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Dedicated to my mother, Karen Ann

6-11-62 ~ 2-14-09

You were the first person to believe in me. Every day I strive to make you proud.

 


Foreword to This Edition

 

As I write this, it’s been eleven years since Bite Me, Your Grace was first published. It was so exciting to finally have my dream come true. To see a book with my name on it in bookstores and in readers’ hands. It didn’t make me a mega bestseller or lift me out of poverty, in fact, I was briefly homeless only two months after my first book signing.

But I’m still proud of this book. Not only did I have a lot of fun writing it, but it also helped me get through a rough time in my life. My mom had passed away while I was querying the novel that would become Wrenching Fate. Suddenly, I got the urge to write something completely different than my darker urban fantasy stories. Regency romances were one of my secret happy places, so I decided to write one with vampires. This was during the Twilight craze, and when I learned that a similar vampire craze happened in the late Regency era in real life, the idea for Bite Me, Your Grace came fully-formed.

Now, about some changes I made. Aside from some newbie-writer issues I cleaned up and won’t be noticeable, I’d originally written this book to be a light riff of Judith McNaught’s Whitney, My Love, a book I had a big love/hate relationship with. In retrospect, I took that a little too far, so I tweaked some minor things, making Angelica a little less childish, (though she’s still very naïve because that’s part of her growth arc) and Ian is less of an ass. The Big Misunderstanding still happens, but I took it down a notch.

Another issue with the first edition is use of the g-word for the Roma people. At the time, I didn’t know it was a slur. Even worse, allusions to Angelica’s Roma ancestry had been cut somewhere in the revision process. I brought that back and eliminated the slur.

Aside from those tweaks, Bite Me, Your Grace is still the same silly Regency vampire romp with some bonus history lessons, and I hope I made it more fun to read. The main characters show up in my Brides of Prophecy series as well, as all my books are connected.







 

 

 

One

London, 1821

 

“Ruined.” Angelica Winthrop tasted the word on her tongue and found it to be delicious. “Ruined,” she whispered once more and allowed a smile to creep to her lips despite her choking bitterness. “Placed on the shelf; rendered unmarriageable for the rest of one’s days.”

Her smile faded and the stony lump in her throat returned as she looked at the remains of her favorite book in the fireplace. All that was left were a corner of the cover and a few charred pages that would crumble at a touch. This time her mother had gone too far. She’d come into Angelica’s room, snatched the book from her grasp, taken one look at the title, and emitted a strangled gasp of outrage.

“I cannot have you reading such trash,” Margaret Winthrop had said when she threw A Vindication of the Rights of Woman by Mary Wollstonecraft into the fireplace.

“How can you call it trash?” Angelica had demanded, fighting back tears. “It’s a logical treatise on the subject of our sex being capable of rational thought. As a woman, how can you not be aware of that?”

Margaret snorted indelicately. “The author bore an illegitimate child then married an anarchist! I’ll not have that book in my house.” Her face was nearly as red as her curls. “It is bad enough that you are a veritable bluestocking. But if anyone knew you were a radical, your reputation would be blackened beyond redemption, with all hope of an advantageous marriage turned to refuse.”

The sight of the burning book was like a rapier thrust through Angelica’s heart. Her mother might as well have ripped away her spirit and cast it into the flames.

“Maybe I want my reputation to be ruined, Mother,” Angelica had said, unable to hold back her ire… or her elation with the concept, once uttered. “Maybe I don’t want to be a broodmare for some inane boor while he spends my dowry on his mistresses and… Ouch!” She gasped when her mother pinched her.

Lady Margaret hissed, “If we were not going to the Wentworth ball tonight, I would slap you. A lady does not speak of such things.” Her eyes narrowed. “Now stop these hysterics immediately. I suggest you compose yourself while I fetch Liza to bring your gown and fix your hair.”

After her mother left, Angelica rubbed her burning eyes, meagerly proud that she had managed not to give her mother the satisfaction of tears. Needing reassurance on the state of the rest of her collection, she peeked under her bed. At least her copy of Frankenstein: Or, The Modern Prometheus was safe. Mary Shelley, daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft, was Angelica’s personal hero. If Margaret had burned Frankenstein, Angelica would have screamed.

She frowned at the growing pile of books languishing in the dark recesses. A better hiding place for them was in order, but she didn’t dare move them now. This is completely unfair! Angelica quivered in outrage and despair. Literature was a precious gift. One shouldn’t have to hide it from others. The written word should be revered and shared by all, no matter their sex or station in life. Her gaze strayed back to the fireplace, rage curling in her belly at the destruction of a precious book.

“I will do it,” Angelica vowed to the ashes. “I will ruin my reputation and gain my freedom.” Her voice quavered and she felt like she could taste the smoldering paper.

She turned from the fireplace and approached her writing desk, stopping for a moment to caress the polished mahogany surface, resisting the urge to open the secret compartment and look upon her other objects of hidden, oppressed rebellion… the pages of her ghost stories.

Ever since she could pick up a quill, Angelica had loved to write. The falsehoods of fiction were much preferable to those of society. Her father encouraged her talent, but her mother, naturally, despised her writing and her father’s support of a habit that she deigned “for the lower classes.”

“You inherited such common traits from him!” she complained constantly. “I swear I shall always regret marrying a mere mister instead of a title. Perhaps then I would not have had such an unnatural daughter.”

A confusing combination of anger and pity for her mother always struck Angelica at those words. When Margaret married a common banker, the Earl of Pendlebur had been infuriated, especially after learning that Jacob Winthrop had Romani blood. He had cut off his daughter’s money and promised to withhold the funds until Angelica made a proper marriage.

From the moment of her daughter’s birth, Margaret was determined to arrange the match of the season between Angelica and some indolent lord. Whether she intended the marriage to mend fences with Grandfather or if it was only for the money, Angelica didn’t know. Either way, the pressure for a titled husband, a wealthy one if possible, was upon her tenfold more than the average debutante. She’d been sheltered from most peers her own age since her nursery days, instead under constant drilling from tutors, piano teachers, dance instructors, and all who dealt in molding a girl into a worthy bride for a man who only had to be born within the peerage. The concept was sickening. One’s merit should be separate from one’s parentage.

She lifted her chin melodramatically and quoted, “‘What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.’” Shakespeare had a valid point. Of course, that was as far as she could identify with his heroine. After all, Juliet actually wanted to get married.

The concept of marriage and being a proper society matron was anathema to Angelica. She longed for adventures such as Mary Shelley had embarked on when she was Angelica’s age. Her imagination spun as she read of the author’s journeys across the continent, taking her from Paris to Italy, even to Switzerland. It was in the evocative setting of Lake Geneva, during an exhilarating thunderstorm, that Mary had penned her gothic masterpiece, Frankenstein.

Amidst the company of such masterful writers as Lord Byron, John Polidori, and Percy Shelley, Mary had been completely free to be herself and write what she wished. Angelica longed for such freedom. She knew her work would thrive if she were away from the stifling sphere of the haut ton, the hypocritical pinnacle of England’s nobility and their stringent idea of marriage.

She heaved a sigh and sagged against the wall. Even Mary Shelley had given in to convention when she married Percy. And apparently marriage had suffocated even her bold spirit. After Frankenstein, Mary had quit writing. Wedlock and motherhood seemed to make every woman as miserable as Angelica’s mother.

A noise outside interrupted her reverie. Angelica rushed to the window and caught sight of a carriage stopping in front of the mansion across the street behind her house. Her heart leaped in excitement. The duke was back in London! Now, here was good fodder for her stories. Along with his predecessors, the Duke of Burnrath had always been the biggest mystery in high society. He rarely deigned to mix with the beau monde, only attending White’s or the occasional ball before departing once again to places unknown.

Though His Grace was ever an object of speculation, he preyed on Angelica’s thoughts only half as often as his home, the true center of her fascination. The imposing Elizabethan manor had belonged to the dukes of Burnrath for more than a hundred years. She believed Burnrath House was haunted. Angelica was unable to count the times she had seen movement or heard noises coming from the place when it was supposed to be vacant. Delicious fantasies whispered through her mind as to what sorts of ghoulish specters lurked, or perhaps floated, in its dark recesses. Many of her stories were inspired by Burnrath House, but imagination could only carry her so far.

She gazed at the ancient mansion, shivering in her thin shift. The upper floors thrust up from the heavy evening fog, the ornately columned chimneys resembling dark sentinels. Angelica knew if she managed to get inside, she could create a masterpiece of gothic horror to match Mrs. Shelley’s. Dedicated research was the source of all great stories, after all. Mentally, she added entry into Burnrath House to her goals.

Angelica caught a glimpse of a dark figure leaving the house and entering the carriage before footsteps on the stairs announced the approach of her mother and her lady’s maid. It was a pity she couldn’t call on His Grace. Even if it was permissible for an unmarried lady to do so, the duke didn’t move in the same circles as her family. Yet another disappointment brought on by stuffy matters of propriety and rank. Her bedroom door opened and she darted from the window to sit primly on the bed.

“I cannot wait to see you in this exquisite creation!” Margaret sang as she carried a ball gown into the room. Liza, Angelica’s lady’s maid, followed behind with stays and petticoats. “The suitors will be lining up to dance with you.” All signs of anger from the argument had vanished as Margaret resumed her role of happy matchmaker.

Angelica sighed. If Mary Wollstonecraft had been her mother, she would be writing now instead of suffering this ordeal. The stays cut off her breath as Liza jerked the laces with a murmured apology. Angelica held up her arms for the endless layers of petticoats and, finally, the gown. One had to admit that the ensemble was exquisite. The blue satin shimmered, appearing to be anywhere between sapphire and the palest cornflower, depending on how the light hit the fabric. The dress was unadorned except for a trimming of darker blue lace at the oval bodice and along the hem.

“Since most debutantes will be wearing paler colors, I believe this will help you stand out, especially with the right coiffure.” Margaret’s tone forbade argument.

When Liza had finished her hair, Angelica surveyed her reflection in the mirror. Her dark brown tresses were piled atop her head and threaded with pearls, while a few curls tumbled artfully down her back. Ebony eyes fringed with sooty lashes peered shyly from her heart-shaped face. Her full lips formed a slight smile. Why, she looked at least twenty-two years old!

Margaret nodded in approval. “You shall make a fetching picture indeed, my dear. I expect you to draw a line of titled young bucks within moments of our arrival.” Angelica grimaced as her mother pinched her cheeks to bring some color. “There, now I must see if your father rang for the carriage.”

The moment her mother left the room, Angelica frowned at the maid. “Why does she have to be so mercenary? I feel like a horse or a painting up for auction.”

Liza sighed. “Lady Margaret just cares for your future. She merely wants the best for you.”

Angelica snorted. “What future? She wants to sentence me to life in a cage more gilt than this one.” She leaped from the stool and paced the room like an angry feline. “That’s all marriage is for a woman. Hell, it’s all that life is for a woman. A prison! Well, I shall stand for this horrid slave-trade no longer! I shall—”

“You shall what?” Liza inquired, immune to the unladylike outburst.

“Never mind.” Angelica was tempted to inform her maid of her intention to ruin herself, but then considered the wisdom of doing so. Liza was like a friend to her, but she was still a servant, dependent on her parents’ good opinion to retain her position and the roof over her head. If Angelica succeeded in ruining her reputation and Liza knew about the scheme, her poor maid would likely be thrown out into the street without a reference. Liza was an agreeable accomplice to many of Angelica’s adventures, but it would be best to act alone on this mission.

To evade her maid’s suspicion, she charged over to her bed and pulled a black silk garter from beneath her mattress.

Liza sighed again as she watched Angelica hike up her skirts to slip on the scrap of fabric. “Yer still wearin’ that bleedin’ thing? You never even met that poet.”

“Of course I am still wearing it. John Keats has only been dead a week. A creator of great works should be mourned. Since Mother will not let me mourn him in public, I shall wear this garter until a decent period has passed, perhaps even the requisite six months.”

Liza nodded. “At least you found the sense to mourn the penniless sod in secret now.” She obviously considered her station to be above that of the poet. “I’ll never forget the look on your mother’s face when you tried to wear black plumes in your headdress for your presentation to the Monarch last Tuesday. She nearly ran mad!”

Angelica raised a brow. “What else could I have done? She burned my black dress.”

“The hem was too high, and even if I’d let the bodice out to its limits, the dress wouldn’t have fit,” Liza countered smoothly before she helped Angelica with her cape and shooed her out the door.

Papa greeted Angelica at the bottom of the stairs. “Could this enchanting creature truly be my little daughter?”

She grinned at her father and dropped into a low curtsy. It was not hard to believe that her mother had once lost her heart to him. Though he was forty years old, his ebony hair had not the slightest touch of gray and his dark Roma eyes, which he had passed onto Angelica, were framed by only the faintest of wrinkles. Despite the fact that he was untitled, many ladies of the Quality blushed and simpered over him. How was it possible that Mother no longer loved him?

A touch of apprehension caught her at the sight of her father’s beloved visage. Would her ruination hurt him? She knew her mother would be devastated, and was surprised at the guilt that arose at the thought, despite her anger at Margaret’s betrayal. Surely Papa would understand. He’d never been one to care much for the opinions of others.

She lifted her chin and quoted, “‘To hold a pen is to be at war.’”

Jacob beamed. “Voltaire, correct?”

Angelica nodded. Even if Mary Shelley had forgotten that writing was war, she wouldn’t. And war meant making sacrifices. She must remember that.

As Papa escorted her outside, she peered at Burnrath House, visible through the naked branches of the hawthorn trees. The forbidding structure seemed to beckon her from the darkness. An intoxicating tremor ran all the way down to her toes. She pulled the fabric of her cape tighter around her bared shoulders.

“Well, we had best be off before your mother has an attack of the vapors,” Papa said with a slight smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Angelica sighed and cast the house one last longing look before allowing a footman to assist her into the coach. She had to find a way in there.

Her mother lectured her for the entire ride to the Wentworth ball. No dancing more than twice with the same man, else she’d be ruined. If she forgot herself and drank too much champagne, she’d be ruined. Ruined… ruined. The word grew more tantalizing every time she heard it.

Ruined meant that no man would want to marry her.

Ruined meant that she could abandon this shallow facade of belonging with polite society.

Ruined meant her dowry would be her own. Ruined meant she could write as much as she pleased.

Angelica smiled in the dark carriage. She would embark on her quest tonight. Surely the mission couldn’t be that difficult.

 


 

 

 

 

 

Two

 

 

Ian Ashton, Duke of Burnrath and Lord Vampire of London, threw down the latest issue of The Times with a curse. The Vampire, or Bride of the Isles was to have a second run in the theatres due to the popular demand. The craze spawned by Dr. John Polidori’s tale, “The Vampyre,” was reaching new heights. That foolish physician-turned-writer had jeopardized Ian’s life with his scribbling and he wanted to know why. Did the man know of Ian’s kind? Or was he merely playing with the old legends? Either way, the story had done a measure of damage.

As Polidori’s tale read, “His peculiarities caused him to be invited to every house; all wished to see him, and those who had been accustomed to violent excitement, and now felt the weight of ennui, were pleased at having something in their presence capable of engaging their attention.” The nobility had latched on to this vampire fanaticism with the same zeal in which they embraced every new trend. Speculations about Ian’s odd hours and habits had already begun to circulate, though the duke had only been back in Town for two nights.

He’d recently returned from a wasted trip to Italy in pursuit of Lord Byron, to whom the tale had originally been attributed. Once he discovered Polidori was the author, Ian had rushed back to London, but he had yet to find the man. For now, Ian was biding his time and doing what he could to undo the damage.

He wasn’t concerned that the vapid aristocrats would discover what he was, for they were too jaded to truly believe. But when the lampoons and gossip articles in the papers made their rounds through the general London populace, somebody would take the jest seriously. He hadn’t been stalked by a vampire hunter since his third “incarnation” as the Duke of Burnrath and did not care to repeat the experience. That was why he was at this silly ball tonight. He had to protect his reputation.

“The guests are arriving, Your Grace,” the Duke of Wentworth announced. “Surely you do not intend to spend the evening in my library reading the papers? There will be some stiff gaming after the dancing, I assure you.”

“I am finished in here,” Ian replied, rising from his chair.

Wentworth picked up the newspaper and spied the story’s heading “Egad, they will really give you a rough time now. It’s ridiculous how such a silly story can stimulate the imaginations of the gullible.”

Ian smiled, concealing his fangs. “How very fortunate that your ballroom is full of mirrors.”

Wentworth laughed. “I hope you do not mind, but I had Cook prepare her baked garlic and bread for our appetizers. The guests will leave with horrid breath, but I am sure the ball will be a smash and hopefully deter these ridiculous rumors. By the by, why do you refuse to come out during the day? If you would only ride through Hyde Park, or participate in a race or two, the talk would cease immediately.”

Ian frowned and brushed a lock of inky hair away from his face. “My physician advises against doing so. I have a skin condition, you see, and if any ladies saw me burned and blistered, they would take to their beds with their hartshorn for a week.”

“That bad, eh?” his friend inquired with raised brows.

Ian feigned a tragic sigh. “It is a family malady.”

The Duchess of Wentworth burst into the library. “There you are. Come out this instant! It is a veritable crush out there and I need help greeting the guests.” She lowered her voice. “You would not believe the obscene toupee Sir Hubert Huxtable is wearing. At first I presumed something had died on his head! And the Winthrop heiress is wearing a gown far too mature for an unwed girl.”

Ian stifled a laugh at the note of censure in her voice. “We shall keep you waiting no longer, Jane.”

As he followed the Wentworths down the staircase and into the crowd, he spied the aforementioned heiress. Her lush, dark beauty made the reigning insipid blondes look bland. His loins tightened at the sight of her ripe figure and shining locks. Perhaps the gown was too mature for the debutante. Or perhaps too much time had passed since his last visit to a house of pleasure. Either way, he would do best to avoid her for her sake.

Ian took a deep breath as he plunged into the crowd, bowing and renewing introductions. It was fortunate that he had fed tonight; else the scent of so much fresh blood would drive him mad. Unbidden, his gaze rested once again on the Winthrop girl, then narrowed. There was something amiss with the look in her eyes.

Though he was unable to read minds, Ian’s gift lay in detecting the subtle nuances in a human’s movement, gestures, expressions, and voice. If he desired, he could win any hand of cards he played. Every instinct in his body told him the debutante was planning something. It wasn’t merely the lack of avarice in her eye that most girls of her age and status possessed; her mother had enough of that for the pair. But the impish twinkle to the beauty’s subtle smile told him that she was up to mischief.

The girl downed a glass of champagne with unladylike haste. Whatever she was going to do must take courage. He would have to keep a discreet eye on this intriguing creature. Lord Wentworth was quite a good fellow for a mortal, and it would be a shame for his party to be spoiled by some foolish chit.
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Angelica stifled a yawn with a sip of her third glass of champagne. She had danced her slippers off with eligible and ineligible gentlemen alike. On the ballroom floor, she’d executed the first part of her plan to scandalize the ton. Instead of exchanging mild pleasantries about the weather and her family’s health, she’d attempted to shock her dancing partners by speaking her mind.

To a foppish baronet, she’d mocked male fashions, comparing the brilliant colors of satin knee breeches and bright waistcoats to the plumes of strutting peacocks. With a wealthy earl, she’d pried into his business ventures, discussing shipping investments and banking practices as if she were about to plunge into a wealth-making endeavor. With a dull viscount, she went as far as to go into gory details about the exhumation of corpses in Frankenstein. The abrupt manner in which the man’s face had turned green was most satisfactory. She even danced twice with each of them.

Proud of her daring, she anxiously waited for the dance offers to cease and the gossiping to commence. To her vexation, gentlemen became more ardent in seeking out her company. She finally had to plead exhaustion and quit the floor, praying that no gentlemen would seek out her father to ask permission to call on her.

Angelica’s lip curled in disgust as she fanned beads of sweat from her forehead. Why will these bloody fops not leave me alone? Last week Lady Dranston’s daughter was a complete wallflower because of her incessant prattle about horticulture. What could I be doing wrong?

A viscount bowed before her. “You look overheated, Miss Winthrop. If you would permit me to escort you, I know of the most pleasant alcove in which you could cool off.” He licked his fat lips and ogled her bosom.

Her stomach roiled in revulsion, but she forced herself to meet his gaze. No doubt he would try to steal a kiss from her, and if she were caught, she would definitely be ruined. On the other hand, often a man would marry a girl he compromised. Especially a girl with a dowry of her size. The thought of being leg-shackled to this lecher for the rest of her life, much less allowing those fleshy lips anywhere near her person, made her skin crawl.

“No thank you, my lord. I am quite comfortable as I am.”

He bowed once more and strutted off in search of other prey. Angelica felt sorry for the next poor girl.

“I absolutely adore your gown.” A voice intruded on her thoughts.

She turned to see a lady in a shockingly low-cut gown of emerald silk smiling down at her. Angelica had seen the blonde before at other engagements but could not remember her name.

“Thank you.” Before she could return the compliment, a girl her age in a classic gown of virginal white approached. She also looked familiar with her golden curls and cherubic lips.

The girl curtsied to Angelica before she turned to the older woman. “Oh, Victoria, Lord Branson danced twice with me tonight! He is so very handsome and dashing.”

The lady in the green gown rewarded the girl with a bitter smile. “Then you must ignore him for the rest of the evening.”

The girl’s face fell in disappointment. “But…”

“But nothing, Claire. He is in debt up to his ears and only has an income of two thousand per annum besides.” Victoria fluttered her hand. “Oh, forgive us. I did not introduce myself. I am Lady Victoria Wheaton, and this is my sister, Miss Claire Belmont.”

Angelica curtsied. “How do you do? I am Miss Angelica Winthrop.”

Claire gasped in dismay. “Not the Earl of Pendlebur’s granddaughter?”

Victoria smacked her sister on the arm with her fan as Angelica replied, “I am. Is there something amiss with the fact?”

Claire was shocked at her candor. “I do apologize. It is just that I thought your come-out would be next year. I, um, was not expecting such competition for the season.”

Victoria chuckled. “She was betting on landing the most titled gentleman this year. My friends and I made a wager on it as well. Your presence will tilt the odds.”

Angelica was stunned that these young women sounded just as obsessed with money and titles as her mother was. She didn’t bother to point out that she did not want to “land” anybody. “What about love?” she blurted.

The ladies giggled and Claire replied, “I would love to be a duchess!” Her voice lowered conspiratorially. “The Duke of Burnrath is here tonight. Ooh, just imagine if I could get his attention!” She rose up on her toes and craned her neck, searching the crowd.

Victoria frowned at her sister. “Do not consider it for a moment, Claire. The dukes of Burnrath have long since held a tradition of wedding foreign brides. Plenty of naive girls and widows have tried to lure him into defying that custom, with only a broken heart and ruined reputation to show for the effort.” She smiled. “Besides, I hear that he is a vampire.”

Angelica’s breath halted. She’d devoured John Polidori’s tale with nearly as much gusto as Mary Shelley’s. Could such creatures be real? If so, that would mean her neighbor was one!

Claire tossed her curls and asked, “What is a vampire?”

“I did not know Mother sheltered you that much. A vampire,” Victoria explained, “is a creature that looks like a man and steals into ladies’ bedrooms and drinks their blood. The stories are all the rage.” Her shining blue gaze belied the seriousness of the subject.

Claire shuddered. “How very ghastly.” Then her eyes lit up and she rose up on her toes once more. “There he is, with the Duchess of Wentworth!”

Angelica scanned the crowd with bated breath. Was the Duke of Burnrath really a vampire? Her imagination spun. It was too delicious for words. She spotted him and realized this was the first time she’d seen His Grace in the light. He towered above nearly every man in the throng. His hair, dark as a raven’s wing, was unfashionably long, caressing the broad shoulders of his black evening jacket. She shivered. His silver eyes met hers, and Angelica felt as if her stays had been tightened. The duke raised a sardonic brow at her and inclined his head slightly before taking the Duchess of Wentworth in his arms for a waltz.

Her cheeks heated and shame flooded her at being caught staring. She shifted on weak knees and opened her fan, hating the strange discomfort rising up at the sight of him dancing with the Duchess of Wentworth. She scanned the crowd for a distraction.

“He cannot be a vampire, Lady Wheaton,” Angelica said with some disappointment as she eyed the mirrors that adorned the ballroom, the glow of the candlelit chandeliers reflected within. “Look at the mirrors. He casts a reflection.”

Victoria followed her gaze. “So he does. No matter, I was only teasing. With the popularity of the tale of Lord Ruthven, many have been speculating about the duke’s nocturnal leanings.”

“What does a reflection have to do with vampires?” Claire asked, plying her fan and fluttering her eyelashes as she tried to get the duke’s attention.

At any other opportunity, Angelica would have eagerly explained every detail of the vampire myth to a new audience, but her reaction to the duke had unsettled her. She struggled to find a meaning for the disturbing feelings he evoked. Taking another glass of champagne from a passing footman, she sipped the bubbly vintage in silence as Victoria prattled to her sister about garlic and crosses.

“What is his name, I wonder?” she murmured more to herself than for any edification.

“Ian Ashton,” Claire answered. “Oh, if only he did not have that silly family tradition! He would be the catch of the century. Imagine being the Duchess of Burnrath!”

Ian. The name sent a strange thrill through Angelica’s body.

A young gentleman approached her with obnoxious mincing steps. “Would you care to dance, Miss Winthrop?”

She tore her gaze from the duke and saw that a line had formed behind the lace-bedecked Corinthian. Her original problem returned to her. She must avoid marriage to one of these mindless dandies. To do so, she needed to be focusing on how to best destroy her reputation, not staring at a handsome duke, one who wasn’t even a vampire.

“Not right now, thank you,” she said to the gentleman. She raised her voice so the other contenders could hear. “I fear I am getting a headache.” Her eyes scanned the area, looking for an opportunity to escape.

She saw the Duke of Burnrath leave the dance floor and go into the gaming room. At first, she was chagrined to find her attention upon him once more, but then she was inspired. A debutante wouldn’t be caught dead there, especially if she were following an unmarriageable gentleman inside. Such an action would ruin her for certain. And if she happened to get a closer look at His Grace, well, it would be more than worthwhile.

She checked to make sure her mother wasn’t watching. Relief and irritation warred as she saw Mother chatting cozily with Lady Osgoode and Lady Makepeace. No doubt attempting to auction her to the highest bidder! Angelica suppressed a derisive snort and headed for the card room.

The second she entered the smoky room, each gentleman looked up from his cards and stared. As a few awkward coughs echoed, her face heated and she was overcome with the urge to flee.

“I thought I saw you come in here,” Victoria said from behind her. “This is really not the place for an unwed lady, but I am sure you are merely curious.”

Her voice was oddly triumphant. Angelica smiled in comprehension. Victoria wanted Angelica’s reputation ruined to raise the odds of her sister making a better match. Let Claire have them all! She stifled the urge to giggle. Champagne, she decided as liquid euphoria tinged the edges of her consciousness, was ever so nice.

She spotted a group of ladies clustered around the faro table, watching the high-stakes play. They waved at Victoria and smirked at Angelica, whispering behind their silk fans.

“Well, I suppose that as long as you are with me, you should be suitably chaperoned,” Victoria said, tugging her further into the room.

True to her words, the male audience seemed to relax as Angelica joined the group of women. By their presence in this room, they must be of the “fast” set. Mother will have an apoplexy if she sees me here! For some reason, the thought brought back her giggles as she fetched another glass of champagne from a passing footman. The other women looked at each other and laughed. The room tilted, and for a moment it seemed that there was two of everything. She blinked and looked back at the women. The way that the jewels at their throats caught the light was extraordinary.
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For the first time in over two hundred years, Ian was losing a game unintentionally. The Winthrop girl was distracting him. At first he thought she’d purposefully followed him into the card room, but since she hadn’t looked at him since she’d come in, he wasn’t so certain. His gaze surreptitiously flickered over her in annoyance. Whatever could she be planning?

“I daresay,” Lord Ponsonby drawled, tapping out his cigar. “That little minx over there is diverting my attention from the game. I’m tempted to quit the table and endeavor to receive an introduction.”

“Unless your aim is marriage, I would not consider it.” Lord Makepeace scratched his mutton-chop whiskers. “That’s the Pendlebur heiress.”

Ponsonby shook his head. “She couldn’t be. An heiress would not risk her reputation coming in here.”

“I am certain that my wife is responsible for this.” Viscount Wheaton’s brows drew together in consternation. “This has the signature of one of Victoria’s pranks. The poor miss likely has no idea she is doing anything wrong.”

“Well, if the damage is already done…” Ponsonby stood. “My breeches haven’t been this tight in years. Anyone care to wager that I can seduce her before the night is out?”

“You will not,” Ian countered with a growl and rose from the table, confused that he felt so strongly about a girl naive enough to allow her reputation to be ruined. Or maybe the thought of Ponsonby’s limpid hands upon her silken flesh was what vexed him.

Ponsonby raised a brow. “God’s teeth, Burnrath, I thought you didn’t dally with maidens.”

“I don’t.” He crossed the room behind Ponsonby. “I merely believe someone should be mature enough to put a stop to this foolishness.”

Ponsonby ignored him and approached the girl, straining to peer down her bodice. “And who is this beautiful lady?”

Ian followed close behind, ready to throttle the sod if he so much as touched the innocent beauty. Oblivious to the tension filling the room, the debutante hiccupped and retrieved a smoldering cheroot from the table. Her gaze was laced with scorn as she, unbelievably, put it to her lush lips and inhaled.

All eyes fixed upon her in stunned silence as she blew out a cloud of smoke and quoted, “‘Taught from infancy that beauty is woman’s scepter, the mind shapes itself to the body, and roaming round its gilt cage, only seeks to adorn its prison.’”

Ian couldn’t suppress his laughter. He didn’t know what was more amusing about her quote: the fact that the debutante was well-read, or that a beauty such as she was reciting the words of the infamous Mary Wollstonecraft.

She swayed on her feet and his amusement dissipated as he realized that the girl was foxed. Frowning, he extracted the cheroot from her dainty fingers and took her hand.

“I believe I owe you a dance.” He forced a casual tone hoping to get her out of the card room and back to the ballroom without a scene.

“Oh… huh?” she stammered, blinking up at him with huge dark eyes.

Behaving as if that were an assent, he took her by the elbow and escorted her out of the room amidst the accompaniment of brittle titters from the “ladies” and guffaws from the “gentlemen.”

“I must inform you, Miss Winthrop, that the gaming room is not the place for virtuous young ladies.” He tried to sound stern and keep his eyes from drifting down to her lovely breasts. But her face was just as captivating. He nearly lost his footing as he escorted her down the stairs to the ballroom.

The girl nodded and fixed her ebony eyes on his. “I know what I am doing. ‘In fact, it is a farce to call any being virtuous whose virtues do not result from the exercise of its own reason.’”

Ian choked back a laugh as he tried not to drown in her dark gaze. “Touché, my dear. I also found Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s work to be invaluably stimulating. Pray tell, do you believe Frankenstein to be the work of her daughter, or did her husband pen the novel, as most conclude?”

“My name is Angelica, not ‘my dear,’ and only a complete bird wit would not recognize hereditary genius when they read it. Or perhaps, society does not believe a woman is capable of writing a passable gothic tale.”

Angelica. The name fit her ethereal beauty. At least until she opened her mouth. This was not the typical, vapid product of a successful launch into the Quality. This woman was an intriguing creature, fascinating in her combination of astuteness and naive rebellion against convention. And her dark forbidden beauty was driving him mad.

Rather than release her to a suitable dance partner as he had intended once they entered the ballroom, he took her in his arms for a waltz. It was painful to keep his gaze from the tempting swell of her breasts above the blue satin, the subtle rhythm of her delicate pulse beating at her throat, or to endure the warm feel of her tiny waist beneath his hand as he guided her in the close dance.

“I heard that you are a vampire,” Angelica said, gazing up at him with candid brown eyes.

He threw back his head and laughed, oblivious to the scandalized stares cast their way. “I am a man.”

The girl nodded. “I assumed so.”

“And why is that?” Ah, now shall come the contrived flirtation. Ian settled his features into an expression of detached boredom that was guaranteed to send ladies scurrying.

“I saw that you cast a reflection.” She was either too drunk to notice his disdain or very brave.

Her lush lips curved into a smile, and he found himself asking, “And if my image were not captured in the glass, what would you do?”

She grinned up at him. “I would of course ask you what such a thing is like, to be a vampire.”

Ian fought to conceal his shock and keep his voice level. “Why would you want to know such a thing? Would you want to be one?”

Angelica giggled as if they were discussing the latest Paris fashions. “I did not think about that. I only thought it would make a good story. I am a writer, you see.”

A good story. His jaw clenched in irritation as he thought of Polidori’s fabrication. A good story was what had landed him in this mess.

Thankfully, the music ended before she could continue her unconventional banter. “Thank you for the dance, Miss Winthrop.” He took her arm and escorted her to her mother.

“Mother, I believe you have met Lord Burnrath,” Angelica hiccupped.

Lady Margaret Winthrop nodded. “Y-your Grace,” she murmured. Her throne-room curtsy contrasted oddly with her panic-stricken face.

Ian smiled wryly as he bowed. “Lady Margaret.” No doubt she was terrified to see her delicate flower in the company of one with his questionable reputation.

The Duchess of Wentworth beckoned him with a nod and he obeyed the summons, hoping to reassure the frightened mama. But Angelica seemed to command his attention for one last look. To his disbelief, the outrageous woman actually grinned at him.

He forced the impertinent baggage from his mind as he finished his dance with the hostess and bid her farewell.

Tonight he would gather together all of London’s vampires and command them to search for Dr. John Polidori. He must find out if this man knew the secrets of his kind. For if he did, the physician would have to be silenced… one way or the other.

His lips curved into a rueful smile as the butler handed him his topcoat and hat. It was unlikely that he would kill Polidori for the crimes of his wayward pen. The Elders frowned upon that practice in these modern times. Likely he would be required to Mark the upstart and have him watched for the rest of his life, or perhaps Ian would be encouraged to Change him. Still, wisdom dictated him to tell his subordinates as little as possible, the better to keep his options open.

 


 

 

 

Three

 

 

Rosetta paced the underground chamber, fangs abrading her lower lip as she nibbled on it, a nervous habit left over from her mortal days. Sleep was impossible this day. She had deceived her lord last night, and he wasn’t merely any Lord Vampire. Ian Ashton was the Lord of London! Her punishment could be death, rather than banishment. Running a slim hand through her cropped jet hair, she approached the bed to gaze down at the cause of her folly.

John. She smoothed dark curls from his brooding face, noting with a soft smile that his color seemed better. She’d met Dr. John Polidori in Switzerland on her grand tour, which all new London vampires took. Hers had been delayed a few years due to the execution of her maker, who’d Changed her without permission from the Elders. Lord Burnrath had sent her off with generous funds as soon as the ordeal was over, telling her that the trip would help her get over the pain of losing her maker. Rosetta took the money gratefully. In truth she was happy her maker was gone. He was an autocratic boor with no imagination or appreciation for the beauty of life. The bastard hadn’t even been able to read.

Rosetta enjoyed her travels like nothing else, and when she heard that there was to be a great gathering of writers at Lord Byron’s villa on Lake Geneva, she had dashed off to Switzerland as fast as her funds permitted.

On her first night there, she came upon a man wandering the ruins of an ancient castle. His rich voice murmured a delightful combination of words, forming a rhyming melody that tickled her senses in the most delightful manner. Every once in a while, he’d frown and say the line again, replacing a word or two with others that made his verse sing. He was composing a poem. She smiled and silently climbed a stone parapet above him to hear him better. Rosetta loved poetry with an intensity that bordered on obsession.

When the man stepped into a shaft of moonlight, her breath caught as he came into view. From his rich dark curls and cinnamon-tinted skin to his ebony, slumberous eyes, and lithe form, he was the most beautiful man she had beheld. Rosetta leaned forward, licked her lips—and a stone came loose under her hand. She lost her balance and tumbled down from the ruins with a startled shriek.

She struck the cobblestone surface of the remains of the bailey. Her leg broke with a sickening snap and she fainted.

When Rosetta awoke, she was lying in a sumptuous bedchamber and the man she had been spying on was poised over her leg, inspecting the injured limb with scholarly studiousness. He raised his head and their eyes met. A frisson of heat passed between them and left her breathless.

“That was quite the fall you took, miss.” His voice was like dark Swiss chocolate. “Whatever were you doing up in those ruins?”

“I was listening to your poem,” she confessed. Then, before he could ask more, she said, “My name is Rosetta. Who are you, my lord?”

He chuckled ruefully. “I am no lord, only a mere physician. Dr. John Polidori at your service, dear Rosetta. I am here as companion to Lord Byron. And, speaking of my position, I must see to your leg.”

Polidori turned and removed a brown bottle and a spoon from his bag. He poured a thick liquid with the heavy aroma of poppies into the spoon and bade her to take the medicine with a stern expression that would not tolerate refusal.

He set her broken leg and recited his poetry to her to distract her from the pain. The dark odes he composed were like beautiful music to her ears. By the time he finished, dawn was creeping near.

“Now you must rest and I will see you home in the morning,” he said.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Rosetta countered. “I must go now!”

“But your leg!” he protested.

“I will survive,” she said as she struggled to get out of the bed.

Polidori helped her to her feet despite the mutinous expression marring his handsome features. Reluctantly, he handed her a crutch. “But when may I see you again?”

“I don’t know.” The words made her ache dreadfully, but no other answer was allowed. Getting too close to mortals was dangerous. “Really, sir, I must go!”

Somehow, the dear man understood the urgency in her voice and reluctantly summoned a servant to drive her to her inn. She had barely closed the wooden chest she slept in before the sun’s deadly rays streamed through the window. Her day sleep was filled with dreams of the handsome doctor, and when she awoke, she still couldn’t get him out of her mind. Though every instinct screamed at her not to, she limped off to Byron’s villa to spy upon him once more.

Rosetta had followed him everywhere since. She even kept the cast on her leg long after it healed in case he spotted her. The more she watched him, the deeper he crawled into her heart. His compassionate care for his patients fascinated her as well. He seemed to be too good to be a real person. Indeed, the man had a passion and capability for love that eclipsed that of the usual mortal man.

John Polidori never lacked bed partners, male and female, and he treated all with tenderness and regard from the beginning to the end of his affairs. Before she became fully aware of the fact, Rosetta found herself longing to be one of those who came into his arms. Unfortunately, his current lover was the tempestuous poet, Lord Byron. And when the arrogant bastard sent her dearest John fleeing back to London to nurse his broken heart, Rosetta’s urge to kill the poet was terrifying in its viciousness. But it was forbidden to kill a mortal in these times when modern science threatened to reveal her kind.

So, she contented herself with watching over John like a dark guardian angel, aching with desire to comfort him as he plunged himself deeper and deeper into debt with his drinking and gambling, trying to drown his sorrow. While he slept, she’d slip into his room to stand over him and watch the lines of worry smooth from his handsome face. Every night she whispered words of love and encouragement to him, urging him to continue to write and support himself. After a while, her will seemed to affect him, for he had pulled out his parchment at last. But this time, John did not pen another poem but a story—a story about a vampire.

Her heart thudded in her breast as she spied the story’s title page. Could he know? She gave his slumbering form a worried glance before scooping up his pages and fleeing to her lair to discover what secrets he’d gleaned of her kind.

Rosetta devoured Polidori’s tale in less than an hour. As she read, her terror dissolved into gales of surprised laughter. This wasn’t a story about her kind at all! The work was a satire, albeit a morbid sort of parody. The so-called “vampyre” was in truth a symbol for Lord Byron’s dissolute and sometimes perverse nature.

She hugged the pages to her chest, shoulders still shaking in mirth. Why, “The Vampyre” was a work of genius! And best of all, it was the perfect way for John to thumb his nose at Lord Byron. All of England would be laughing at the man who broke Polidori’s heart if they read the tale. The local vampires would have a good chuckle as well. Rosetta returned the story to John and whispered to him that he should publish it at once. Unfortunately, he heeded her words. And that was only the first thing to go wrong.

When Polidori anonymously published his story, vampires became Europe’s favorite trend. Nobody seemed to realize that the story was a satire. The local populace of blood drinkers was irritated, especially the Lord of London. He thought the story was about him! And to Rosetta’s everlasting fury, the tale was mistakenly accredited to Lord Byron. However, when the Duke of Burnrath made a trip to Italy to make discreet inquiries about the man, Rosetta was relieved, for he would be looking in the wrong direction. Though the Lord of London seemed more annoyed than enraged about the story, she was worried that it had attracted his notice at all.

Her heart clenched in agony with the knowledge that she wasn’t old enough to have the power to Mark the man she loved. If she were able, he would belong to her and all others of her kind would know that to harm him would incur her undying wrath. He could be her mortal companion and eventually she could petition her lord to Change John. Then they could be together forever, and her love would be safe. But after what she’d done, her hope for such an easy solution lay in tatters.

Her worries bore fruit when Lord Burnrath convened with all his vampires one night. Not only had he discovered the identity of the author of “The Vampyre,” but he was furious about the story’s growing popularity and the suspicions it created regarding his identity. Since he mingled with the mortals of high society as the Duke of Burnrath, his reputation was in danger. Rosetta fought back feelings of guilt. In truth, he was a fair, if not kind, Lord Vampire.

“I want you all to search for this Dr. Polidori,” the duke had commanded, his powerful strides circling them all. “When you find him, bring to me alive. Until this matter is resolved, all petitions to change territories will be held in abeyance. I need all of you with me now.”

Rosetta had kept her head down in feigned obeisance, struggling to keep her features composed and not to tug at her cravat or fidget in her male garb. She’d been terrified he would see that she knew where John was, even as her mind screamed at her heart for betraying her master. But she was trapped now, forbidden to leave the city until the duke allowed petitions once more.

Still, she was almost too late. With the deadly fingers of dawn crawling into the sky, Rosetta found Polidori unconscious in an alley behind one of his favorite gaming establishments. He didn’t stir as she carried him to her lair and she feared blood poisoning from too much drink. He was deathly pale and emaciated, so she bit her finger and gently coaxed a few drops of her blood between his sculpted lips. His color returned and his breathing steadied, but still, he did not awaken.

Rosetta lay down and took the sleeping man into her arms to warm him. She had to find a way to stop the Lord of London’s quest to find John. Her thoughts raced as she reviewed and discarded plans.

Before she fell asleep, she kissed his brow and whispered, “I will keep you safe, my love. I promise.”
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Angelica wished the day would end as soon as she opened her eyes.

“You have three callers!” Margaret announced as the breakfast dishes were cleared from the table.

“Ughh…” Angelica groaned. Her mother’s strident voice was more piercing than the morning light streaming in the windows. Champagne, apparently, was not so nice after all. How she longed to go back to sleep, but no, her mother just had to drag her out of bed at an uncivilized hour to break into yet another grating lecture about her conduct last night. As if Margaret hadn’t blistered her ears enough on the carriage ride home the night before. If I never have to hear about marriage again, this will be worth it. She tried to keep up the litany, but her head ached too much for the thought to be even moderately convincing.

“My goodness, Lord Makepeace, Lord Ponsonby, and Sir Albert Brighton are here to pay calls to you,” Margaret shouted suddenly, oblivious to her daughter’s agony. “Angelica, attend to your hair at once! This is a better opportunity than I anticipated. We must contrive a way to allow all three to escort you to the park.” In a rare burst of affection, she kissed her daughter’s cheek. “Whatever you did, dear, was an absolute success. If only your sainted grandmother were alive to see this day!”

Angelica managed a wan smile at her mother’s cheer—until the news sank in. Callers. That meant she had failed in her endeavor to render herself unmarriageable. She longed to sink through the floor.

Margaret patted down Angelica’s hair and shoved her into the drawing room. Three bouquets of flowers were thrust in her face as the fops bowed before her. Dear God, they look ready to ask for my hand already! She fought the urge to flee to her room and vomit into her chamber pot. Only one thing settled her rebellious stomach, and she focused on the thought with all her will as clammy lips were pressed to the back of her hand. Today she planned to resubmit her first complete ghost story to The New Monthly Magazine.

While writing the haunting tale of the ghost of a highwayman haranguing travelers as they crossed Hounslow Heath, Angelica had been busy gathering a disguise. She had acquired the costume piece by piece and hid the collection under a board that she’d painstakingly removed from her closet floor.

For she couldn’t submit her story as Angelica Winthrop. To her undying dismay and bitterness, she’d learned that Mary Shelley’s success as a gothic authoress was the exception, rather than the rule, owing much to the fact that she and her family were connected to the publishing business.

When Angelica first went to the office of The New Monthly Magazine, the editor had nearly laughed her out of the establishment. She ground her teeth at the injustice. Her merits as a writer should stand on their own, having nothing to do with her sex. On a flight of inspiration, she decided to beat them at their own game. She would see if “Allan Winthrop” had better luck. The tie-wig she’d ordered was the final piece to her costume and should be in the shop today. And if her writing gained enormous popularity, she’d whip off her wig and expose herself before Mr. Colburn, the publisher himself! But first, she had this obligatory nonsense with her suitors to contend with.

The morning jaunt through Hyde Park represented the most unendurable two hours of her life. And Liza’s mildly amused smile didn’t help matters. Every bump the carriage wheels hit jarred her bones and intensified her agony. The gentlemen crowded her, making it hard for her to breathe as they vied for her attention. Her mouth tasted like a sweaty stocking and her head throbbed with the effort of making small talk. She supposed they thought she was behaving with admirable maidenly modesty, when truly her skull ached with every word she spoke. And if the birds didn’t stop chirping, she swore she would take up shooting.

When the trio brought her and her maid back home, she strained every ounce of her patience saying good-bye politely to each one instead of bolting from the carriage as if the conveyance were on fire.

Angelica heaved a sigh of relief as Liza shut the front door behind her, silencing the platitudes at last. But the peace was not to endure.

Her mother practically charged at her in the foyer, breathless with excitement. “You must tell me at once everything that happened!”

She looked so girlish in her enthusiasm that Angelica could not suppress a chuckle. “Mother, we have only now returned.”

Margaret sobered and straightened her back. “Of course, I’ll allow you to get your breath and Liza may bring us some tea. Three suitors in one day! I am so proud of you, my dear.”

Before Liza had set down the teapot, her mother fixed Angelica with an eager, inquisitive stare. “Now, tell me everything that transpired.”

Angelica lifted her gaze heavenward as she poured her tea. “There was nothing of note. We discussed the weather. I inquired of their families, complimented Makepeace’s phaeton and horses, and greeted our acquaintances in the park.”

Margaret’s eyes twinkled. “I hear that Makepeace is one of Claire Belmont’s suitors. It appears you have pulled him from her grasp.”

Angelica closed her eyes at her mother’s mercenary tone. “I didn’t intend to do so.”

Margaret harrumphed. “She has plenty of other suitors. I daresay she is your biggest competition this season. Your dowry may be larger, but blondes are all the rage.”

Angelica felt an unexpected wave of pity for Claire. Like any respectable debutante, the girl was utterly consumed with the obsession of seeking a husband with the most elevated title and greatest wealth. Angelica had no doubt that the beautiful girl would succeed. But then what would become of her? After she went through the unpleasant business of producing the requisite heir, Claire’s life and purpose would be over. Angelica’s hands clenched into determined fists under the table. That must not happen to me.

Margaret interrupted her reverie. “Daydreaming about your suitors, I see. You didn’t favor one more than the others with your attention, did you?” Her voice sharpened.

“Of course not. In fact, I hardly said a word and allowed them to talk about themselves, which they were pleased to do.” Angelica refrained from mentioning her headache.

Her mother nodded. “Good. I am glad you are seeking to atone for your scandalous behavior last night, though it seemed to benefit you greatly.”

“What do you mean?” The only thing Angelica regretted about last night’s conduct was that she drank too much and failed to scandalize anyone.

Margaret leaned forward conspiratorially, though they were privately ensconced in their own home. “I think your popularity is highly due to the fact that the Duke of Burnrath paid some attention to you last night,” she whispered. “He has never been known to do so to an unmarried lady, so all gentlemen, naturally, will seek to discover what he found so entrancing about you. Men are like that, my dear. Where one goes, the others will follow. You must endeavor to keep his interest, but do not, under any circumstance, allow him an opportunity to get you alone. Then you would be ruined.”

Angelica laughed at her mother’s contradictory instructions. “How is it that a man can bolster my reputation with one hand, yet destroy it with another?”

“Don’t be glib.” Margaret’s eyes narrowed. “Everyone knows that he will never marry an English girl. Great catch though he would be, he would only offer indecent things to you.”

“What sorts of indecent things?” Angelica leaned forward. It was the closest her mother had come to discussing anything that went on between a man and a woman. A sudden and alarming warmth curled through her body as she remembered the duke’s hands upon her during their waltz last evening.

“A lady would not endeavor to know,” her mother said primly. “Now you must take a nap and restore your color. You are much too pale.”

Angelica slumped in disappointment and changed the subject. “Lady Wheaton told me His Grace is rumored to be a vampire.”

Her suggestion had the desired effect, for Margaret’s agonized sigh heaved through the dining room.

“I was afraid you would hear that foolishness” She frowned. “Put that twaddle firmly out of your mind. Vampires are nothing but the product of a drunken physician’s twisted imaginings.”

“Actually,” Angelica countered, “there have been legends of such creatures for centuries. I have researched—”

Margaret bristled. “I will hear no more of this foolish drivel.”

“Yes, Mother.” She struggled to keep the mutinous tone from her voice as she turned back to more important matters. “May I take Liza with me for some shopping this afternoon?”

Margaret nodded. Her gratitude for the shift in topic was apparent. “You must purchase a new fan. The one that matches your gown for tonight is frayed. Hurry on to bed. I cannot have you looking like a corpse at Almack’s tonight.”

Angelica grinned. “A corpse at Almack’s… now that would be a great story!”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you dare start in on that morbid nonsense again!”

As Angelica made her way up the stairs, she shook her head when Margaret murmured, “It’s a pity His Grace will not be there.”

A small part of her agreed. If she allowed him the opportunity to get her alone, she could be ruined, her mother had said. Now that was a tantalizing thought… too tantalizing. If her fascination with His Grace last evening was any indicator, such an endeavor would be far too risky. Besides, he’d seemed to grow bored with her quite rapidly once she began to speak of her writing. Angelica frowned as she lay down for her nap. It was a shame the Duke of Burnrath wasn’t really a vampire. He was certainly handsome enough to fit the role perfectly.

 


 

 

 

Four

 

 

When Angelica arrived at the headquarters of The New Monthly Magazine, not only was the owner, Henry Colburn, present but he was also unoccupied and eager to read new material. Best of all, her disguise seemed to pass muster. Without the slightest odd glance, an assistant served her a cup of tepid tea and bade her to wait in the outer office while Colburn retired to his private office to read. Out of the corner of her eye, Angelica peered out the window and watched Liza’s pacing, envious that her maid was allowed to indulge in an outward display of nervousness.

Angelica lounged in her chair instead, trying to look bored and resisting the urge to fidget. Just as she was ready to tap her uncomfortable Hessians in impatience, Colburn emerged from his office.

“I like it,” he said.

“You do?” Angelica held back a whoop of joy.

As if sensing her restraint, Colburn’s thin lips twitched in a slight smile. “Indeed. These tales are all the rage and I admire your descriptive ability. I’ll give you three pounds.”

Three pounds! Angelica could hardly contain her glee. Finally, she was a real author, paid for her work.

The money exchanged hands, and her joy was compounded when Colburn asked, “Do you have any more?”

Angelica coughed and stammered, “W-well, I do have an idea about a haunted mansion.”

The editor nodded stiffly. “Excellent. Have the manuscript ready by next week and I’ll pay you double. That is, if this first one sells, which I believe it will. Good day, Mr. Winthrop.”

Angelica grinned and almost curtsied. She recovered herself and shook his hand, squeezing with all her might. “And a good day to you, Mr. Colburn!”

Once she and Liza were settled in their rented hack, Angelica bounced up and down as she changed back into her dress and recounted the events to the maid, punctuating each sentence with, “I will be a published author!”

“’Ey, there’ll be no ’anky-panky goin’ on in my coach, gov’ner!” the driver shouted.

“We’re behaving,’” Liza called back as she untied Angelica’s neckcloth.

Changing back into her dress was a struggle, but the task was managed by the time the carriage stopped. Angelica patted her reticule containing her disguise, her head spinning in delirious glee as they walked around the block to her home.

“Whatever took you so long?” Margaret demanded the moment they entered the front parlor.

Not even her mother’s anger at the lateness of their arrival dampened Angelica’s spirits. “I am sorry, Mother. The traffic was a veritable stalemate out there.”

Margaret sighed and looked at the mantel clock. “Very well, just do not let it happen again. Now, hurry up to your bath. The doors close at Almack’s at eleven o’clock sharp, and not even a duke would be admitted one minute after.”

Liza helped her into her ivory silk ball gown while Angelica muttered, “I wish I didn’t have to spend the evening being paraded about the marriage mart drinking lukewarm lemonade and making small talk to the dandies as they sniff out my dowry. Do you think Mother would let me stay home and write if I plead the sick headache?”

The maid chuckled. “She wouldn’t believe the lie for a second, miss. Now I’ll see to your hair and you can tell me about your next chilling ghost story.”
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Angelica’s heart warmed when she entered the dining room to see her father seated at the table in evening wear. As her eyes met his, she realized that Jacob Winthrop was a noble man, no matter what the ton said.

“You look stunning, my dearest,” he said and rose to pull out her chair.

She smiled and curtsied. “Thank you, Papa.”

“Well, Jacob,” Margaret said, her voice trembling with ill-concealed excitement, “are you going to tell her the good news?”

Her father cleared his throat with authority and winked at Angelica. “Your season is already a success. While you were gone, I’ve received three offers for your hand today.”

“What?” Angelica gasped as her veins seemed to fill with ice.

He nodded. “Yes, apparently Lord Makepeace, Sir George Wiltshire, and Baron Osgoode are quite taken with you.”

“An earl already!” her mother exclaimed.

“Wh-what did you say to them?” Angelica kept her shaking hands in her lap and out of sight.

“I told them I would consider their offers, but I would like for you to enjoy a full season as this is the only opportunity a girl has to be courted. I placated them by giving them full permission to call upon you in the meantime, as I believe it’s only fair that you should have the opportunity to get to know them better.” He raised his glass in a toast to her. “I intend for you to have some opinion in the matter, my dear.”

Angelica almost opened her mouth to say she wanted none of them, but her mother silenced her with a glare. Instead, she regarded her father’s loving smile and managed a wan one of her own.

“I appreciate your consideration, Papa.” She struggled to keep her dread from showing.

Margaret nodded in approval. “And just think, that gives us time to see if we can wring an offer from someone better, perhaps even a marquess!”
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Ian growled low in his throat as he viewed the most recent entries in the White’s betting book. Usually the bets were harmless, ranging from the commonplace, such as horse races and boxing matches, to the ludicrous, such as when one of the patrons would catch a cold. However, two wagers had him grinding his teeth. One was that he, the Duke of Burnrath, would bed the saucy Winthrop heiress.

The bet was only for twenty pounds, but it still left a foul taste in his mouth. He had done little more than dance with the young lady. Ian was somewhat placated to see counter-bets that Ponsonby or Wheaton would do the deed, for at least he was not singled out. Even better, there were wagers to see who would marry her, those raised already as high as two hundred pounds.

What truly enraged him was the betting that he was, indeed, a vampire. Apparently, his appearance before mirrors and dining on garlic were not enough to still the wagging tongues.

Lord Makepeace nudged in to write his wager on that very line.

“And just how am I to prove this silly speculation one way or the other?” Ian asked.

Makepeace jumped, face white as his cravat. “I-I say, Burnrath, I did not recognize you at first!” He managed a nervous chuckle. “I implore you not to drink my blood.”

Ian laughed. “According to the stories, I think I am supposed to prefer the blood of innocent maidens.”

The earl looked at him in confusion before comprehension finally dawned and he let out a hearty guffaw, clapping Ian on the back. “Quite so.”

Makepeace returned to the betting book and wagered fifty pounds that Ian Ashton, Duke of Burnrath, was not a blood-sucking fiend. He then wagered two-hundred pounds that he, Lord Makepeace, would wed Miss Winthrop.

The earl clapped Ian on the shoulder once more. “I’ve enjoyed chatting with you, Burnrath, but I must leave for Almack’s and pay court to a certain lovely young lady.”

As the earl left, Ian suppressed the urge to wrap his hands around the fop’s scrawny neck. Surely a woman as witty and beautiful as Angelica could do better than a mutton-headed cad like Makepeace. He shook his head, frowning. The decision would be in her parents’ hands as it always had been in the upper classes. The poor young lady would be lucky to wed a man young enough to give her pleasure. A full-blown image of the little temptress struck him. Ian cursed himself for wanting something he could never have and vowed to keep Angelica Winthrop from his mind.

Ian sat down at one of the green felt tables to play a hand of cards. He may have dissuaded one man’s suspicions tonight, but apparently, he would have to do more to stop the talk altogether. He hoped his informants would track down Polidori soon.

As the game progressed, Ian found it increasingly difficult to focus on his cards and the conversation with his opponents. Something hadn’t been right when he met with his subordinates the night before. Nothing obvious had appeared to be amiss, but the more he pondered, the more he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. A detail of that conversation teased his memory with infuriating vagueness. Perhaps he should discuss the matter with his second in command. Rafe was ruthless in ferreting out mischief.

Ian gave up on the game with a sigh, turning in his markers. As he turned toward the door, lukewarm liquid splashed in his face. The slight odor of beeswax and incense revealed the liquid to be holy water. From the corner of his eye, he spied the young Baron Osgoode stuffing a flask in his pocket, trying to look inconspicuous, and failing miserably. He seized the boy by the shoulder and spun him around.

“It w-was an accident, Your Grace!” Osgoode stammered. Sweat beaded on his upper lip.

“You lie, you little fool,” Lord Wentworth countered, approaching him from behind. “I saw the whole thing. What did you expect to happen? Did you think His Grace would burst into flame?”

Ian wiped his face with a handkerchief, resisting the urge to bare his fangs. Those who weren’t staring at the altercation swarmed to the betting book to place wagers.

“Name your second,” Ian snarled. “I expect to see you at Chalk Walk in one hour.”

A white-faced fop came forward and put a hand on Osgoode’s shoulder as he faced Ian. “Er… Your Grace? Shouldn’t we be doing this at dawn?”

“I am disinclined to wait.” Ian spun on his heel and left. His temper made his bloodthirst rise to a furious pitch.

The incident went off without a hitch. As was expected, the baron deloped, admitting guilt. Ian accepted the apology, and the seconds heaved sighs of relief. Both gentlemen tossed the yawning Dr. Sampson a sovereign for his troubles. There were a few grumbles of disappointment from the more bloodthirsty spectators, but most were eager to get back to their drink and games.

As Ian shook hands with his opponent before departing, he whispered, “Let this be a lesson to you to curb your impulses, Osgoode. And know this: I could have your blood if I wanted it.”
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Word of the duel spread like a conflagration through every drawing room, gaming hall, and brothel in England’s hallowed capitol. Violent arguments broke out about the cause of the delicious incident. The more fantastical members of the ton averred that the duke was enraged at having holy water thrown at him because he felt his dastardly secret was at risk of exposure. Others were of agreement that purposeful damage to one’s neckcloth more than merited pistols at dawn. Many wielded their copies of “The Vampyre” as they again debated about Lord Burnrath’s status. Was he man or monster?

“Listen to this,” Lord Makepeace demanded of his inebriated audience as he opened the book and read, “‘It happened that in the midst of the dissipations attendant upon a London winter, there appeared at the various parties of the leaders of the ton a nobleman, more remarkable for his singularities, than his rank.’ That describes Burnrath right from the start!”

“Ah, but that is not quite accurate, for Burnrath is a duke,” Viscount Wheaton countered with a slight slur. “If you ask anyone, especially the mother of a debutante, she would say his rank is far more remarkable than his ‘singularities.’” Brandy sloshed over the rim of his glass as he raised it to his lips. “I daresay m’mother-in-law would welcome a match between Burnrath and Claire, even if the chap were to drain the chit’s blood on their wedding night!”

Makepeace glowered as the intoxicated group roared with laughter at Wheaton’s sally. Still, there were a few grumbles from those who were envious of Lord Burnrath’s wealth, title, and desirability. Lord Ponsonby, still slighted over Ian’s monopolizing of the Winthrop heiress, rose to the debate.

“Edward may have the right of it.” He nodded at Makepeace. “Duke or not, Burnrath has never been seen buying horses at Tattersall’s, racing at Rotten Row, or even boxing at Gentleman Jack’s.”

“Perhaps His Grace does not ride, and not all gentlemen are avid pugilists,” the Marquess of Wakefield argued, waving his cigar impatiently. “However, he does sponsor a boxer in Cheapside, I’ve heard.”

Ponsonby refused to be thwarted and tore John Polidori’s tale from Makepeace’s grasp. “What about this, eh?” he said, starting to read. “‘Those who felt this sensation of awe, could not explain whence it arose: some attributed it to the dead gray eye, which, fixing upon the object’s face, did not seem to penetrate, and at one glance to pierce through to the inward workings of the heart; but fell upon the cheek with a leaden ray that weighed upon the skin it could not pass.’”

All shivered at the ghastly, yet visceral description. Ponsonby smiled in triumph. A young viscount nodded in eager agreement, swept away by the imaginative speculation going on in the club. “Yes, that’s exactly how I feel when he looks at me!”

“His eyes are gray,” another man added. “Almost silver!”

“All the more inhuman,” Ponsonby agreed and continued reading, “‘He gazed upon the mirth around him, as if he could not participate therein. Apparently, the light laughter of the fair only attracted his attention, that he might by a look quell it and throw fear into those breasts where thoughtlessness reigned.’”

The men continued to drink and argue. The further into their cups they fell, the more convoluted their logic became until thoughtlessness did indeed reign.
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Castlecoote, Ireland

 

Ben Flannigan groaned as he pulled on the stake, using all his strength to work the sharpened piece of ash out of the monster’s breast. The stake came free with a squelch and a crunch of bone. He took a moment to wipe the sweat from his brow before he squared his shoulders and turned back to the corpse. His work was only half finished. Now he needed to drag nearly two hundred pounds of deadweight out from the crypt and into the sun.

By the time the task was complete, the hunter was gasping for breath. He pulled a flask of good Irish whiskey from his pocket and settled back against a tombstone to watch God’s light do its work.

Contrary to the legends, a vampire did not burst into flames the moment the body came into contact with the sun’s rays. The body’s pale visage pinkened as if embarrassed by its predicament, then slowly darkened to a red not unlike that of a boiled lobster. Steam rose from the corpse with a hiss, emphasizing the comparison.

Ben chuckled and raised his flask in a toast to the sun before taking a deep drink. This was his favorite part. The vampire’s crimson flesh now began to blacken and crackle. Tendrils of acrid smoke curled up and out of the body. Moments later, the first flames flickered out of the melting eyeballs as well as the thing’s nostrils.

Once the body was engulfed in flames, Ben retrieved two large jugs of holy water from his bag. The first he poured in a circle around the corpse to keep the flames from spreading. The second he would use when the creature had been reduced to ashes.

While he waited, the hunter logged the details of the kill in his journal. His count was now fourteen, one of the highest of all hunters. He was not as pleased with those accomplishments as another might be, however. This vampire, as well as the other that he had destroyed in Windsor, had been a disappointment, no older or craftier than his last thirteen kills. Since he’d failed at attaining the priesthood, Ben Flannigan was determined to excel at this profession and it was past time for more challenging quarry.

He rummaged in his pack until he found his tattered copy of “The Vampyre” by John Polidori. Ever since he had read the story, a question had invaded his mind and refused to be ignored. Could a vampire truly pose as a member of the nobility?

The more he thought about it, the more he concluded such a thing was indeed possible. He’d read that those in the ranks of high society engaged in mindless revelry until dawn and then slept the day away during the social season. The rest of their time they spent sequestered on their country estates. A vampire could do very well in such an environment if it were very powerful and extremely clever.

The last line of the story was a whispered echo in the back of his mind, filling him with an odd mixture of dread and predatory titillation: “The guardians hastened to protect Miss Aubrey; but when they arrived, it was too late. Lord Ruthven had disappeared, and Aubrey’s sister had glutted the thirst of a VAMPYRE!”

Ah, to face such a clever enemy, to cast off its mask and expose its deception to all before dispatching the abomination back to hell. The thought warmed Ben like the flames of a Yule log. He longed to try his hand at such prey.

Aside from the fact that travel to London, not to mention lodgings, would be costly, Ben had put off his decision to go there for well over a year. After all, facing an ancient vampire would be nothing like the younglings he had slain. His teacher, God rest his soul, had told him such stories.

But now, after fourteen kills, nine of those in the last year, Ben was ready. He could feel it down to the marrow of his very bones.

 


 

 

 

Five

 

 

Angelica blinked in joyous disbelief as she watched the last servant leave Burnrath House for the evening. The maid had left the door ajar! Fate must be smiling down upon her this day. She sent a silent prayer heavenward in thanks for the duke’s eccentric policy of leaving his house unstaffed after the day’s chores were finished.

Today she would finally get inside the place that had held her imagination in thrall for years. She scooped up her pocket watch from the bureau and checked the time. Liza would be up to wake her from her nap at dark. That would give Angelica nearly two hours to explore the house safely.

With desperate speed, she changed into her men’s clothing and packed writing paper and a quill into a sturdy bag. After a few failed attempts with the neckcloth, she cast the linen aside. Not having time for the tie-wig, she tucked her hair into a cap. She slowly worked her window open, wincing as the wood frame creaked. Holding her breath, she placed one foot on the rose trellis, then the other, clinging to the window frame for support. She carefully made her way down the trellis, cursing under her breath as the rose thorns poked through and caught at her clothes.

Once she reached the ground, she scanned Rosemead Street through the gate for passersby. Satisfied that the street was empty, she scrambled over the fence, grateful that she wasn’t wearing skirts to hamper her already fumbling progress. Angelica straightened her disguise, lifted her chin, and crossed Rosemead to Number Six Burnrath House, trying to appear casual. Her heart pounded in her ears as she made her way up the cobblestone walkway, forcing every vestige of her will to maintain her casual stride and keep her from breaking into a run.

The Elizabethan mansion looked ominous and imposing even in the waning daylight. Gray clouds overhead made the chimneys cast strange moving shadows. Carved of sandstone and roofed with slate, the house was in the shape of an enormous letter E turned on its side. Angelica wondered if the design was intended as a tribute to the virgin queen, or if it was merely a sign of the death of the enclosed courtyard design that had been favored in medieval times.

Her eyes narrowed at the darkening sky. I hope the rain holds back until I return home. I don’t know how I’d explain wet hair to Mother.

After what seemed an eternity, she cautiously opened the front door, holding her breath as she waited to hear a voice cry out, “Intruder!”

The house was silent, dark, and empty. Mouth dry, she closed the door behind her, wishing she’d brought a candle. She let out the breath she was holding and started forward, skin tingling in anticipation. I am inside Burnrath House at last! I wonder if I’ll encounter any ghosts. 

The thought didn’t bring as much cheer as anticipated, now that she was within the setting of her fantasies. Instead, tiny shivers raced up and down her arms and legs.

Plush Aubusson carpets covered nearly every inch of the smooth hardwood floors. Ornate furniture from the Renaissance graced the place like somber skeletons. No modern chinoiserie items for this stately home; however, the duke had gone to the astounding expense of installing gas lamps throughout the place.

Angelica stared at the iron and glass devices in awe. She’d never seen gas lamps outside of the theaters and Pall Mall. They must make the rooms as bright as day. Her fingers trembled with the urge to light one, but she hadn’t the slightest idea how to do so. She shook her head, realizing that if she had known, she wouldn’t dare, for someone may see her through the large windows.

All stories and legends of haunted houses took place on the upper floors, so with a nervous smile, Angelica darted up the stairs. The long corridor was dark and abandoned, apart from tasteful paintings decorating the walls. Her heart leaped into her throat with every door she opened, then fell in a mixture of relief and disappointment when she saw the empty rooms with sheet-draped furniture. Cobwebs clung to every angle and corner. The stale, musty odors tickled her nose. Still, her eager imagination conjured up howling specters rising out from the fireplaces, angry at having their rest disturbed. The writer in her demanded a story for these ghosts, and while she explored, she named them and constructed the tales of their gruesome murders.

Her imaginary constable was just collapsing into a faint after seeing the blood-drenched ceiling of one of the bedchambers when she found the library.

“Oh my…” Her breath caught suddenly, and a thrill rushed through her body at the vast array of books in the mammoth chamber. The meager light from the windows gleamed on the high shelves and wheeled ladder. Gas lamps stood in every corner of the room, and two overstuffed wingback chairs sat companionably before an elaborate carved marble fireplace. With such light, one could read all night long if she desired. Angelica let out her breath in a reverent sigh. Burnrath’s library was the most beautiful place she’d ever seen. Like the parlor downstairs, the library seemed immaculately clean. There was not a cobweb in sight, and the chamber smelled of fresh polish.

The duke must spend all his time here, she mused, having greater respect for the man, given his obvious love of the written word. She tiptoed to the shelves to see what captured his fancy.

Her eyes squinted in the darkness, but try as she might, she couldn’t read the titles. To her dismay, dusk was quickly closing in. She needed to hurry home. With a reluctant sigh, she hurried out of the library, closing the door softly behind her.

As she made her way down the thickly carpeted stairs, she glanced at the paintings of the previous dukes of Burnrath. Something about the paintings gave her pause. There were no portraits of the wives or children. In fact, the pictures were painted when the men were the same age. No doubt another eccentric family tradition. Then her brow furrowed in contemplation as she leaned closer to examine each one. Despite the differences in artists’ styles and the subjects’ clothing, she could almost believe that they were all of the same man.

“How very odd…” she whispered aloud.

Something squeaked and brushed past her ankle. Angelica shrieked and jumped, losing her footing on the stairs. 

As she tumbled down, pain jarring her from multiple impacts, she saw a small rat scurry away. Shame washed over her for acting like such a ninny. 

Then everything went black.
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Ian’s eyes snapped open as he heard a thump. There was an intruder in his house. Who would dare? He lurched to his feet. The blood hunger tinged his vision with red and he grinned. No matter, I have an easy meal. He threw on a pair of black trousers and hurriedly fastened the first few buttons on a white lawn shirt, scorning his boots. He yanked open the secret door and ran up the cellar stairs, licking his fangs in anticipation.

With the silence only a nocturnal hunter could muster, he stalked on quiet feet through the kitchen and into the drawing room. The staircase came into view and so did his culprit, a young, slim boy who had apparently taken a spill and was struggling to sit up. The absence of a stake and the presence of a satchel indicated that this was a common thief who’d invaded his sanctuary, rather than a vexing vampire hunter.

The thief saw him and his black eyes widened in shock. There was something familiar about the boy, but Ian’s hunger chased away further speculation. All street urchins looked alike anyhow. He could hear the pounding of the lad’s heart and taste the fear on his tongue. Ian inhaled deeply as the thirst within him surged in triumph to be so soon abated.

 

[image: Image]

 

Terror coursed through Angelica as she saw the Duke of Burnrath approach. He seemed carved from shadows, and his eyes glowed molten silver like those of a ferocious beast as he moved ever closer with deadly fluid grace.

“You made a poor selection of a residence to rob, boy,” he whispered. His hair hung in his face, making him appear roguish.

Relief flooded her with the realization that he didn’t recognize her, and she struggled to gain her feet. Pain erupted in her ankle and Angelica collapsed, watching in helpless trepidation as he slowly stalked nearer. He seized her by her upper arms, and she whimpered at the pressure of his fingertips digging into her flesh. Those inhuman silver eyes locked onto hers, holding her spellbound.

“You will pay a price for your clumsiness, I am afraid.” His sculpted lips parted to reveal gleaming sharp fangs.

A scream caught in her throat as he bent his head toward her. His hair caressed her cheek, smelling of wild spices.

As he sank his teeth into her neck, Angelica’s last rational thought before she fainted was: My God, the duke really is a vampire! What a story that would make…

 


 

 

 

Six

 

 

The second the blood touched his tongue and the delicate perfume of lilacs infused his senses, Ian knew his victim was female. As her life and emotions began to flash through his mind, he realized that he held Angelica Winthrop in his arms. But he could not stop drinking, for his hunger was too strong. God, she was sweet!

Out of respect and to avoid getting too close to her, he shut his mind off from hers, only taking her blood and allowing her incredible passion for living to feed him along with her vitality. When he was sated, he released her and bit his finger, using his blood to heal the puncture wounds at her delicate throat and feeling like a monster for touching that pure ivory skin. He hoped she was uninjured from her fall.

Ian scooped her up and carried her to the sitting room, marveling at how light and perfect she felt in his arms. Angelica’s cap fell off, letting the dark silken tresses tumble out to caress his chest. The scent of spring flowers wafted from her shining locks. After he lit a lamp and laid his delicate burden on the sofa, his fingers combed through that lovely hair as he felt for lumps. He frowned when he found a small one at the base of her skull.

After he unbuttoned her frayed frock coat, still perplexed as to why she was dressed like a man, he felt for broken bones. Unbidden, his hands lingered on her breasts through her coarse linen shirt before continuing his examination. He felt her buttocks and thighs through her trousers, and his own grew tight as he stiffened with arousal. Ian shook his head to clear it and ran his hands down her calves. When he touched her swelling ankle, she gasped in pain and bolted upright. As her gaze met his and widened with fright, Ian cursed under his breath. He’d forgotten to erase her memory of him feeding on her.
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Angelica fought to see past the white spots of agony pulsing up from her ankle. Her vision cleared, revealing the Duke of Burnrath poised above her. His silver eyes reflected the brilliant flame of the gas lamp, making him resemble an unholy specter. She opened her mouth to scream, but his hand clamped over her mouth. Her senses swam as his masculine scent enveloped her. She tried to struggle, but she was too weak from blood loss to manage more than a feeble squirm.

“Please, do not scream, Angel,” he said in an unbelievably gentle tone. “I promise not to hurt you. Now, if I let you go, will you be calm and explain what you were doing in my home?”

She nodded, believing him for now. Perhaps it was the sincerity in his voice, or the fact that he called her such a sweet endearment as “Angel.” After all, she could always scream later.

He held up his other hand and fixed her with an intense stare. “I will know if you lie.”

She believed that, too. He released her and she sat up. Her head swam with dizziness, but she remained upright, clinging to the arm of the sofa for support.

“You bit me!” she cried in frightened outrage. “You drank my blood!” She placed a hand against her neck, her eyes widening when she realized there was no wound.

To her disbelief, he looked ashamed. That put her at ease more than anything.

“I thought you were a burglar.” He ran his hand through his coal black hair, appearing nervous. “And I am hungry when I wake. Please believe me when I tell you, I never would have drunk from you had I known your identity.” His brows drew together sternly. “Your clothing did not help matters. Would you be inclined to explain why you were in my house dressed as a male?”

Perhaps her mind was still fuzzy from the blood loss, or perhaps it was the way he’d changed from a frightening monster to a gentleman in mere moments. Her fear abated. As Angelica searched for the right words, the situation suddenly seemed comical and she erupted into giggles. Ian’s perplexed expression made her laugh harder.

When she at last composed herself, she said, “You will probably find this to be amusing.”

“I am certain I will be delighted,” he said dryly.

The sight of him lounging back against the sofa cushion with his shirt open sobered her. She had never seen a man’s bare chest before, and this glimpse of Burnrath’s made her breath catch. Vampire or not, he appeared even more handsome barefoot and disheveled, his lips curved in casual humor.

Fighting to maintain her composure, she explained, “As I told you at the Wentworth ball, I have always wanted to be a writer.”

“Ah, so I am looking at the next Duchess of Devonshire?” His indulgent tone seemed mocking.

Angelica bristled at the assumption. “Just because I am female does not mean I write thinly veiled gossip like The Sylph. I desire to be a gothic authoress, like Mary Shelley.”

His brow rose. “I imagine your mother doesn’t approve.”

She was about to retort, but there seemed to be a glint of sympathetic understanding in his eyes. “Yes, I must hide my stories from her. However,” she added with a lift to her chin, “my father does not object and Liza, my maid, is my most faithful reader.”

“Have you been published yet?” the duke asked with what seemed to be genuine interest.

Angelica nodded. “Yes, though that at first posed a trifle of a challenge. Angelica Winthrop was laughed out of the offices of The New Monthly Magazine. However, they were quick to welcome ‘Allan Winthrop.’” She smoothed the lapels of her coat and laughed, though she couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her feigned mirth.

“Ah, so the reason behind your disguise is becoming clear.” The vampire nodded, eyeing her intently. “But what were you doing in my home?”

Angelica grinned. “Now we come to the amusing part of my tale, Your Grace. I have been fascinated with Burnrath House for many years. With all the odd sounds and coming and goings in the night, as well as the conspicuous absence of servants at such hours, I could only reach one conclusion.”

The duke leaned forward, silver eyes glittering ominously. “And that conclusion was?”

“I believed your house was haunted,” she explained with burning cheeks. “I never imagined this place was haven to a vampire.”

Burnrath’s sharp crack of laughter resounded through the chamber.

“So,” Angelica continued, chuckling. “When Colburn offered me double if I could finish another story, I was determined to write one about this house.”

For some reason she left out the part about needing the money to run away to avoid marriage. Though Burnrath was a vampire, he was still a nobleman and would no doubt disapprove of her shirking what he would see as her duty. “And when your maid left the front door ajar,” she explained, “I thought it was the only opportunity I would receive to see the inside of the famous Burnrath House.”

The duke’s brow rose. “Your interest in my tomb of a home and things that stalk the night is peculiar. I should think a pretty young thing such as you would be more suited to picking flowers in a sunny meadow.”

Angelica smiled and quoted,

“Sing to me no songs of daylight

For the sun is the enemy of lovers.

Sing instead of shadows and darkness

And memories of midnight.”

“That was Sappho, correct?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes, I—”

“You are not in the slightest bit afraid of me, are you?” he interrupted, staring at her as if she were an exotic animal.

She regarded him with a measure of surprise, realizing that she was not. “Should I be?” she reasoned aloud. “You are not the soulless creature the myths portray.”

“What makes you say that?” He seemed to be genuinely curious, as if what she thought mattered to him.

Angelica shrugged, unused to a man taking her seriously. “Well, you have a reflection, for one thing.”

The vampire’s lips twisted in a wry smile. “A stone has no soul, but if you hold one before a mirror, will it not cast its reflection?”

Angelica’s eyes widened in astonishment at his logic and she nodded quickly. Her shoulders hunched as fury radiated within. Of course! Even a fool would realize that!

“You are angry and ashamed.” He sounded surprised. “Why?”

Her voice was ragged with self-contempt that she could not conceal. “I should have known that. The logic is stupidly apparent.”

“I do not believe I have ever seen a woman react in such a way over her ignorance.” The duke peered at her like she was an odd curiosity displayed for his entertainment.

His musing tone fueled the conflagration. A small measure of the contempt in her gaze now directed at him. “Perhaps they hide it better than I do.”

Burnrath did not reply and instead continued to stare at her as if he could peer into her soul. Angelica shivered and brought the conversation to a more comfortable topic.

“All that aside, I do think it is now too late to fear you.” She forced an airy lilt to her tone. “After all, I should think if you had meant to kill me by now, you would have.”

The vampire leaned forward. “Death is not your only danger in being alone with me, little Angel.” He was so close that she could feel his breath on her lips, and her body began to tremble. He was going to kiss her! She closed her eyes and…
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There was a knock at the door.

“Dammit!” Ian growled, leaping up from the couch as the reality of the situation crashed upon him. “It’s my coachman.”

He strode to the door, teeth clenched in irritation at the interruption.

“Your Grace?” Albert inquired, taking in the sight of Ian’s open shirt and bare feet. “I thought you were wanting me to take you to your club.”

“My plans have changed,” Ian said, prepared to dismiss the coachman. Then he remembered Angelica’s injuries. If she had not awakened so quickly, he could have healed her with his blood, but he didn’t dare frighten her further. “Would you be so kind as to fetch a doctor?”

“Why, are you unwell?” Albert asked anxiously.

“It’s not for me.” He shut the door in the coachman’s face.

His foul mood faded as he returned to the beauty reclining on his sofa. Never before had he met anyone as fascinating as Angelica Winthrop. Her passion for her writing humbled him even as the rich descriptions of her stories captivated him. His gaze caressed her face and form, noting her fine-boned features and luscious lips that caused him to nearly forget himself and capture them in a devouring kiss.

“Is everything all right?” she asked nervously, her fists clenched in her lap.

“I sent for a doctor to see to your ankle, Miss Winthrop,” he said with forced formality even as he longed to return to their engaging conversation.

“Oh. Thank you.” Her long lashes swept her cheeks as if perhaps she regretted the return to propriety.

The cozy spell was broken and they spent the next half hour struggling with stilted small talk, not daring to meet each other’s gazes.

The doctor arrived, not batting an eye at the young lady in male garb.

“Miss Winthrop is a neighbor and dear friend of mine.” Ian had worked out a plausible lie. “She had a quarrel with her mother and sought a confidante. Unfortunately, she was so overwrought that she tripped on my doorstep.” He shook his head at the idea of such female silliness, ignoring Angelica’s snort of disgust.

“I want you to say she was found on the sidewalk,” Ian concluded. “She is well-bred and I do not want her compromised. You will be well compensated, naturally.”

Dr. Sampson nodded and patted his black medical bag. “Just the thing. Now I shall see to the little patient, and then we may get her home to her worried parents.”

Ian paced the hallway, hoping Angelica’s ankle wasn’t broken and that her foolish stunt wouldn’t get her into too much trouble. As his jaw clenched, he was disturbed about how much he cared, especially with the new concern that she’d reveal his secret. He frowned. Surely she couldn’t be so foolish. And if she was, what would he do then? He couldn’t kill her, and he sure as hell wouldn’t Change her.

An hour later, the doctor brought Angelica to the foyer, half carrying her. “Hellloooo again, Your Grace,” she slurred with a silly smile on her full lips.

“The young lady’s ankle is not broken,” Dr. Sampson announced briskly. “But it is badly sprained. I’ve given her a dose of laudanum, and I will instruct her parents that she must stay off her feet for at least a week. She may have use of a crutch by tomorrow, God willing.” He inclined his head in gratitude as Ian handed him a banknote. “I will take her to the carriage now.”

“Good-bye, Miss Winthrop.” Ian kissed the back of her hand.

“I shall miss you, Your Grace,” Angelica giggled, swaying from the effects of the laudanum. “Even though you bit me.”

The doctor raised a brow, and Ian shrugged his shoulders as if he had no idea what she meant.

He watched as she was loaded into the waiting carriage. I think I will miss you too, Angel. Perhaps he would steal a dance when she was healed.
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Albert, Burnrath’s coachman, was able to hold his silence for nearly twenty-four hours. But the news that a young lady of the Quality had been carried out of the duke’s house dressed like a boy and with a sprained ankle was too juicy a tidbit to hold in. Especially since the duke himself had been partially undressed. Albert told his current ladylove, who was the Cavendish’s parlor maid, while walking with her in the park on her day off.

The maid told Lady Cavendish at her first opportunity. The countess often shared her chocolate bonbons when presented with titillating news. By the next evening, the ton was speculating on just who the young lady was. When callers were turned away from the Winthrop house due to Angelica being abed with a sprained ankle, gossip raged through the nobility like wildfire. Since the last news one usually heard was about oneself, the Winthrops and their household were blissfully unaware of their slaughtered reputations.

 

 


 

 

 

Seven

 

 

Angelica hummed a merry tune as she wrote “The End” at the bottom of the last page of her story, “The Haunting of Rathton Manor.” When Liza returned, she would have her deliver the manuscript to Colburn and return with her six pounds. “The Ghost of the Highwayman” had already been published and had received excellent reviews to her delight and her father’s pride. Her mother, for once, had kept her lips pursed in silence, only muttering her disapproval in the background. Now that she’d confessed her writing success to her parents, Angelica had renewed her hope that she could convince her father to let her use her dowry for her writing career instead of marriage.

For the tenth time this afternoon, she peered out her window at Burnrath House. The mansion loomed behind the budding hawthorn trees in silent vigilance, guarding a vampire during his day rest. 

A vampire who had drunk her blood then apologized for it. 

A vampire who had nearly kissed her and probably would have apologized for that as well. 

Instead of a horrid monster who slaughtered innocents, he’d been a gentleman who’d summoned a doctor, seen that her injuries were treated, and sent her safely home.

Angelica smiled as she thought back to that night, five days ago, when the doctor had helped her out of the carriage and into the arms of her frantic parents. The look on her mother’s face as she took in Angelica’s masculine attire had been so comical that her face had burned with the effort of suppressing the giggles. She had dozed on and off as she was hauled into the house, muzzy-headed from the medicine the doctor forced down her throat and only half hearing her mother’s tirade.

Papa had looked so frightened and concerned that she had longed to tell him some good news. On a flight of inspiration, she had informed them about the publication of her first story as if the happy event had occurred that very day.

“You will be a published author?” Papa’s eyes had lit up once they were settled in the drawing room. “Well done, my dearest!”

“Don’t encourage her!” Margaret shrieked, doubtless on the verge of hysterics. “If anyone knows she penned that story, she will be ruined beyond all hope.”

Angelica’s head had nodded back and forth in slow motion. It seemed that she could see everything in double. She feared she would fall out of her chair. She gripped the sides of her seat in a futile effort to stop the swaying.

Dr. Sampson must have noticed, for he’d interrupted the discussion. “The young lady has had a very trying day. I have given her a healthy dose of laudanum and I recommend that she be put to bed immediately. I will check on her tomorrow and bring a crutch with me.”

The following days were paradise for Angelica. She spent nearly the entire time writing, with no Almack’s, no balls, no callers, no suitors, and no lectures from Margaret to take her away from her muse. When she wasn’t writing, she enjoyed meals in bed and reading her favorite novels, taking every available opportunity to look out the window at the Burnrath mansion and daydream about her encounter with the vampire. Over and over, she replayed her adventure with him in her mind, relishing the tingle that ran up her spine with each remembered detail.

Angelica shook her head and fought to remain practical. She would miss having the duke as a neighbor when she moved to a modest flat and embarked on her career. Perhaps she could call on him sometime when her career was more established. Then maybe she could ask him about vampires… and maybe he would kiss her! She frowned. Practical, she must be practical. And yet her belly fluttered as she imagined his lips on hers… and the sight of his bare chest beneath his unbuttoned shirt.

To be truthful, her ankle had felt fine since the day before. She merely wanted more time to finish her story and enjoy her peace away from the social whirlwind.

Only moments after Liza departed with her letter and manuscript, Margaret marched into Angelica’s bedchamber with Dr. Sampson. It was time for another examination. Unfortunately, this time he pronounced her healed. Angelica bit back an unladylike curse.

“Then we may go to the Cavendish ball tonight?” Mother asked him, wringing her hands.

“Just so long as she limits her dancing,” he said, closing his medical bag.

Margaret beamed. Angelica groaned.
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John Polidori awoke to the sound of a soft soprano singing a haunting melody. A blissful sigh escaped his lips when he felt the soothing sensation of a cold cloth bathing his forehead. He opened his eyes, and his blurred vision took in the sight of the figure before him. The cropped hair and masculine attire led him at first to believe that he was being tended by a young man. But the lilting voice and smooth luminous skin gave him pause. Was he being nursed by one of the famed castrati singers of his home country? The notion was dashed as he felt a pair of soft breasts pressing against his shoulder.

“John, you are awake.” Her voice was cultured and gentle as an angel’s.

“Where am I?” he croaked, forcing his heavy eyes to focus. “How long have I been asleep?”

She handed him a cup of water and he drank greedily. “I found you unconscious in the alley behind your usual club three nights ago.” Her full lips pouted as she ran a gentle hand through his hair. “I brought you to my home and have been caring for you since. I think you were sick from drink.”

John could see her clearly now. He knew this woman. How could he ever have mistaken her for a male? And how could he have forgotten her lovely voice? Her exquisite face had stayed in his memory for all time. Lord Byron and his friends had mocked him when he spent weeks searching the Swiss countryside for her. But if Byron had seen her, he would have stilled his wagging tongue.

The rich fabric of her waistcoat and cravat looked coarse against the silken glow of her face and hands. Her dark eyes were as large as a doe’s, fringed with lashes impossibly long and thick and framed with thin black brows. The lady’s fine-boned face was as delicate as porcelain, with ruby lips that made him groan with desire for a taste. John reached up and touched them with his finger to make sure she was real.

Excitement warred with dizziness. “It is you! Rosetta, my darling, what are you doing in England? I searched for you for months after we met. I set your leg. Do you remember?”

She nodded, smiling. “I will never forget your kindness. My heart’s filled with joy that you remembered me.”

“But how did you find me?” he asked, frowning as he took in his surroundings. “And why is this chamber without windows?”

She ran a hand through his curls. “First you must eat while I heat water for your bath. I’ve brought you clean clothing. When you are comfortable, I will tell all.”

Once he was clean and his hunger was sated, John was afraid he’d have to fight the drowsy languor. But when Rosetta opened her mouth to reveal pearly white fangs as she told her story, he was stunned. Despite the fantastical creations that spilled from his pen, he was a realist. A physician and scientist had no room for fantasy in his beliefs. He never imagined that the creatures of myth that fired his imagination and populated his stories could possibly be real.

But another thing stirred him more than her amazing story. Rosetta loved him. The fact was clear with every word she spoke, and the way her eyes glowed with adoration whenever they rested upon him. The revelation struck a chord within him that he’d long since tried to kill. Though he had often loved, no one had ever truly loved him in return. Oh, George Gordon, Lord Byron, had claimed to, but it wasn’t until John’s heart was lost to the poet that he learned Byron loved a new person every week.

Indeed, Lord Byron had been the man he sought to represent as the vampire, Lord Ruthven, not the Duke of Burnrath who apparently was the Vampire Lord of London! The situation would be quite ridiculous if his life were not in such grave danger.

He stood up and walked across the carpeted floor toward Rosetta. Ah, his beautiful savior Rosetta! Already, he was losing his heart to her dark passion more than he had to her tender beauty four years ago. “I see that my thanks are necessary.”

“Not at all. I would save you all over again if I had to.” Those delicate cheeks pinkened once more as he drew near. “Besides, it was my fault that you published that story. If I had not whispered my encouragement to you every night, your life would not be at risk.”

“Still, you have put your life in danger to save mine,” he whispered, caressing her hair. “‘No poet’s dream e’er show’d a form so fair; no heav’nly gleam of prophet’s fire could paint e’en Virtue’s grace with hues so chaste, though bright, as deck’d her face.’ I wrote that about you after we met.”

Rosetta’s lips parted in awe. “You did? That poem is one of my favorites.”

He leaned closer to her. “Rosetta, I offer you my blood, my body, my life.”

His mouth slanted across hers as passion consumed them. The candles flickered as they collapsed onto the bed.

After the most passionate bout of lovemaking either had ever experienced, the pair lay entwined in each other’s arms, still panting for breath as they talked. Sometimes their laughter mingled like a beautiful dream as they discovered things they had in common. Other times they fell into a blissful silence as their gazes locked, overcome with emotions too potent for words. They spoke of everything from vampires to poetry to medicine. They spoke of anything but the danger they were in.

Tonight was not for fearful thoughts. Tonight was for the rosy glow and vivid light of new love. For each had found the other half of their souls.
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Ian stared in disbelief at the latest entry in White’s betting book. “The bet paid off?”

The duke of Wentworth nodded. “Well, of course the bet paid off. Lady Cavendish heard it from her maid who heard it from your coachman. Everyone knows you’ve had her.” He toyed with his quizzing glass, eyes narrowed against the smoke saturating the club.

Ian shook his head as Wentworth narrated the week’s gossip. His fists clenched in desire to strangle the coachman. Albert would be dismissed at the earliest opportunity.

“Of course, I must say I don’t at all approve, Burnrath,” Wentworth continued, oblivious to Ian’s rage as they returned to their table. “The girl and her family won’t be able to show their faces in society again after tonight. Speaking of, I must depart for the Cavendish ball.”

“Why tonight?” Ian snapped, resisting the urge to bare his fangs. “Did I not ‘have’ her last week?”

His friend sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Well, the girl was safely ensconced in her home with an injured ankle, so nobody has had the chance to cut her yet. You know how traditionally vicious we are. It must be made official. Tonight, as I understand, the Winthrops will be attending the ball. Lady Cavendish will reserve first right, I suppose.”

More than ever, Ian was sickened at the cruelty the ton seemed to thrive on. His predatory instincts raged at him to fly to Cavendish House and turn the ball into a massacre He fought to keep his voice level. “I do not suppose any one would believe I didn’t touch her?”

Wentworth shook his head and sipped his glass of aged bourbon. “Not for a moment. The gossip even says you were partially undressed. Are you saying you didn’t bed her?”

“I was barefoot, not undressed.” Ian paused as the severity of the matter became clear. “And no, I did not bed her.” Guilt and self-loathing sucked at his soul. Damn it. Because of him, the poor girl’s life was ruined.

Before, all he had to worry about was whether Angelica would reveal his secret to her peers. Now, she would have none. His hands clenched the felt-covered table until he heard the wood squeal in protest. Then again, she may yet be able to open her mouth to someone. There must be a way to silence her and also repair the damage he’d done.

A mad notion whispered in the back of his head. The more he thought about it, the more attractive the idea became. If the plan proved successful, not only could he ensure that Angelica kept her mouth shut, but she would be welcomed back into society and pampered more than ever. And, hopefully, the rest of the speculations about his nocturnal proclivities should cease as well.

Ian smiled as he handed Wentworth the quill and gestured to the betting book. “You are about to make a tidy profit, my friend.”

“Why is that?” His friend blinked in confusion at the abrupt change in mood.

“I will bed the Winthrop heiress,” Ian said with a wry grin. “However, it shall be after I wed her.”







 

 

 

Eight

 

 

The moment the Winthrops were announced by the Cavendish butler, Angelica knew something was wrong. The throng abruptly fell silent as the she and her family took their place in the receiving line. Icy stares and amused glances pelted her and her parents before the ballroom erupted in whispers and mocking laughter. When her mother led them to greet the hostess, Lady Cavendish cut her dead.

“Surely she cannot still be upset that I won her ruby earrings last month,” Margaret whispered. Her cheeks flamed scarlet. “It’s not my fault that she’s a dreadful whist player!”

As they made their way to the refreshment table, Baron Osgoode approached them and retracted his offer of marriage.

“I am certain you understand,” he said, favoring her with a stiff, mocking bow.

“Though I am happy to be relieved of your suit, I do not understand,” Angelica replied, voice laden with deliberate scorn.

Osgoode swept her with a scathing glare. “Come off the act, little miss. Everyone knows what happened between you and the Duke of Burnrath.”

“Do you mean to tell me,” her mother’s voice quavered in indignation, “that you are refusing her simply because she danced with His Grace at the Wentworth ball?”

Osgoode sneered. “So, she lied to you as well. I assure you, madam, that she has done more than dance with him.” With another mocking bow, he left to lead Miss Claire onto the dance floor. He whispered in her ear, and they both glanced at the Winthrops and smirked.

“Explain yourself immediately!” Margaret hissed.

Angelica swallowed. Suddenly the glitter of the chandeliers and the bejeweled nobles around her was overwhelming to the point of nausea. “When I sprained my ankle, the duke found me, not the coachman. His Grace sent his coachman for the doctor. He did not touch me other than to carry me to his couch and check for broken bones.” She did not dare confess that he also drank her blood… and nearly kissed her.

“You mean to tell me that you were inside his home with him alone?” her mother panted, visibly close to an attack of the vapors. “Do you know what you’ve done? We’re ruined! No man will have you now, and my father will cut us off from every shilling of my inheritance!”

Ruined. It had finally happened. She was free. She opened her mouth to say, I told you I did not wish to wed, but the sight of her mother’s pallor and the heartbroken look on her father’s face gave her pause. In that moment, she knew that not only did her parents love each other, but they also both loved her and honestly believed a marriage would be best for her. 

Her belly knotted with something that felt suspiciously like guilt. I never wanted to hurt them. As if her intentions would make everything well again.

“We had better leave,” Margaret said, tugging Angelica’s father along. The richly garbed crowd of spectators resembled a malevolent rainbow sea.

“The Duke and Duchess of Wentworth!” The Cavendish butler pounded his cane as he announced the latest arrivals.

Her mother paled further and Angelica winced at the realization that more of their friends were arriving to hear of her family’s disgrace. The duke and duchess greeted their hostess and then approached the Winthrops with friendly smiles.

“They must not have heard yet,” Papa muttered, staring at the polished floor.

“That makes this disaster all the more humiliating!” Mother wailed, clinging to his arm.

I will atone for this somehow, Angelica vowed. I shall stay with them and give them the money I earn from my stories. Perhaps I will even write romantic novels if I have to. I hear they turn a higher profit. Somehow, I will earn their forgiveness. Yet, despite her remorse, she couldn’t help but feel liberated from this false society and its perverse way of auctioning women off to the highest bidder.

“The Duke of Burnrath!” the butler boomed. The thud of the cane now sounded more like a judge’s gavel.

“Oh, Lord, I think I’m going to faint,” her mother gasped, swaying on her feet. The Duchess of Wentworth hurried to her side. The duke grinned at her father as if everything was playing out to a satisfactory conclusion. Angelica wondered if perhaps the man was cracked.

Angelica steadied her mother and craned her neck to see the vampire stroll in, impeccable in his evening finery. Her heart thudded in her chest at the sight of his beautiful but dangerous visage. Unbidden, her hand went up to her neck, which tingled in remembrance of his bite.

The whispers echoed through the ballroom like sinister wings of bats.

“That blackguard!” her father growled. His narrow frame shook with fury. “I am going to call him out.”

“Jacob, please!” her mother implored, her face was as white as Angelica’s ball gown. “You will only throw more fire on this dreadful scandal!”

“Why not? All is lost anyway. I intend to give them something else to talk about. It is my duty to demand satisfaction and defend my daughter’s honor.” He squeezed Angelica’s hand and approached the duke, likely to the Quality’s everlasting amusement.

Angelica clutched her mother’s arm with numb fingers, silently praying. Please, do not let him hurt my papa. The Wentworths remained silent. Perhaps they had heard the gossip after all. If so, she owed them her eternal gratitude for their kindness.

A crowd gathered around and drowned out her father’s angry tirade with excited murmurs. To the disappointment of their audience, the two men went out the doors side by side, their backs straight as pikestaffs. Their figures were barely visible under the meager light of the lanterns strung over the lawn.

“Surely they do not intend to duel here?” Lady Cavendish put a shaky hand to her throat at such a momentous breach of propriety. However, Angelica could see a glint of excitement in her eyes.

“Of course not, my lady,” the Duke of Wentworth drawled. “Rapiers and pistols were not part of the recommended dress, after all. The worst they can do is engage in fisticuffs.”

Lady Cavendish shrieked at a passing servant to fetch her some hartshorn.

“Oh, I wish I could see what is happening.” Margaret’s voice was shrill with panic.

“It would take a shipman’s winch to lift the crowd out of the way,” Angelica replied dryly, trying to hide her panic.

The Duchess of Wentworth chuckled as she fanned Margaret. “I admire a woman whose wit can hold up to any situation.”

In a surprisingly short time, her father and the duke returned. Burnrath possessed a satisfied expression, while Angelica’s father appeared stunned. What had happened outside?

“Dear God, he’s coming this way,” her mother gasped, retrieving her own fan. “Hasn’t he done enough damage?”

The crowd parted like the Red Sea as the Duke of Burnrath approached her. His gaze locked on Angelica while his lips curved in an enigmatic smile. Her chin lifted in attempt to deny her weak knees.

The whole world seemed to hold its breath as he bent to one knee and placed a hand over his heart.

Angelica frowned as her mind swam in confusion. What in the blazes is he doing? Surely he doesn’t think an apology will repair matters in the slightest.

“Miss Winthrop,” the vampire began, holding her motionless with his compelling husky voice. “Ever since I first saw you, I have been enchanted. And when I found you injured outside in front of my house and had the opportunity to speak with you, my heart was touched. I have not been able to rid you from my thoughts since. Would you please do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

The gasps from all around hurt Angelica’s ears. Her stays became a cruel vise, forbidding the slightest breath of air into her lungs. Blood roared in her ears. Black and white spots danced in her vision.

“Of course she will,” Margaret announced cheerfully, then immediately fainted into Papa’s arms. The Duchess of Wentworth rummaged in her reticule for smelling salts. Lady Cavendish elbowed her way through the masses for a better look.

“But you are a vampire,” Angelica blurted out. Good God, is this truly happening?

Titters and guffaws broke out. “Surely you do not believe that nonsense, Miss Winthrop,” the Duke of Wentworth said, his brow creasing with worry.

Angelica blushed as she realized she’d spoken aloud. Burnrath laughed, but there was a warning glint in his eye.

“I was only jesting, Your Grace,” she said faintly and reached out to help him to his feet. He took her hand and pressed his lips to her knuckles.

“I believe I have further things to discuss with your father,” he said softly. “Please save a dance for me upon my return.”

The Duke of Burnrath bowed and left her. Immediately Angelica was swarmed by an array of ladies, all congratulating her as if they had not given her the cut direct only minutes ago. 

This cannot be happening! A silent scream caught in her throat as the situation finally dawned on her. I was ruined, then in the blink of an eye I have become the toast of the beau monde. All because a vampire wants to marry me!

Everyone thought her tears and laughter were from joy. No one had the slightest idea that she was dangerously close to hysterics.

As the women cooed at her and exclaimed over the duke’s proposal, all Angelica could think was: I did not say “Yes.”
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Ian carefully pulled away from Lady Margaret’s grasping hands again. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think the overbearing woman was on the verge of kissing his feet in gratitude. Smoothing things over with Angelica’s father had been a simple matter, for wealth and a lofty title could accomplish practically anything in these greedy, corrupt times. Mr. Winthrop agreed that Ian would call upon the Winthrops the following evening to hammer out the betrothal contract and set a date for the wedding.

“If I may be so bold, Your Grace,” Jacob Winthrop began, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I would feel much more secure if the nuptials were performed as soon as possible. My daughter is rather, er, spirited… and I believe there could be risk of her, ah… proclivities leading her into further danger without a firmer hand than mine taking the reins at the earliest convenience.” He held up his hands defensively. “It is not that I am a weak man, but Angelica is my only child, you see, and I fear I have indulged her shamelessly.”

Ian chuckled. Many a suitor would not want to wed a girl after hearing such talk, but he wasn’t such a man. Especially since an early wedding suited his plans just fine. “If I could have her as my bride tonight, Mr. Winthrop, I would.”

Angelica’s father nearly choked on his brandy, a horrified look warping his strong features. “Good God, man. I did not mean that soon! Even if we could procure a special license at this hour, it would not at all be the thing. Imagine what people would say!”

“I was only jesting, Mr. Winthrop.” Ian was quickly tiring of the conversation. All he wanted was to feel Angelica in his arms once more. “Now, shall we return to the ladies? I believe I owe the lovely Miss Winthrop a dance.” Without waiting for a reply, he set down his untouched glass and headed out of the room without a backward glance.

Ian’s heart clenched when the crowd surrounding his intended bride moved enough for him to see her face. She looked pale as death and her cheeks were streaked with tears. Poor little Angel. She has been through a lot this night.

Her hand felt icy as he wrapped his fingers around hers and led her to the center of the ballroom as the musicians struck up a waltz. He almost lost his step as he saw the seething fury burning in her dark eyes.

“Pray tell me, whatever is the matter, my dear? But please smile so as not to incite the gossip mill again,” Ian said pleasantly, as if they were exchanging small talk.

Her teeth clenched in a hideous parody of a grin and she hissed, “Why are you doing this? You can’t possibly need my dowry, and I am certain as bloody hell that you do not love me.”

In truth, he hadn’t completely expected Angelica to fly into his arms and squeal in joy at his suit, but her degree of hostility came as an unpleasant surprise. “Such language is quite unseemly, Angel.” He smiled down at her but tightened his grip on her hand. “Though I do admire that you are astute enough to know I have plenty of wealth in my own right, surely you were raised to expect that love is hardly a necessary ingredient to a successful marriage.”

Angelica’s laughter mocked him. “I am breathless with your flattery. Pray continue.”

Ian was torn between amusement at her daring and anger because she was forcing him to muddle through this awkward explanation. She should be more grateful than her mother had been for saving her and her family from social death. Leaning down as if to smell her perfume, he lowered his voice.

“Spare me from your wrath, Angel. Since you insist upon knowing, I will tell you that your reputation was not the only one in danger. Thanks to that upstart, John Polidori, and his story taking the Continent by storm, people have become suspicious of me.”

“Ah, the rumors that you are a vampire,” she replied with a smirk. “Surely you do not believe anyone took them seriously. You heard their laughter earlier.”

Ian suppressed a growl and whispered against her ear. “Enough have taken it seriously. In fact, due to a substantial wager that I am indeed a vampire, my silk waistcoat and neckcloth were soaked with holy water last week by none other than your former suitor, Baron Osgoode.”

Her skin was like satin against his lips. Her scent was heady and overwhelmed him with the temptation to taste her once more. Ian drew back before he gave in to temptation and plunged his fangs into her right then and there.

Heedless to her danger, Angelica’s lips twitching with mirth over the incident with Osgoode. Ian didn’t know whether to kiss her or take her over his knee for such impudence. The couples surrounding them had given up all pretense of dancing and were watching them with avid interest. He fixed them with an icy stare and they backed slowly away.

“It was not in the least amusing, I assure you.” Ian gave her a stern frown. “I had to call him out to prevent other foolish young bucks from daring the same and ruining my wardrobe.”

This time, Angelica could not restrain her humor, and her musical laughter trilled through the ballroom. Ian fought back his own laughter. Perhaps the situation was a bit comical. “Enough, imp. Do you want to hear why I seek your troublesome hand, or not?” His arms gripped her tighter, savoring the feel of her warm flesh despite his ire.

She sobered immediately, her chin lifting back to its previous angle to display her scorn. “Very well, I shall listen most attentively.”

Ian felt a twinge of regret for destroying the light mood, temporary though it was.

He sighed and bent to whisper in her ear. “I decided that if I married within the peerage, the gossip would weaken and gradually cease.” Her tantalizing scent spurred his hunger even further and he fought to regain his composure. “After all, no lady would marry a monster. And if I treat my bride well enough, perhaps she will vouch for my good character as well. Since you did not seem to be afraid of me, and I quite like you, I concluded, why not save your reputation as well?”

Instead of placating her as he had hoped, Ian’s explanation brought Angelica’s temper to a boil. Her eyes seemed to shoot onyx sparks. “Your magnanimity quite overwhelms me, Your Grace. But surely you realize that when you made your offer, I did not accept?”

He’d had enough of her ingratitude and vituperative tongue… and her intoxicating scent. It was well past time for him to feed.

“I will call upon you tomorrow evening to sort out the details of our engagement. I pray I find you in a better humor then.” Before the music ended, he promised in a low voice, “You will be more than willing to accept soon enough.”

As Ian prowled the streets of London in search of his next meal, he struggled to find a reason for her unseemly behavior. After feeding on a pickpocket, he lit on an idea. 

Could the cause for her hostility be that she was now frightened of him? She wasn’t before, but now that she had time to think about what he was… Of course! She wasn’t afraid before because she had a safe home to go to. But the thought that she would now spend her life under the same roof as a vampire would terrify any sensible person. Another uncomfortable thought crept up on him. My God, what if she thinks I intend to kill her?

Remembering her fearlessness in their last two encounters, Ian determined to charm her back to that state long before their wedding night.


 

 

 

Nine

 

 

Ben Flannigan breathed in the thick, fetid London air as he stepped off the gangplank and onto the dock. A city this size would be teeming with vampires, which practically guaranteed that he would have a great many kills here. Perhaps he would even take down an ancient. His breath caught in anticipation at the compelling thought.

He caressed his silver crucifix as he walked down the street, searching for an affordable but decent inn while glancing back over his shoulder to see if he was followed. He had so many kills to his name that the evil creatures would soon seek to discover his identity.

Ben expressed his relief with a whispered prayer as he immediately discovered an inn that appeared to suit his requirements. He ordered a room and a meal before adding a handsome sum in exchange for every newspaper that could be found. Ben had long since established a routine of checking the death notices for strange circumstances, then the gossip pages for nobles with odd habits before approaching the locals for information. In his experience, dedicated research always paid off.

While he waited for his meal and the papers, he composed a brief advertisement. In the morning he would make his rounds to the offices of every likely publication and pay to have the notice printed at once.

 

A man of God is seeking a situation to exterminate nocturnal vermin. The fee is fifty pounds, half of which will be due in advance.

 

He checked the notice for errors and grunted in satisfaction. The advertisement was vague enough to discourage those with rat or badger problems, yet contained just the right information for those who truly understood the threat that loomed over mankind. And if some individuals mistook his use of the term “man of God” to believe that he was a priest or a vicar? Well, he didn’t mind in the slightest. He had been meant to be one, though the fools at St. Damian’s had failed to see that.

 

As the second son of an impoverished baron, Ben had had the church as his only hope of a career that would keep his belly full. For the sake of having one less mouth to feed, his father had him sent off to St. Damian’s priory school in Kilkenny every autumn after the harvest was in.

Learning to read and write had captivated him at first, but before long he began to crave something more. He admired the great power of the bishop. The man could bless anything he desired, pardon sins, sentence people to penance, even condemn someone to hell if he so chose. Ben longed for such power. He dedicated himself twice as hard to his lessons and soon became the shining star of the class. The prize neared his hand.

As he grew to adulthood, his responsibilities and authority rose. And as his power accumulated, so did his pride. Indeed, Ben was told that it was one of the many sins that barred him from consideration for the priesthood, although that vice wasn’t the main problem.

Ben’s strictness verging on bullying with the young novices wasn’t what caused the bishop to summon him to his quarters. Nor was it the incident in which he beat a beggar nearly to death after he caught the thief stealing bread meant for the Holy Sacrament. It wasn’t his fault that he forgot his own strength in the face of his pious rage at such blasphemy.

No, the final incident that had caused him to be called to the carpet and chastised like a recalcitrant schoolboy was so paltry that the memory still made Ben gnash his teeth. Someone had tattled to Bishop O’Shay that Ben had been seen pinching Sister Clarence’s bum. Bishop O’Shay believed lust was the worst of all sins and he was determined to stamp it out of his flock.

“But surely the nun should be the one to be punished,” Ben protested. “She’d been wriggling her charms at me like a ripe piece of fruit. A man can only take so much temptation.”

The bishop’s bushy brows drew together sternly, almost obscuring his eyes. “So Adam spoke of Eve and thus Man was banished from Paradise. I will not have a clergyman who is unchaste.” He advanced upon Flannigan like Moses calling God’s wrath down upon the Pharaoh. “Tomorrow you will pack your belongings and leave. Your time here with us is finished.”

“But can I not repent?” Ben asked, unable to believe the sentence heaved upon him.

“I think not,” Bishop O’Shay replied with a regretful sigh. “If your sinful lust were not enough, your other sins are more than sufficient to give credence to the wisdom of my decision. You have no mercy or compassion within your spirit. You are too quick to anger and filled with far too much pride. You had years to repent and turn to the path of righteousness, but you did not. Such a man is not suitable for the priesthood.”

By the time Ben had packed his meager belongings and left his room for the last time, word of his dismissal had spread throughout the entire priory. A classmate’s smug grin was too much for Ben’s frayed temper, and his fist connected with the lad’s face with a crack that echoed through the cloisters. A faint twinge of pleasure filled him at the sight of the blood gushing from the boy’s nose. No more smug stares were upon him as all hurriedly turned their faces away.

His good feelings dissipated the moment his feet began to trod the long path home. What was he to tell his father? How long would he be welcome at the small estate? His older brother was due to marry this year, and soon the land would be signed over to him. Where would he go then? Ben’s heart grew heavier with despair every step he took.

“I heard what happened, lad,” a voice called, penetrating his gloomy thoughts.

Donald O’Flannery walked beside him, and the understanding and sympathy in his eyes made Ben stop short. Donald was not a church member as far as he knew, but he was a frequent visitor to the priory and the school. No one was really certain of the purpose of the man’s visits. He appeared to run errands for another church because Ben had once seen him leave with jugs of holy water, rosary beads, and a crucifix.

“What do you want?” Ben asked, unable to keep the petulance out of his voice.

“Dinna be ashamed, my son,” Donald had said. “For the Lord in his infinite wisdom and mercy has a calling for such as yerself. There be many hidden evils in the world and ’tis the job of folk like ourselves to eradicate ’em. I see the makings of a fine hunter in ye.”

“A hunter?” He wondered if perhaps Donald was mad, but still the man’s use of the word “calling” intrigued him, invoking a faint thrill of hope.

O’Flannery nodded and loaded his pipe. “If ye’ll join me for supper an’ a pint or two of ale at the inn down the road, I’ll explain all.”

Ben shoved his hands in his pockets. “That depends. Though my vow of poverty has ended, my funds have not improved.”

Donald chuckled. “It will be my coin this time. And if you remain with me, poverty will be a distant memory before long.”

After the first pint, Ben was wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “I appreciate the drink, but this heap of blarney is a wee bit too much. Vampires indeed!”

With a strange smile on his face, O’Flannery raised a brow at him and ordered their glasses refilled. “Vampires,” he continued as if he hadn’t been interrupted, “are masters of deception. They’ve remained hidden for centuries by pretending to be human…”

By the time they were finishing the third pint, Ben was torn between admiration for Donald’s ability to spin such a great yarn… and the slight seedling of belief that was sprouting in his breast. The idea that such monsters could exist right under the noses of civilization was horrifying, and yet the thought of becoming the hero who dispatched them was undeniably seductive.

“Do you have proof that these creatures exist?” he whispered.

Donald’s smile was a predatory grimace. “Meet me at the old St. Thomas cemetery at dawn tomorrow.”

The next morning, Ben felt silly as he greeted O’Flannery in the moldering old graveyard. He wished he’d stayed in bed until his headache abated.

“Now, I’ve been leaving this one alone because it hasn’t been bothering anyone,” Donald said as he opened the rusty gates. “Not only that,” he added with a wry grin as he chewed on his pipe. “There’s no profit in this job. But for the sake of your education, I suppose I’ll have to deal with the creature.”

He led Ben to an ancient crypt covered with ivy and removed a pry bar from his pack.

“Is there really a vampire in there?” Ben asked, still unable to believe that he was here participating in this foolishness.

O’Flannery ignored him and set to work on opening the tomb.

Ben’s pulse raced as he followed Donald into the crypt. Spiders and other vile creatures fled from the morning light. A pile of bones lay in a shadowed corner. The stone slab they had rested on was now occupied by a fresh corpse… or was it? Ben gasped as he saw its chest rise and fall softly. The thing was alive.

With speed and strength that seemed almost godlike, Donald pounded a stake through the thing’s breast with a heavy mallet and then cleaved the head from its body with one powerful strike of his axe.

Ben recoiled when Donald picked up the head and thrust it at him. “Take this while I drag the body outside.”

His gorge rose, but he suppressed it and followed O’Flannery back out into the daylight. Donald chuckled at Ben’s cry of surprise when the corpse began to redden and smolder.

“Drop the head here,” he ordered as he pulled a jug from his pack, uncapped it, and circled the remains, pouring out the holy water.

“Amazing,” Ben whispered as he watched the flames engulf the vampire’s head and body. “Will you teach me?”

 

Now here he was in London, having surpassed Donald’s legacy long ago. And best of all, there were no vows of poverty, chastity, or obedience. Ben Flannigan was his own man, beholden to no one… and the money wasn’t very meager either.

His meal arrived and Ben lifted his glass of ale in his customary toast to the memory of his teacher. Donald had gotten clumsy in his old age. He didn’t strike quickly enough before the last vampire awoke and flung the hunter against the wall, shattering his spine and killing him instantly.

Ben had barely gotten out of the cave alive. The creature had been so enraged that it had lunged out of the opening and into the sunlight, grasping Ben’s collar. Only when the monster’s face and arm caught fire did it release him.

Ben shuddered at the memory, which still gave him nightmares. He’d never been to Spain since. Just as he was sopping up the last of the gravy from his plate with a crusty roll, a young lad arrived at his elbow, looking ready to topple from the weighty stack of newspapers he held. Ben took the papers and tousled the scamp’s hair, then gave him a coin. “That’s a good lad.”

He carried the papers and his pack up to his room, the excitement of the hunt rising to a glorious tenor.

By the light of as many candles as he could spare, the hunter read every gossip article in The Times, The Tattler, and The Morning Chronicle. He started on the oldest issues first and worked his way forward. Most of it was inane nonsense, such as who was wearing what, whose ball was deemed a success, what courses were served at this party or that, ad nauseam. But one name stood out in all this drivel, rendering his headache and strained eyes worth the endeavor: Ian Ashton, the Duke of Burnrath.

The gentleman fit the profile of a hidden vampire to complete perfection. He came and went unpredictably, traveled far more than the usual nobleman, and all of his so-called “ancestors” were so similar that they may as well have been the same individual.

Ben chuckled in reluctant admiration at the “tradition” for all dukes of Burnrath to marry foreign brides and live abroad until their heirs returned to the family seat. It was a perfect deception.

Now the duke’s disguise seemed to be on the verge of crumbling. Due to the recent popularity of vampire tales, Lord Burnrath’s oddities were beginning to receive closer scrutiny. If Ben were to catch this prey, he would have to act fast, before the London gossips frightened the quarry away. He licked his lips in satisfaction. The hunt was on.

 

[image: Image]

 

Scallywag John’s was a deplorable hovel. The antithesis of its aristocratic counterpart, Gentleman Jack’s, the tavern turned boxing club was a haven for the working class. Old barrels functioned as stools around a splintery slab of wood that served as the bar. A few shoddily crafted tables occupied dark corners, but most of the place was standing room only on the filthy sawdust-covered floor.

Ian’s nose wrinkled against the miasma of sweat, stale beer, and dried blood as he pushed his way through the mass of shouting bodies. At last, the ring came into view. The structure was little more than a square of frayed rope strung through old dock pilings. The rickety craftsmanship didn’t matter, for men did not come here for luxury. They came to see the fighters. Ian was here for one in particular.

“And now for the fight ye’ve been roaring for.” A small, rat-faced man stood on a crate and shouted over the din. “The Ox is the challenger!”

A gargantuan mass of a man lumbered into the ring, holding his scarred fists up to the cheers of the audience.

The announcer waited for the noise to abate slightly before declaring, “His opponent is our own champion, the Spaniard!”

Ian grinned as his second in command, Rafael Villar, strode into the ring. The crowd cheered so loudly that the building trembled, but Rafe ignored them. His amber eyes were only for his adversary. The Spaniard did not need to hold up his fists to flaunt his scars. One side of his face and the majority of his left arm were covered with puckered, ugly flesh. They were burn scars from the sun, but Ian knew little else, except for the fact that the damage was so severe that Rafe’s left arm was nearly useless.

A bell clanged, signaling the beginning of the fight.

The Ox clenched his ham-like fists and stomped toward his opponent. Rafe watched him with bored detachment as he reared back to land a sound blow. Rafe shrugged away nonchalantly. The Ox snarled in irritation and charged forward with renewed determination. Ian smiled. The poor sod had no chance.

The Spaniard was truly a wonder to behold. He moved with feral grace and a quickness that had the spectators gasping. Ian was also impressed, but not with Rafe’s speed, for he was actually slowing himself down. His control in holding back his true preternatural abilities defied belief. Even with one functioning arm, the vampire could crush a man before he could make a fist.

Rafe’s current opponent, however, was as unaware of this as his predecessors. With an arrogant smirk, he shot his fist up in an uppercut at Rafe’s seemingly vulnerable left side.

To Ian’s view, Rafe’s right arm moved lazily to block the punch. Then, with equal ennui, he tapped his fist to the man’s chin, dropping him like a mail sack.
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