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Foreword to this Edition

When I wrote Bite Me, Your Grace, I’d intended on it being the only book. But when I got my first book contract, the publisher had wanted two more books. At first, I was dismayed because I was in a bad place in life and had no inspiration. But then I thought of this guy who was friends with my neighbor and was so kind to me every time I saw him. He was tall and lanky and had the most fascinating gold and silver hair. He was also very mysterious and reclusive.

There was my inspiration. I envisioned a reclusive, mysterious vampire that was kind and had that gold and silver hair. The first draft flowed out of my fingers so fast. But, I’d forgotten to include a historical figure like Bite Me, Your Grace had. In the next draft, I included three. And they fit so well that it was like they were meant to be there.

Unfortunately, things happened, some of them with the publisher, and others with me, including a brief period of homelessness, and the book’s release date was moved out further than anticipated. The result was that many readers forgot about me. And my local bookstore put me in the kids’ toy section for the signing, which would have been devastating, but he came. The kind man with the cool hair. We’d become best friends over the process of my writing book 3. He laughed when I confessed to modeling the hero of book 2 after him.

Reader, I’m dating him. We’ve been together for ten years. We have four cats.

As for changes to this edition, I tightened up the prose at some points, fixed a continuity error, and made some revisions so a certain thing that came out of nowhere isn’t so random. In one draft, the evil grandmother was to blame for that thing, but changes made to future drafts made it not make sense to put that back in. Instead, I attribute it to a different idea I’d had.

Anyway, for many reasons, this book is very special to me and I hope it will become special, or at least entertaining to you.

 

 


 

 

 

One

1822

 

“I will be brave,” Lydia Price whispered to the portrait of her dead father.

Her voice held a faint tremor, though perhaps that was from the constant bobbing of the ship, carrying her away from her home and across the Atlantic to a grandmother she’d never met.

Lydia shifted on her bunk. Papa would be disappointed in her lack of confidence; an earl’s daughter must be resolute. Now more than ever, she must live up to his faith in her.

She sat up with a sigh, gazing through the porthole at the endless span of white-capped ocean. “I wish you were here with me, Papa. You and Mama.”

Taking a deep breath, she tried to soothe the worry gnawing at her belly. Her father had barely followed her mother to the grave when his solicitor arrived to read the will. Lydia was coldly informed that all of her father’s assets were to go to her uncle, now the Earl of Morley, and she was to be packed off to England and delivered into her grandmother’s care. Her grandmother, the dowager countess who’d disowned her son for marrying below his station. Would she welcome her granddaughter? Lydia had no idea. She hadn’t received so much as a note from her.

The ship lurched again, and Lydia gripped the portrait’s frame tighter. These maudlin thoughts wouldn’t do. Perhaps her grandmother wouldn’t bear her any ill will for her father’s defiance in marrying a chambermaid. If the dowager had misgivings over Lydia’s common blood, they would be laid aside when Lydia proved she’d been raised as a proper lady. Her father had groomed her for the possibility of returning to England. She could dance, curtsy, make polite conversation, and handle a fan with grace.

She’d received several marriage offers when she made her debut in New Orleans, so there was no reason to believe she wouldn’t have similar success when she made her London debut.

Perhaps I’ll become a countess as well. If Lydia made a prestigious match, surely she and her father would be redeemed in Lady Morley’s eyes.

Of course, there was just as good a chance she’d disgrace them all over again by falling in love with a commoner. Lydia had vowed to marry only for love, just as her parents had.

If that happens, I’ll simply make a living from my work. Her paintings had always fetched good sums at the annual charity auctions. Her landscape of the bayou alone had fetched five hundred dollars.

“You have a gift, sweetling,” Papa had told her when she’d first picked up a brush and palette. “Never abandon it.”

He’d hired the best tutors and turned a room in their town house into an airy studio for her. She’d mastered landscapes and was beginning to learn portraiture. One day, she hoped to paint like Sir Thomas Lawrence, President of the Royal Academy of Art and the artist who first inspired her love of painting. Her father had sat for him before he left England. Lydia held that very portrait in her hands.

Looking into tawny eyes identical to hers, Lydia could almost imagine they were real. The wavy black hair, Roman nose, and strong, square jaw held the same vitality. She longed to be able to capture such detail, such life, to immortalize a person so their loved ones could look at their portraits and see life long after death. Every time her memory tormented her with her parents’ faces, ravaged by yellow fever, Lydia had only to look upon Sir Lawrence’s painting to banish the nightmarish images.

“Sir Thomas Lawrence is in London,” she whispered, carefully setting the painting aside. Apprehension gave way to excitement. “I must meet him.”

Three years ago, when the paper announced Lawrence’s return to London and his subsequent knighthood and induction as President of the Royal Academy, Lydia had begged to go to England. She wanted to take lessons at the Academy. To train under such a master was a dream she’d nurtured since Papa had taken her to her first art gallery. She was determined to make that wish come true.

“Maybe next year,” her father would say with a smile.

That year had never come, until now. If only the circumstances weren’t so tragic.

Lydia swallowed the lump in her throat. Once she was settled in London, she would implore her grandmother to enroll her in the Academy.

Fingers itching to create once more, Lydia rose from her bunk and picked up her sketchbook and charcoals.

“I will be brave,” she repeated, sketching the ocean view through her cabin’s porthole. “And I will become a respected artist.”

[image: Image]

Cornwall, 1822

Vincent Tremayne, Earl of Deveril and Lord Vampire of Cornwall, ran his tongue over sharp fangs as the blood thirst roared through his body.

Impatient to quell his hunger, he charged up the stone steps and out the secret passage from his chamber. Unlocking the door, he raced out into the corridor and nearly crashed headfirst into his butler.

“Good evening, my lord.” Aubert bowed. His pinched face was the only indicator of nervousness. “The Dowager Countess of Morley is here to speak with you regarding what she claims is an urgent matter. Since she has had to wait for quite some time, I took the liberty of placing her in the library and providing her with refreshments.”

Vincent suppressed a growl at the delay to his hunt. Who the hell did this woman think she was? He’d spent centuries cultivating the reputation of every incarnation of the Earl of Deveril as that of a reclusive madman. Yet this dowager had the gall to ignore the implied warning. As he stalked down the stone steps to the library, his stomach roiled in unholy hunger.

Morley…the name niggled at his memory. Had he met this woman before?

He opened the heavy oak door with more force than was polite. His uninvited guest lifted prominent gray eyebrows beneath a jeweled lorgnette.

“Lord Deveril, it is a pleasure.”

Vincent favored her with a mocking bow as he concealed a bitter smile. A pale-faced maid lurked nervously behind the settee, apparently trying to make herself invisible. Damned if this dowager wasn’t the ultimate virago. Her blood likely tasted of bile.

“My lady, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit? It is a rare occasion when I receive callers.”

The hag sniffed with such violent derision that her yellow turban was nearly knocked askew. “I have come to speak of the ancient alliance between our families.”

“Alliance?” His brow rose as the woman’s identity became clear. Morley…How could I have forgotten?

Her thin lips pursed before she gave a brisk nod and held out an ancient scrap of parchment that Vincent hadn’t seen since his mortal days. “Yes, the earldoms of Deveril and Morley have a documented alliance dating back to 1651.”

Vincent closed his eyes, remembering the blood, stench, and screams of the battlefield. He remembered Joseph Price, his comrade in arms. He remembered tearing his uniform to staunch the blood flowing from the man’s shoulder. He remembered Joseph later returning the favor. Yes, he remembered the former Earl of Morley.

“Let there always be friendship between our families,” Joseph had said when the war was over.

As his heavy eyelids lifted, Vincent beheld the sour countenance before him. Friendship did not seem to be a likely prospect with this descendant of his old friend.

Lady Morley continued, oblivious to his reverie. “The terms of the alliance include providing aid to the other’s strongholds in the event of attack, vouching for one another’s good character,” she paused and fixed him with an icy gaze, “and becoming guardian to the other’s children in the event of death or incapacitation.”

At the latter, the dowager’s steely gaze flickered momentarily, giving way to worry.

“I see.” He was afraid he did.

“My son, the former earl, and his wife perished of yellow fever in the Americas over a month ago. They left behind a daughter, who is being sent to me.” Her mouth twisted as if tasting something sour. “I request that you honor the alliance of your forebears and become her guardian.”

A vampire as guardian to a young girl? Vincent frowned. “Are you unable to care for her?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Allow me to speak plainly, my lord. My son caused a horrid scandal when he ran off with…this girl’s mother. It was all I could do to hold up my head. I will not have the offspring of such a mésalliance in my house.” She lifted her chin. “My true granddaughter will make her debut in Society this Season, and the presence of that…other one would bring back old gossip and harm my Georgiana’s chances of making a successful match.”

Pity for this unknown orphaned descendant of his old friend pierced his conscience. Vincent forced his voice to remain level. “Look about, Madam. I hardly think my home is suitable for a child.” He gestured at the gray stone walls and austere furnishings.

Lady Morley sniffed. “She is twenty…or somewhere thereabouts, hardly a child.”

“Ah, so she is ready to debut as well,” Vincent’s voice was low and silky as the implications of the woman’s panic became clear. And ripe for the marriage market… Perhaps this won’t be such a problem.

The dowager flinched at his words before straightening her spine back to its customary ramrod posture. “She is in mourning.”

“The Season does not end for six months,” he countered, enjoying her discomfort. “By that time, the young lady will be nearly finished mourning.”

Though her laughter was scornful, the look in her eyes broadcasted her thoughts: The Mad Deveril bringing out an uncouth American? “You would launch her this year?”

“I did not say I would take her in,” Vincent countered, though his competitive nature relished the prospect of a challenge. “This residence is unsuitable for a young lady, and I daresay I am ill equipped to present a debutante.”

Lady Morley favored him with a petulant frown. “Then I shall have to find some other way to dispose of her…perhaps I may have her committed to an asylum.”

Vincent recoiled in disgust, but he kept his expression bland and noncommittal. Damn his sense of honor. He would have to take the girl. He’d made a vow to a friend. However, he would do everything in his power to see that Lady Morley would regret approaching him.

“Does she have a dowry?”

“Indeed, she does.” Desperation tinged the harridan’s voice. She knew the game was not yet won. “I will also supply a bank draft to cover a portion of her expenses.”

Vincent’s eyes narrowed. “Double the dowry.”

Lady Morley quivered with indignation. She opened her mouth to deliver a scathing retort, but Vincent held up a hand, his patience at an end.

“I am willing to take this girl off your hands, but you must endeavor to give me the opportunity to see her off mine.” The words ended in a growl, bringing a terrified squeak from the maid in the corner.

After a few moments of apparently taxing mental debate, the dowager relented with a frigid nod and stood. “Very well. I shall send my solicitor with the proper documents straightaway.”

Suddenly the maid leapt forward. “No, my lady!” she cried. “You cannot do this! You cannot send a maiden into the clutches of the Devil Earl!”

The vampire grinned at her Cornish accent. As a local, no doubt her parents had frightened her into obedience with threats of “the Devil Earl.”

The dowager, however, was not amused. “I have had enough of your nonsense on this matter, Emma. You are dismissed from my employ.”

Emma’s face paled further. “B-but, my lady—”

Lady Morley swept past her as if she did not exist. “I thank you for your assistance in this matter, my lord. The girl’s ship is due to arrive in Plymouth on the sixteenth of February. Now, if you will excuse me, I am quite exhausted and must seek a decent inn at once.”

Jaw clenched, Vincent pulled the bell cord to summon the butler. “What is the girl’s name?” he asked.

She clipped out, “Her name is Lydia Price. My solicitor will contact you with further information.”

Turning away from the dowager, he addressed the trembling Emma. “Miss Price will require a maid. If you would care to fulfill that situation, I’ll double what Lady Morley paid you.” In a gentler tone, he added, “I’m aware of the stories circulated about me, and I swear on my honor that no harm will come to you under my employ.” He was already taking one of the dowager’s castaways, what was one more?

A bit dazedly, Emma curtsied. “Thank you, my lord.”

Lady Morley gaped and sputtered like a landed trout, and Vincent chuckled at the small triumph of unsettling her so efficiently.

The butler arrived and gave the dowager a quizzical look before bowing. “Yes, my lord?”

“Aubert, please see Lady Morley out and ask Mrs. Hodgkin to prepare a room for Miss…?” He turned to the maid expectantly.

“Fiddock, my lord,” she murmured, staring at the hem of her homespun gown.

Aside from a slight twitch of his eyelid, Aubert appeared indifferent to this unusual request, although Vincent hadn’t had a long-term guest during the butler’s entire employ. “Yes, my lord.”

Vincent’s saccharine smile nearly revealed his fangs. “Lady Morley, it was a pleasure.”

“If you think you can make a decent match for this American, then I’m afraid you will be sorely disappointed.”

“We shall see.”

She let out a low, ugly cackle and retreated with such long strides, Aubert nearly stumbled in an effort to keep up.

Returning to the maid, Vincent fought back his raging bloodthirst, exuding the most nonthreatening aura possible under the circumstances. “Your employment begins now. Fetch me a quill and parchment from the desk. I want you to make a list of everything a young lady requires to make a successful debut.”

Emma gasped. “Do you mean…?”

He favored her with a conspiratorial smile. “Yes, I shall bring Miss Price out into Society. And I fully intend for her to make a better match than Lady Morley’s precious favorite granddaughter.” He frowned. “We had best start with seeing a chaperone settled here before the young lady arrives. Would you have any knowledge of how I may go about that?”

Finally, a ghost of a smile touched the maid’s lips, and she curtsied once more. “Lady Morley is seeking to hire Miss Hobson. Her ladyship says she is the best.”

Vincent returned the smile. “Perhaps I can give this Miss Hobson a more attractive offer. What else is required?”

Once he and Emma finished making the list, Vincent departed the castle to seek his meal. He glanced at the moon and climbed the ragged cliffs of the coastline, soon finding the group of smugglers he knew would be there. Their sort always made an easy meal. Blocking the supernatural aspects of the encounter from their memories, he was thus obliged to take a cask of French brandy in exchange for his silence on their illegal activity.

With his head cleared of blood thirst, Vincent wondered if he was pursuing a wise course of action. One mistake, and his secret would be out. The Elders would execute him…if the inevitable vampire hunter or crazed mob didn’t reach him first.

On the other hand, if his plans were successful, he would have the pleasure of watching Lady Morley’s stricken face as his charge defeated hers in the game of wedlock. Vincent smiled. It had been too long since he’d indulged in a good competition.

 


 

 

 

Two

Lydia awoke to a loud rapping on her cabin door. The wooden floor bobbed under her feet as she stumbled like a drunkard to answer the knock.

The first mate greeted her with a flinty gaze. “There’s been a change in plans, miss. Yer ta depart here at Plymouth.”

Confusion warred with relief that her long voyage had come to an early end. “Ah…do you know why, sir?”

He shook his head and chewed on his pipe. “Ye’ll have to take that up w’ the cap’n. All I know is he received a note. Put on yer warmest frock, an’ I’ll get yer trunks loaded up.”

Lydia sighed and donned her black traveling dress and woolen cloak. Her mind raced as she struggled to pin up her thick black hair. Why Plymouth rather than London? Did Grandmother take ill? Or did she retire to the country to take the opportunity to meet me sooner? Praying it was the latter, she hurried out of her cabin to the captain’s quarters.

The captain grumbled impatiently. “All I know is a carriage is waiting for you here, so you’d best run along and pack your things. I have work to do.” Before Lydia could respond, he walked away, barking orders to his crew.

Lydia deftly avoided the rushing people on deck and returned to her cabin. The crew had already begun hauling her trunks, grumbling at their weight and number. She shoved her charcoals and sketchbook into her valise as her mind raced with excitement to at last meet her English grandmother. Perhaps Lady Morley would be interested in hearing all about her adventurous voyage…and all about her papa and their life in America. Perhaps she had even forgiven him.

As she returned on deck, moisture filled her eyes, blurring the spectacular vista of the bustling port city before her. Limestone cliffs gave way to a turbulent blue-green sea. Never before had she seen such a beautiful place. And the people, so lively and animated, their lilting voices echoed like a new song. Stevedores shouted and hauled crates up and down winches. Ships of all sizes crowded the harbor. Carriages and carts of all kinds lined the road beyond.

Oh Mama, Papa, I wish you could see this. With a deep breath, Lydia swallowed a lump in her throat and joined the line of passengers on the gangplank.

All was chaos as couples and families shouted joyous greetings and exchanged tearful embraces.

Lydia looked left and right for someone who appeared to recognize her. But the melee of reunion continued around her, indifferent as the waves lapping against the pier.

She hugged her valise tight and fought to stay calm. The cold, salty sea breeze assaulted her body, competing with the creeping chill in her heart. It will be my turn soon. A kind face will smile my way and beckon me—

There she was. A tall, regal matron accompanied by a maid and footman beckoned near the end of the docks.

Forgetting the weight of her valise, Lydia rushed forward. “Grandmother?” she cried, breathless with joy for the first time since her parents died.

The woman shook her head and Lydia’s face burned in humiliation. She had approached the wrong person. Now that she was closer, she saw that the woman was too young to be her grandmother. There was more blonde in her hair than gray, and she couldn’t be older than fifty.

Before Lydia could apologize and make a hasty retreat, the woman spoke. “Are you Miss Lydia Price?”

She nodded, dread sinking into the pit of her stomach. Something was wrong.

“Welcome to Cornwall. I am Miss Hobson.” Her narrow face was stark under her gray bonnet. “Your guardian, the Earl of Deveril, has hired me to be your chaperone and educate you in social graces.”

“Deveril?” Lydia repeated dumbly. Had there been another Miss Price aboard the ship? “I-I was under the impression that the family name was Morley.”

Miss Hobson bowed her head, but not before Lydia caught a glimmer of pity in the woman’s eyes. “Let us have you settled into the carriage, and I will explain what has transpired.”

Oh God, my grandmother has died. A lump formed in her throat. Am I cursed? Is all my family dead?

Oblivious to her grief, the footman gathered her trunks and loaded them onto the carriage. The maid adjusted her starched cap and approached her with a tremulous smile on her mousy face.

“My name is Emma, Miss Price. The earl has hired me to be your maid.” Her lilting accent was so different than the chaperone’s clipped cadence.

Lydia smiled. “I am pleased to meet you, Emma.”

Emma curtsied. “What beautiful hair you have, miss. It’s like spun onyx. I will be pleased to dress it.”

Miss Hobson silenced her with a stern glare. “It is time we were off.”

Once settled in the carriage, the chaperone cleared her throat. “I do not know how to say this easily, Miss Price, so I apologize for my forthright manner. Due to the scandal your father caused with his marriage to your mother, Lady Morley refuses to have you in her home, so the Earl of Deveril will be acting as your guardian. There was an old alliance between the families.”

Lydia discovered that it was indeed possible to feel worse. Her grandmother didn’t want her. She’d heard that English folk were snobbish, but she hadn’t expected this. Her heart felt as if it were cleaved in two. Now I understand why Papa never returned home.

Lifting her chin and blinking back tears, Lydia faced her chaperone. “Well, I daresay, she does not sound like a person I would like to know.” Forcing a smile, she spoke past the lump in her throat. “Tell me about the Earl of Deveril. Was he a friend of my father?” Please tell me he is kind. He’d have to be, to take in a complete stranger.

Miss Hobson’s eyes widened a moment at Lydia’s cheery tone. “I know little about the earl as I have only recently come under his employ. It is doubtful he knew your father. His lordship resides at Castle Deveril in Cornwall and is known to be a recluse.”

“A castle?” A measure of her dismay fled at the prospect. It would be just like a gothic novel. What sorts of secrets resided  within its stone walls? Were there hidden passageways? Ghosts?

Before her imagination could take flight, Miss Hobson began questioning Lydia on her accomplishments. The woman did not smile. The only indication of approval Lydia received was a placid nod at the mention of her painting.

Displeasure, on the other hand, seemed to be the chaperone’s forte. Her brows rose to her hairline in outrage when Lydia spoke of shooting with her father.

“In England, an unmarried lady does not handle firearms,” the chaperone said sternly.

Lydia sighed. “I suppose that means fishing is out of the question as well.”

Miss Hobson’s lips twitched slightly before she sniffed. “Quite.”

As the carriage rolled down the rutted road, Lydia gazed out the window in rapt fascination at the Cornish landscape. Stone houses perched among the rolling green hills on one side and cliffs fell away to the sea on the other. Ruins of castles dotted the horizon like aging sentinels. Something within her awakened at the sight. There was something magical about this land and its wild beauty. She stared for hours, absorbing the colors and textures, her fingers itching to capture it all on canvas.

Night had fallen by the time they reached the castle. The carriage rattled and shook violently as it rolled down the rutted, rocky path. Lydia clung to the leather straps, terrified that the conveyance would topple over. When the wheels ground to a shuddering stop, she let out the breath she’d been holding. Thunder sounded in the distance as the footmen helped the ladies from the carriage.

“You had best hurry inside,” the driver grunted as the trunks were unloaded. “A storm approaches.”

Lydia only half heard him as she stared up at Castle Deveril. Iron gray stone gleamed in the waxing moonlight. Wind howled through ancient arrow slits, and shadows engulfed the turrets. A thrill rushed through her body at the realization that she would live in a real castle, just like a princess in the stories Mama used to tell.

Mama…her eyes stung with unshed tears. Lydia blinked and focused once more on the castle. Could this place become her home? Much of that would depend on her guardian. She peered toward the towering entrance.

“Come now, Lydia,” Miss Hobson urged as the wind picked up and clouds raced across the face of the moon.

Lightning flashed, and a figure seemed to materialize before them on the stony path. Emma let out a cry that was immediately drowned out by a crash of thunder.

Miss Hobson remained composed, though her voice cracked. “My lord, you startled us.” Straightening her spine, she continued. “As you can see, Miss Price has arrived safely.”

The Earl of Deveril stepped forward with a bow. Long, wild hair fell forward to shadow his face. “Miss Price, welcome to my home. I hope you will be happy here.” His accent held the same musical cadence as Emma’s.

With shaky legs, Lydia managed a curtsy. “Thank you, my lord.”

Entranced, she looked up at her new guardian. Tall and lean, he loomed over her like a specter, his greatcoat flapping in the wind. Lightning illuminated his silvery-blond locks sweeping across sharp, angular features.

Her spine tingled. Never had she seen a more striking person. Though his hair was the color of moonlight, his face and form were those of a young man. Lydia choked back a gasp. She longed to render him in charcoal…no, oils.

Lord Deveril interrupted her thoughts, his lyrical voice holding her captive. “Please, go inside before the storm strikes. A warm bath and a hot supper await you.” Genuine kindness filled his tone, a soothing balm from the coldness and pity she’d faced from others. “We may further our acquaintance tomorrow evening. Tonight, you must rest from your long journey.”

“I am well, my lord. Where are you going?” The thought of this mysterious stranger who held her entire fate in his hands leaving her so suddenly was alarming.

Her grandmother’s rejection taunted her. Perhaps she was cursed. As if to concur, a lock of her hair slid from its pin to slap her cheek in the biting wind.

Paying the weather no mind, Lord Deveril regarded her calmly. “I am going for a walk.”

The absurdity of his statement made her blink at him. “But it is dark out, and a storm is coming. Surely you should not risk your health in such inclement conditions.”

Miss Hobson made a small sound, no doubt to scold her for such pertness. Lydia didn’t care. She didn’t want him to leave. He was to be her only link to her new life, her only sense of stability. What if he didn’t want her either? Was that why he was so eager to remove himself?

Lightning flashed again, illuminating his eyes. A captivating shade of blue tinged with gray, they glittered like the turbulent sea. Her breath halted. It was as if his eyes were the storm.

Lord Deveril smiled, displaying gleaming white teeth. “Your concern is most touching, though unnecessary. I’ve taken my nightly walk every evening for many years. The weather never stops me.”

He stepped closer, gently lifted the loose lock of her hair with long, graceful fingers, and tucked the strands behind her ear. Lydia’s heart pounded at his whisper-light touch. The earl bowed once more and departed with smooth, powerful strides. Lydia’s stomach quivered as if she were back aboard the ship.

 


 

 

 

Three

An old man stumbled out of the pub, singing an ancient Cornish love song, oblivious to the torrential rain. Vincent was upon him in a heartbeat. As soon as Vincent slaked his thirst, the drunkard shambled on, still singing. A catchy tune—Vincent found himself humming as he entered the smoky establishment. Silence fell for a breath as the patrons gripped their mugs and stared, followed by the usual whispers of “the Devil Earl.”

Ignoring them all, he made his way to a shoddy table in the rear corner where his second in command waited.

Emrys Adair raised a brow at the puddles of rainwater trailing behind him. “You forgot your umbrella again.”

Vincent sat and shook out his sodden hair. A reluctant smile tugged his lips as he recalled Lydia’s concern for his well-being in the storm. No one had cared for him in centuries.

His second in command sipped his ale and related his weekly report on Cornwall’s small populace of vampires. Aside from a rogue being chased off to Devon, all remained placid and dull. Vincent only half listened, pondering his ward.

“Has the girl arrived?” Emrys asked suddenly.

Vincent cocked his head to the side. “Are you invading my thoughts?” he jested, knowing full well that the vampire lacked that degree of power.

“Of course not!” his second huffed. “I only remembered that the chit was due this week.”

He smiled. “Yes, she is here.”

“And?”

“She is comely enough that I have every confidence in seeing her settled with no trouble.”

Truly, Lydia Price was far more than comely. With that silken onyx hair and eyes so pale brown they appeared gold, his ward was a breathtaking creature. And her voice…he’d expected Americans to have brash accents, but hers was liquid music. The suitors would line up in droves just to hear her speak.

Emrys shook his head, interrupting his thoughts. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.”

“Why? You’ve known for over a month. I distinctly remember you being awake when I announced it at the gathering.” Vincent leaned back in his chair, stretching his long legs under the table. “All that aside, I’ve been looking after the misfits of our kind for seventy years. An unwanted mortal isn’t too much of a stretch.”

He frowned. Truly, unwanted should not be a word used to describe Lydia Price.

“And you’ve done an admirable job,” Emrys replied levelly. “You’ve saved countless vampires from giving themselves up to the fatal dawn, and you’ve never had to execute any, no one denies that. Yet what exactly are you saving this human from?”

“An insane asylum, if her horrid grandmother is to be believed.”

The vampire gasped. “Is the girl cracked?”

“Not as far as I’ve discerned.” Vincent rubbed his temples, weary of the discussion. “Speaking of which, we need to look in on the Siddons sisters. I’ve found something for them to do. How were they the last time you saw them?”

“Much better. Maria says Sally’s bouts of depression have grown shorter, and reports that her own blue devils are much more tempered.”

Vincent nodded. “That is good news. Whom do you have supervising their hunts?”

“Bronn for now. I think he’s become smitten.”

“Poor lad. Those two will probably refuse to entertain any romantic entanglements for at least a century…if they survive that long.” He adjusted his damp greatcoat. “Shall we be off?”

Emrys rose reluctantly from his seat and grabbed his umbrella.

The rain had abated somewhat when they left the pub, coming down in a cold drizzle. Vincent’s Second huddled under his umbrella, cursing under his breath. The moment they were out of view, Emrys folded his umbrella, and both vampires took off in a burst of preternatural speed.

The sisters lived in a secluded cottage some ten miles outside the village of Portloe. Before Vincent could knock, the door opened to reveal a frail vampire resembling a girl of sixteen. She’d been nineteen when she’d been illegally Changed. “Good evening, Maria.”

Maria Siddons, daughter of the infamous actress, Sarah Siddons, curtsied deeply. “M’lord. Mr. Adair.” Her voice was almost a whisper. “Please, do come inside.”

The cottage was warm and cozy with a blazing fire in the hearth and myriad embroidered cushions and lacy doilies covering nearly every flat surface. The sisters had taken the hobby of sewing to an astonishing level. It seemed to ease their minds.

Sally Siddons rose from the plump sofa, setting her sewing aside. “My lord!” She gazed at him with wide gray eyes, wringing her hands. “Is everything all right?” The tips of her fangs were revealed through parted lips.

“Everything is fine. I only wanted to look in on you both and beg a favor.”

She sat back down and resumed stitching the hem of a dress. “Oh, we’re quite well, aren’t we, Maria?”

“I understand you’re going to London soon, to present that human girl.” Maria eyed him with sudden intensity.

Vincent held up a hand. “Do not trouble yourself by asking. You cannot accompany me.”

“But—”

“You’re supposed to be dead, don’t you remember? It’s been only thirty years. You cannot run the risk of being recognized.” He met her angry gaze with all the authority of a Lord Vampire.

Dying from consumption and devastated by the heart-wrenching end of a scandalous three-way love affair with the portrait artist, Thomas Lawrence, Maria Siddons had charmed a rogue vampire into Changing her without sanction from the Elders.

Five years later, she’d found another rogue and convinced him to Change her elder sister.

One of the rogues had been caught and executed by Ian Ashton, the Lord Vampire of London. However, that didn’t stop the sisters from scheming to kill the painter who’d broken their hearts. Ian had caught the vengeful sisters before they succeeded. Not knowing what else to do with the frail, half-mad pair, he’d delivered them to Vincent.

Vincent himself had been suddenly Changed, with no vampire to mentor him through even basic methods of survival, and no one to help him keep the madness and grief at bay. He’d had the deepest sympathy for the Siddons sisters, who’d endured their first years without guidance.

When the Siddons sisters came under his care, they’d seemed to be a lost cause, alternating between bouts of suicidal depression and murderous rage. With Vincent’s patience and sheer unwillingness to see such sad creatures put to death, they’d made progress over the years and were at last able to live independently and hunt under supervision. Slowly he’d been easing them into interacting with mortals, and now he would attempt the next step.

“What is it you require of us?” Sally wrung her hands once more.

He eyed the stacks of La Belle Assemblée on the table, the mannequin in the far corner, and the gowns the sisters wore. Both rivaled garb made by the most coveted seamstresses.

“My ward requires a wardrobe for her debut this Season,” Vincent ventured cautiously. “I wonder if you ladies would be up to the task.”

Sally’s eyes lit with immediate interest, and she reached for a magazine of fashion plates. “My lord! We would be honored. When may we come to the castle and—”

“We require a price,” Maria interjected, folding her arms across her chest.

Vincent sighed. “I will not bring you to London.”

“For a wardrobe of that size, along with the inevitable repairs needed, you have little choice in such a short time frame. Besides, we can paint up our faces and disguise ourselves beyond recognition. We grew up in the theater, don’t you recall?”

Sally rallied behind her sister. “And I feel we have the right to look in on our mother. She is in her dotage, and it would break our hearts not to see her before she dies. Please, my lord, show us some mercy.”

In the face of Maria’s logical argument and Sally’s emotional appeal, Vincent’s resolve crumbled despite his better judgment. “Very well, I will ask the Lord of London for permission for you to accompany me, which he may very well refuse. If he consents, you must remain out of sight as much as possible. And, by all that is holy, you will stay away from that infernal painter.”

Maria’s green eyes hardened. “Will you look in on him for us, and tell us how he fares?”

He sighed, willing patience. “No good can come from bothering Lawrence. It won’t help you forget him.”

“We don’t want to forget, not until we see him dead.”

“Killing humans is illegal,” he replied for the thousandth time. “However, he will die eventually. Like all mortals, he grows older every day. I’ve seen many people perish from age. It is a more torturous death than you could imagine. Can’t you take comfort from that?”

Sally gave her sister a hard look. “If you will see him and tell us of his suffering.”

“I hope he’s bald and his teeth have rotted black and pain him daily,” Maria grumbled.

Vincent chuckled. “All right. I’ll take a peek at the sod. Perhaps he has gout. Now will you help me outfit my ward?”

“She will shine like a diamond of the first water, and all other debutantes will chew their livers in envy.” Sally smiled sweetly. “That is, if you supply us with the fabric, thread, and all other accoutrements we request.”

He returned the smile, pleased to see genuine enthusiasm light her usually bleak countenance. “You will have everything you ask for, along with my eternal gratitude.”

After he and Emrys took their leave, his second shook his head. “Are you certain it’s wise to bring that pair to Castle Deveril and expose them to your pet mortal and servants, much less bring them to London?”

“They’ve done well by the woman who comes to clean, and haven’t caused trouble with the mortals in town when they venture out.” Mention of his pet mortal brought an inexplicable urge to see her once more. “The night grows late. We’ll discuss it later.” Vincent took off towards his castle…and his ward.

Miss Hobson accosted him the moment he returned. “We must discuss Miss Price.”

“Allow me to divest myself of my wet coat, and I’ll meet you in the solar,” he replied over his shoulder, already shrugging out of the sodden garment.

Pausing in the doorway to the solar, he observed the stern woman. On the surface, she appeared to be as snobbish and cold as Lady Morley. He’d been assured that Miss Hobson was the best and, though she might be strict, females under her charge constantly defied the worst of odds to emerge as winners in the marriage game. Lydia Price needed a chaperone of that caliber.

“Would you care for some brandy, Miss Hobson?” He removed a decanter and two snifters from the sideboard.

“A lady does not drink strong spirits, my lord.” Contrary to the prim decline, her eyes gleamed at the smoky liquid.

Vincent smirked and filled both glasses. “Come now, who is here to judge you? I believe after your arduous journey, you have earned a robust drink.”

Finally, a genuine smile crossed her thin lips. “Very well, my lord, if you insist.”

Vincent handed her a glass and added another log to the fireplace before settling in a burgundy velvet wing-backed chair across from the chaperone. They shared a brief companionable silence, sipping their smuggled brandy.

He set down his snifter with regret. Too much would upset his digestion. “You wished to discuss Miss Price. What is your impression of her?”

Miss Hobson sighed before taking another fortifying drink. “As I told you before, securing a match for the young lady will not be easy. Aside from the scandal surrounding her birth, the fact that Lady Morley refuses to receive her will discourage Society from acknowledging her.” She lowered her voice. “And I have a feeling that Lady Morley will endeavor to make things worse when Miss Price is presented. That woman will stop at nothing.”

Although the news was bleak, Vincent felt a measure of encouragement at Miss Hobson’s animosity towards Lady Morley. He would need a strong ally in this game. “Very well, may we now discuss the young lady’s assets?”

The chaperone nodded. “Her appearance is satisfactory, though her accent is unfortunate.”

She is beautiful, Vincent thought, calling to mind Lydia’s tawny eyes and luxurious hair. And her southern American drawl was like warm honey.

“She has many accomplishments, though not all are ladylike,” Miss Hobson continued. “I will encourage her to hide the latter while I work on nurturing the former.”

As the chaperone droned on, Vincent took another drink, letting the brandy roll across his tongue, and speculated on the taste of Lydia’s smooth flesh. Perhaps she would taste as sweet as she sounded… He shook off the thought, alarmed at the intensity of his desire. Good Lord, what is happening to me? Has my solitude driven me mad in truth?

Miss Hobson remained oblivious to his sinful musings as she finished her inventory. “Finally, Miss Price seems to be quick-witted and very brave. These things will ensure her survival and possibly garner respect among the ton.”

He nodded. “Yes, she does seem to possess ample courage.”

Pride filled him. Lydia’s gaze had been bold as she faced him, without a glimpse of terror at the prospect of being placed at the mercy of a stranger.

“Given that she’s an American and has been rejected by her family, this will be the biggest challenge of my career.” Miss Hobson sighed, pulling him back to the matter at hand. “Though I believe I may carry it off.”

“That is why I hired you,” Vincent replied blandly. “I was told you’re the best.”

“Yes,” she replied without arrogance. “Also, her substantial dowry will help matters considerably. How ever did you wrangle such a sum from the Morley purse?”

“I required Lady Morley to double the existing dowry in exchange for my taking on the responsibility. Then I doubled the amount yet again from my own coffers.”

A strange snort that may have been a laugh came from Miss Hobson at the last. “The dowager countess will not be pleased to hear that.” Taking a sip of her drink, she leaned forward. “It is rumored that the Deverils have always been a miserly lot.”

He smiled over his glass of brandy. “Well, their frugality has been enough that it shall be no trouble for me to break the tradition.” It was astounding the fortune one could amass in two centuries from the sorcery of compound interest. The bitter rub was that he’d had nothing or no one to spend it on…until now.

Miss Hobson graced him with an even bigger smile. “That is excellent news. You will need it for this endeavor to succeed.”

Miss Hobson then filled his ears with talk of tutors, dresses, fans, and other such frippery. Vincent only half listened as he mulled over other more serious challenges: the first being that a Lord Vampire needed permission before entering another’s territory. Typically, that wouldn’t be of great concern, as he was on good terms with the Lord Vampire of London. However, Ian was due to depart any time on an extended wedding trip, and his second in command would rule London for the next half century.

Vincent wasn’t well acquainted with Rafael Villar, though if the dour expression on Villar’s scarred face was any indication, relations between London and Cornwall would become less amicable. Likely Rafael would refuse Vincent’s request to bring Lydia to London for the Season, as he had vocally disapproved of Ian’s marriage to a mortal.

Hell, Ian might refuse if he was still in charge. He’d involved himself with a human out of necessity, and solved the conflict eventually by Changing his bride. Vincent’s involvement was voluntary…and hell would freeze over before he destroyed such a vivid life as Lydia’s.

As soon as Miss Hobson retired, Vincent headed up to the chamber he’d prepared for Lydia. He wondered at his sense of urgency. I’m only doing my duty in seeing that she’s settled in properly.

He paused at her door long enough to reach out with his senses and verify that she was asleep before stealing silently into the room. It wouldn’t do to frighten her.

She was so full of life. Vincent watched Lydia’s sleeping form with awe. Her hair spread across the pillow like liquid obsidian. He longed to touch it as he had earlier.

He remembered how her large eyes had sparkled despite the dark circles of fatigue beneath them. Yet she’d seemed concerned for him. An odd ache pierced his chest at the memory.

Her hair whispered beneath his fingers like satin. Vincent snatched back his hand and left the room, guilt roiling through him for touching something so pure.








 

 

 

Four

Lydia awoke to the aroma of bacon and freshly baked bread. She smiled at Emma, who was carrying a heaping breakfast tray. “That smells heavenly.”

Emma nodded and placed the tray on the table near the bed. “Cook was pleased to prepare a nice meal. His lordship rarely dines at home.”

“Why not?” Lydia reached for the food, stomach rumbling. A pang of disappointment struck her at the maid’s words. She’d looked forward to dining with her fascinating guardian.

The maid shook her head. “It seems to be a custom among bachelors.”

“Well, it’s a terrible custom.” She bit into a piece of crisp bacon. “The man is much too thin.” That hadn’t stopped him from haunting her dreams last night. He’d been caressing her hair as though she was something cherished. Her cheeks heated, and her pulse quickened.

Oh no. Her fork fell from nerveless fingers. She knew this feeling. It was the same sensation she’d experienced when she’d first seen the dashing Monsieur Delacroix at the opera last year. She’d yearned for the better part of a month until her maid had informed her that the man was engaged to a planter’s daughter, and he also had a mistress tucked away in the French Quarter.

Now I’m attracted to my own guardian. Her lips curled in a self-deprecating frown. Was she destined always to pine over the wrong man? A guardian was supposed to be a figure of familial authority, like an exalted uncle. Unfortunately, Lord Deveril was too damned handsome to be anyone’s uncle.

Unaware of Lydia’s plight, Emma opened the curtains and tended the fire. Lydia buttered her bread and looked around the chamber. Far from a gothic horror scene, the room epitomized luxury, with its plush rugs covering the stone floor, elegant tapestries, and cheery fireplace. Lydia didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. At least there were no cobwebs. She abhorred spiders.

After she finished eating and completing her morning ablutions, Emma helped her into a gown of black muslin trimmed in lace.

“Is the earl about this morning?” Lydia ventured curiously.

“No, he remains abed during the day. The sunlight gives him a terrible sick headache.”

“The poor man!” Lydia’s heart clenched with sympathy. “How is he to enjoy himself? Much less look after his estate?” Or me? “What is he like?”

Emma paled and glanced around as if expecting to see Deveril over her shoulder. “I cannot say, miss. I’ve not been long in his employ.”

It seemed her maid was afraid of the earl. Was the man a tyrant? She wouldn’t be able to abide that for a moment. Though if he’s strict, my silly infatuation should abate.
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