital status— or lack thereof.

Though he avoided the London Season like the plague, the summer country parties were impossible to escape without causing undue gossip. Unfortunately, he’d discovered over the last century that remaining a bachelor also prodded tongues to wag. After he’d had to fight a duel back in the 1735 for allegedly ruining some whey-faced debutante, Gavin knew that something had to be done.

Gavin’s thoughts broke off as his preternatural senses detected the approach of one of his vampires. Moments later, Cecil appeared in the garden.

“Lord Villar is delivering the vampire you requested tonight.” He bowed. “They should arrive in little more than two hours.”

“Splendid. Now I have an excuse to make an early departure. Tell Jane and Benjamin to keep an eye on their progress and notify me if anything befalls the carriage, and then you are free to enjoy the rest of the night as you please.”

The first time Lenore had come to Rochester, she’d been so weak she could barely walk, and rogues had been pursuing her.

This time she’d arrive here safe, and in much better condition.

“Yes, my lord.” Cecil bowed again and departed as unobtrusively as he had appeared.

After Cecil departed, Gavin lingered in the garden. He wondered how Lenore had reacted to his calling in her debt, and how she would respond to his reason for it.

Although he’d known exactly what he wanted from her the night he’d joined his forces with the Lord of London’s to do battle with a usurper, he’d waited.

Lenore had been through an unfathomable nightmare, and Gavin wanted to give her time to recover. His spies kept him informed, and he was pleased to hear that Villar had displayed proper gratitude for Lenore’s service and leased a townhouse for her. Apparently before that, she slept in a crypt with London’s poorest vampires.

Villar’s physician wife also saw her regularly, though his informants were unable to see or hear what transpired during those visits.

But it wasn’t nearly enough. Gavin clenched his fists. After everything Lenore endured and accomplished in service of her Lord Vampire, she deserved far better recompense. And far more effort to ensure that her inner wounds healed.

He would easily accomplish the former.

Unfortunately, he was less confident in regards to the latter.

[image: Image]

 

Lenore peered out the window at the full moon nestled in a ring of silver clouds. The tranquil sight was at odds with the hammering of her heart and the jolts of the carriage on the rutted country road. In mere minutes, she would see the Lord of Rochester again…and be relinquished to him. He’d handily trapped her in this arrangement, knowing she would have no choice but to obey Lord Villar. And she mustn’t forget that she owed Rochester a debt as well. Would her moving to his lands pay her debt as well as Villar’s? Or did he want something further from her?

In mere minutes she might learn why they called him ruthless.

Thankfully, Lord Villar and his wife remained silent throughout the journey, as if they sensed that even mild conversation would take a toll on her jangled nerves.

When the carriage trundled down the driveway of a vast estate, Cassandra reached forward and patted her hand. “Breathe, Lenore.”

Swallowing, she nodded, knotting her fists in her skirts as the conveyance rolled to a halt. Rafael exited first, helping his bride with one hand while gripping his jeweled walking stick with the other. The cane concealed a narrow, but deadly blade.

Courage bolstered by their determination to protect her, Lenore accepted the footman’s assistance out of the carriage.

Instead of being greeted at the door by the butler, Rochester himself met them in the drive. Somehow he looked even larger than he had when they’d first met. His eyes, black as sin, roved over her, searing her body with awareness of his danger. Quickly, she curtsied.

His lips curved in a smile that looked oddly triumphant before he addressed them all. “Miss Graves, Lord Villar, Lady Villar. I am happy you arrived. I trust you had a pleasant journey?”

Rafael’s eyes widened at Rochester’s greeting Lenore before a fellow Lord. Lenore met his stunned gaze and shook her head in confusion as Cassandra answered curtly, “Indeed, my lord.”

Rochester ignored Cassandra’s suspicious tone and kept his smiling gaze on Lenore. “Splendid. Now if you’ll follow me inside, I have refreshments waiting.”

Lenore started forward, but Rafael gripped her shoulder, stopping her in her tracks.

“First I want your oath that no harm will come to her under your care.” A thread of steel underlined Villar’s soft voice.

For a moment, Rochester’s eyes narrowed dangerously as he stared down the Lord of London, then he inclined his head. “Very well, I swear upon my honor as Lord Vampire of Rochester, that no harm will come to Lenore under my care…” His countenance darkened once more. “…unless she does something to merit punishment.”

“Of course,” Rafael spoke through clenched teeth.

Rochester turned to Lenore and smiled. “But I know I won’t have to worry about that from you, will I?”

Lenore shook her head. “No, my lord.” What else could she say?

His grin broadened until she glimpsed the tips of his fangs. He extended his arm. “Shall we?”

Her belly quivered as she placed her fingertips on the sleeve of his greatcoat, feeling his muscles flex in answer to her touch. Unbidden, the memory of being in his arms washed over her in a potent wave… his wrist pressed to her mouth as his powerful blood rejuvenated her starved and weakened body. The rough timbre of his voice as he’d coaxed her to drink… the softness of his bed, the feel of her mouth on his flesh.

She licked her lips in remembrance of his taste.

He’d saved her life that night, so she truly believed he didn’t mean her any harm, but what did he intend?

Her thoughts buzzed like a swarm of bees as Rafael and Cassandra followed them in.

Lenore’s eyes widened at the vast and elaborate estate, which was even larger than Burnrath House. Rather than one sweeping staircase leading into the foyer, there were two. Ancient tapestries from centuries past adorned the walls, interspersed with gilded sconces in fanciful shapes.

Her feet sank into the plush Aubusson carpet as they entered a receiving room that was more imposing than cozy. Instead of inviting maple wood chairs with flowery embroidered cushions, Rochester’s chairs were large and elaborately carved of wood so dark it looked black. Fitting for the Baron of Darkwood. Lenore’s lips twisted in an ironic smile.

Rochester caught her gaze. “Please, take a seat. The chair won’t bite.”

But you will, Lenore thought silently as she did as bid, sitting next to Cassandra.

The countess ran a finger along the arm of her chair, admiring the carvings of leaves and a coat of arms. “The craftsmanship is exquisite,” she said somewhat grudgingly.

Rochester inclined his head, ignoring her tone. “Thank you. They were part of the manor when it was first built. This home has been in my family since the Fourteenth Century. My father was a one of King Edward’s most loyal vassals.”

Lenore’s chest tightened at the daunting weight of his age and sense of history. My father was a chimney sweep. Her shoulders slumped before she caught herself. I do not belong here.

Rafael lit his cigar and narrowed his amber eyes on Rochester. “Enough prevaricating. Just what, precisely, are your intentions toward Miss Graves?”

Rochester chuckled. “I am glad someone finally asked. You were so concerned about what I what I won’t do with the lovely Miss Graves that I never thought I’d have the opportunity to discuss what I do intend. And I can assure you that my intentions are honorable.” A glint of humor lit his eyes as if he were savoring some private jest.

Before anyone could prod him to elaborate, the Lord Vampire of Rochester rose from his seat and approached Lenore. He took her hand, his grip strong, yet reverent, and sank to one knee. Lenore was so distracted with his touch that she nearly missed his words.

“Lenore Graves, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife for the next five decades?”








 

 

 

 

Three

 

Gavin watched Lenore’s already large brown eyes widen in astonishment. He did so enjoy her surprise. Poor, frail younglings likely never received proposals from Lord Vampires.

“What?” she whispered softly.

“I would like you to be my baroness.”

Her lush pink lips parted and her lashes fluttered like captive butterflies. “Why?”

“As I’d told your lord,” Gavin paused to grin at Rafael, who continued to gape at him. “I admire your loyalty and could find it very useful.”

Lenore shrank back in her seat, looking at Gavin like he was a monster about to devour her. To his surprise, her blatant terror at his proposal stung, despite the fact that he’d expected some measure of trepidation.

Before Lenore could reply, Cassandra rose from her seat and strode over to Rochester, fangs bared, green eyes blazing with unholy fury. “No! As her physician, I object to Lenore being subjected to marital duties. You know what she has been through. How could you ask that of her?”

 Gavin had to fight to maintain his composure at the dismal reminder. Yes, he remembered how pale and battered Lenore had been when she’d stumbled onto his territory and fainted in his arms. Fainted. He’d never seen a vampire so weak that they fainted. And when Gavin discovered that she had been raped, his very bones burned with an unsettling combination of protectiveness and rage. How he’d wished that he could have torn the bloody curs limb from limb. But he’d only been able to kill one of the rogues during Lord Villar’s battle with a would-be usurper. Gavin’s satisfaction of driving his blade through the bastard’s groin before disemboweling him was short-lived, for the Lord of Cornwall had slain one and chained up the others and delivered them to the Elders. Damn Vincent and his law-abiding honor.

Though the rogues had been executed, Gavin had wanted to slaughter them himself. Make them suffer as they’d made Lenore suffer. All four of them. His stomach quailed at the number. He’d already long detested rapists, and the idea that they’d done such things to a vampire so fragile and brave as Lenore amplified his outrage.

Yet despite all the unspeakable horror she’d endured, Lenore had not only managed a clever escape from her captors, she had also mustered unfathomable strength to flee to his territory and then embark on a journey to face the Elders and inform them of Clayton’s treason. She’d also lied to protect her Lord Vampire. Rafael had been unable to Change his captive, Cassandra, because he’d illegally Changed another human recently. Rochester had long guessed that illicit truth from Rafael’s pleas to other vampires to solve his dilemma, and became certain the moment Lenore stood, unflinching before the Elders and told the lie that saved both Villar and his lover.

Though she trembled before him, Gavin knew that Lenore possessed an iron will and phenomenal inner strength. Strength that drew him to her with a mysterious pull.

Lenore took a tentative step forward. “May we speak in private, m’lord?”

He took in the sight of her blushing cheeks and heard a trace of a Cockney accent that she was usually able to hide. Embarrassment and fear emanated from her in tangible waves that made his chest constrict.

“Of course, Miss Graves. After all, this is an intimate subject and inappropriate to discuss in front of others.” He cast Lord and Lady Villar a censorious look for broaching a topic that rightfully should have remained between him and Lenore.

As he took her arm, Rafael fixed him with a glare. “If you need me, Lenore, do not hesitate to call out.”

Bristling with Villar’s constant intrusion, Rochester ground his teeth as he escorted Lenore up the stairs and to the library. He willed himself to maintain civility. After all, soon Rafael and his wife would depart for London, leaving Lenore with him, and they would no longer interfere with his affairs.

He closed the door and spoke as softly as possible, though with their preternatural hearing, Lord and Lady Villar would still hear snatches of their conversation.

“There is no need to worry about consummating the marriage.” His gaze held Lenore’s large brown eyes. “Our union will be in name only, unless you desire otherwise.”

Lenore’s taut shoulders visibly relaxed at his words. “Do you mean that truly, m’lord?”

Gavin nodded. “I may be strict when it comes to ruling my lands, but I am not such a beast as to force my attentions when they are not wanted.”

“I, ah,” she looked down and fiddled with her skirts. “I need time to think.”

This time Gavin brought forth his ruthlessness. “There is no time to think, Miss Graves. This is the price I shall have for aiding you.” He strode forward and seized her arms with a firm, albeit gentle grip. Yet still she cringed. He nearly released her and apologized, but instead he held firm, trying to prove that he would not hurt her. He softened his tone. “Consider this: all of London’s vampires know the lurid details of your captivity. I imagine you’ve endured some discomfiting scrutiny.”

Biting her lower lip, she tentatively nodded. “Yes, but—”

“But,” he cut her off, “here in Rochester, your past is unknown to my people. You could begin your life anew here.”

For a moment, hope flashed across her delicate features like a ray of sunlight. Then her trembling resumed. “But I am not suitable to be a baroness. I was a match girl, and after that, a mere laborer in a factory. I wouldn’t know the first thing about the duties of a Lady.”

“Not to worry. One of my people shall help instruct you in all you need to know. Elena was a viscountess in her mortal years and poses as one to this day.”

Lenore’s full lips curved in a frown. “Then why don’t you marry her?”

Gavin laughed. Ah, there was that thread of iron. “I did, last century. Alas, she finds widowhood more agreeable.”

Her hands crept up to push him away, then they halted and rested against his chest. A frisson of pleasure jolted through him at the contact.

Those large brown eyes remained wide with bafflement. “Why do you want to marry me?”

He sighed. “The mortals in my lands pester me incessantly when I remain a bachelor too long. I could become a recluse, as so many other vampires in my situation have done, but being a shut-in is far too dull. I enjoy attending balls and the theater. Therefore, there is only one thing I can do to fend off the matchmaking mothers. I find a female vampire to pose as my wife for a few decades.”

Anne was usually amenable to playing the part, but unfortunately she’d recently fallen in love with the Lord of Salisbury and moved there. And Elena had no desire to repeat the role of mistress to his estate.

Now Gavin needed a bride, one who would fulfill the role as his baroness quietly and demurely, never causing any scandal. One who would bore the peerage to death, leaving them to turn their attention to another unfortunate bachelor. But most of all, he needed one he could trust.

Running his fingers lightly along Lenore’s upper arms, Gavin’s lips curved in a satisfied smile. “Your loyalty and cleverness are the very qualities I seek in a wife.”

“I see.” A tiny frown line appeared between her dark brows as if she were unaccustomed to such praise. “And you swear that our m-marriage will be in name only?”

“Yes,” he said once again. “Unless you change your mind.” And God help his blackened soul, part of him prayed she would. Even when he’d seen first seen her, bruised and bedraggled, there had been something about her that drew him.

Her cheeks turned crimson. “When?” she asked.

“I’d say two months. There will be a small scandal at such haste, but that shall quickly abate when my neighbors see that you do not increase.” Gavin outlined his plan. “Tonight you will go to Elena’s. You shall be her cousin, come to visit, and catch the most eligible bachelor in the village.”

Lenore shook her head slowly. “Your neighbors will find it hard to believe someone like me would be capable of such a thing.”

“When they see me lose my heart and woo you, they’ll believe it.” The words came out impatiently. He disliked her lack of self-regard. “Now, do we have a bargain?”

Her eyes narrowed. “You never gave me a choice.”

“That is true. As I said before, marriage is the price I ask for helping you last autumn,” he said with a shameless grin. “But things will proceed much easier if you agree to say ‘I will’.” A strange weight settled in his stomach. What if she refused? Shaking off the unsettling sensation, he continued on. “Which would you prefer? Living in discomfiting notoriety in London, or being a grand Lady here and forging her own future?”

Lenore froze, her body vibrating with tension. Gavin’s own muscles tightened as he studied her face, watching a multitude of expressions flit across her delicate features. Her eyes looked through him, past him, to some other far off world that he could never see.

“Very well,” she said so softly he almost didn’t hear.

Gavin released a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He held out his hand for her to shake, and fought back a tendril of desire as her warm palm clasped his. “I will treat you well, I promise. I may be strict, but you will see that I am also capable of generosity.” He released her hand slowly, part of him crying out in reluctance. “Now that we have an agreement, let us rejoin your former lord and assure him that I haven’t devoured you.”

A bright blush infused her pale cheeks and Gavin suddenly wanted to do just that. With great effort, he tamped down his desire. No, after all she’d been through, Lenore needed time. He’d just vowed to treat her well.

“Yes, my lord.” Her cockney accent vanished, though her voice still held a tremor. Gavin wondered who’d taught her to speak like a Lady in the first place. Elena would be able to help her polish up her graces.

“Please, call me Gavin.” He bowed and extended his arm.

Pink tinged her pale cheeks like a wallflower at a ball being asked to dance. “Yes… Gavin,” she said in a breathy whisper that made a shiver run all the way down to his toes.

He took her arm to escort her back to the receiving room and she flinched again. Damn those rogues. Still Gavin did not release her, though he stroked her sleeve in gentle, soothing circles. She needed to learn to trust him.

Lord Villar and his wife rose from their seats the moment Gavin and Lenore returned, gazes roving over their former charge like protective mother hens. Gavin resisted the urge to growl at them and carry Lenore off away from their accusing eyes.

“Well, Lenore,” Rafael said, though his blazing amber gaze remained fixed on Gavin. “What have you decided?”

Lenore met her former lord’s gaze, face now crimson. “I have agreed to marry Rochester…ah, Lord Darkwood—in name only.” She stressed the last.

“And he did not coerce you?” the Lord of London asked sharply.

Lenore shook her head vigorously. “No. He needs a bride to avoid undue gossip from the villagers. And I will have the opportunity to start a new life where no one knows about…” She looked down at her feet. “My past.”

Rafael scowled, but Cassandra nodded in comprehension. She flicked a glance at Gavin and her emerald gaze softened. “May I look in on her from time to time? She is my patient, after all.”

“You may attend the wedding, but other than that, no.”

Cassandra frowned. “Why not?”

“I cannot have another Lord Vampire or his consort traipsing onto my territory with such frequency.” Besides, something about the hot-tempered Spaniard irritated Gavin, no matter the fact that he held a grudging respect for him.

Rafael nodded in reluctant understanding. If a Lord Vampire was making constant visits to another’s territory, others would speculate that the two were planning some sort of illegal coup… or worse, that a vampire was too weak to hold his territory and needed the assistance of another. Gavin would die before he allowed that misconception to flower.

Lady Villar gave Gavin a pointed look. “But if we leave Lenore here alone under your roof, surely that will cause the very gossip you are trying to avoid.”

“She will not reside here until we are wed. I will take her to stay with another of my vampires who will pose as Miss Graves’s cousin and educate her in her duties as my Baroness before I arrange for us to meet and begin our courtship.” Gavin waved an impatient hand. “All preparations have been made.”

Rafael inclined his head in a curt nod. “Very well, we shall take our leave.” Lady Villar took his arm and together, they strode over to Lenore.

Gavin stepped back and allowed them to say their farewells, fighting back his irritation as he overheard them reassure her that if she was unhappy, they would do their utmost to bring her back to London. Treating their bargain as if it were a frivolous thing.

Gavin ground his teeth. Lenore was his now. She would not be going back, not until she’d served the half century he asked of her.

And they were all going to have to become accustomed to that.
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Five rogues stood downwind as they watched the interim Lord Vampire of London and his wife drive away in their carriage.

Rolfe, a rogue who’d been banished from Dartford for stealing money from his lord’s third in command, looked at their leader. “They left the youngling behind. I wonder why?”

Justus shook his head. “Perhaps the Spaniard has installed a spy in Rochester’s household.”

Will, the third rogue, frowned in confusion. “But Rochester aided the Lord of London in battle only months ago. Why would he want to spy on him?”

“I cannot fathom, though I know Rochester and Villar have long shared a misliking for each other.” Justus’s eyes narrowed against the dust of the departing carriage before turning back to glare at the manor. “If Villar is planning something against Rochester, he bloody well better wait.” He bared his fangs. “Damn it all, it is our turn for vengeance.”

It had been eight years since Rochester exiled him. Justus had been Gavin’s second in command, hell, his best friend. And now, thanks to Gavin’s heartlessness, he was nothing but a rogue, living on the fringes of towns and villages, always on the run and subject to scorn and violence from any vampire who encountered him.

Justus quickly learned that the only way to survive was to join up with other rogues. Before he knew it, he found himself the leader of a small band. At first their only focus was finding safe places to hunt and spend their day rest, but once the burning haze of pain and betrayal eased, anger at Gavin’s exiling him—and making the woman he loved vanish—gnawed like a cankerous sore.

Before long, Justus found himself resuming one of his old duties as Rochester’s second in command. Though now instead of spying for him, he spied on him.

One night soon he would find the key to ruin Rochester.

One night soon, Rochester would learn what it was like to be cast out, to be humiliated and to lose all he held dear. To suffer as Justus had suffered.
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After Lord and Lady Villar departed, Lenore’s flesh tingled with awareness that she was alone with the Lord of Rochester. That soon he would be her husband. Even if the marriage was a farce, playing the part would surely result in more intimacy than she’d ever experienced.

He’d promised that the marriage would be in name only. Unbidden, his words whispered in her thoughts. “Unless, you change your mind...”

As always, memories of her captors’ brutal assault battered her in a sickening deluge. But then, the flashback suddenly faded to a vision of lying in Rochester’s bed, the chains and stone walls that had imprisoned her now replaced with a downy mattress, fluffy pillows, and silken sheets. Instead of reliving painful, pinching fingers and slobbering mouths, she found herself imagining Gavin’s gentle hands on her upper arms when he’d held her earlier, the softness in his voice when he assured her he wouldn’t hurt her.

Then the rogues invaded her mind again. Those endless hours of torment and pain.

Her stomach roiled, her flesh went cold as if doused in ice water. Willing off another attack, Lenore forced her mind to other prospects of her impending nuptials. First she would be attending fancy country parties like the elegant debutante she’d daydreamed about being when she was a young girl. And just like those old fantasies, she’d be courted by a dark and dashing gentleman.

And then she would be a baroness, presiding over this opulent estate. Lenore closed her eyes and remembered playing with the dolls her mother had made out of discarded scraps of fabric, placing them around a broken barrel in the alley behind their flat, and presiding over them for tea. All she’d had for “tea” was one cracked cup that her father had found for her in a rubbish pile, but she’d treasured it all the same.

Oh, how Lenore had longed to be one of those grand ladies that she’d sold matches to in Covent Garden. She’d long admired their sweet smells, their vibrant gowns and elegant hats, their soft, dulcet voices that sounded like angels.

At first her mother had been perplexed when Lenore had tried to imitate the upper classes, but when she noticed that her young daughter had an aptitude for it, she pressed upon her husband, who had been the youngest son of a vicar, to teach Lenore to read.

Sometimes, her great aunt, a governess, would come visit and expand her lessons. Sometimes she’d even brought her a book.

It wasn’t until Lenore turned twelve that she learned she’d never be able to become a lady. Her mother had encouraged her because she’d thought Lenore could seek employment as a Lady’s maid. When she’d recovered from her dismay, Lenore had accepted that even that would be a vast improvement to her circumstances. And she would still get to live in a great house, dress hair, and handle fine silks and muslins. With a new, albeit more practical motivation, Lenore increased her efforts in improving her speech and mannerisms.

By the time she was sixteen, she could hide her cockney accent and had ramrod straight posture and perfected a curtsy fit for a drawing room. Alas, she could not style hair, for she was unable to secure pins, brushes, and irons. And she did not know how to dress a lady, for she did not know any to allow her to practice.

Alas, her efforts came to naught. All of the households she applied to wouldn’t even let her past the doors of the servant’s entrance, for she didn’t have any references.

Impotent frustration had welled in her being. How could she secure a reference if no one would give her an opportunity? The scorn of the housekeepers who’d impatiently listened to her application before turning her away had burned like acid. It was as if they could smell her inferiority.

Dejected, Lenore had leapt with muted joy when one finally offered her a situation as a scullery maid. Her parents had been so proud. Unfortunately, her employment did not last long and she then ended up in the same textile mill that ultimately claimed her mother’s life.

Lenore swallowed the lump in her throat and chased away the painful memories.

If someone had told that young dejected girl that she would become a baroness, she would have spit on the ground in derision at having her leg pulled.

And only God knew how she would have responded if she’d been told she’d become an immortal blood drinker.

A small noise that was part chuckle and part indelicate snort escaped her.

“May I be privy to the jest, Miss Graves?” Gavin’s deep voice rumbled behind her.

Heat infused her face. “‘Tis nothing, m’ lord.” She bit her lip as her studies came back to her. My lord, not m’lord. How many times had she slipped up on that crucial detail this night?

His brows drew together and he frowned a moment before his features smoothed. “Let me see you off to Elena’s.”

She took his proffered arm, relieved that she didn’t instinctively recoil this time. Already she’d grown to loathe the look of pity in his gaze whenever she drew back from his touch. Just as much as she detested herself for her unreasonable response to such meager contact.
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