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Chapter One

Lancashire, England, 1825

 

Vivian Stratford peered out the carriage window and yawned, though sleep was impossible on this long journey. The full silver moon in the sky was so bright that the carriage lanterns were almost unnecessary. The rutted road to Blackpool was fully illuminated, a bright path to her impending isolation.

Vivian’s father had packed her off to her reclusive uncle, who would keep her locked away until the scandal died down.

Madame Renard, Vivian’s lady’s companion, made an indelicate snorting sound as she woke from her doze. “Have we arrived yet?”

Vivian shook her head. “No, but the moon is bright. Perhaps we can stop and have another lesson?”

Madame Renarde sighed and stroked her square jaw. “My joints are aching too badly for such rigorous exercise. Besides, it is not safe for women out in the dark.”

“We are in the middle of nowhere,” Vivian retorted a little sharper than intended. Immediately, she was contrite. “I am so sorry, Madame. I’m only weary of being trapped in this carriage. I want to stretch my legs and practice…”

Madame Renarde straightened her cap with a frown. “Your father told me to never allow you to touch a rapier again.”

Vivian had expected as much, but hearing the confirmation still felt like a thrust to the heart. “Did he find out about you teaching me?” 

Or worse, Madame’s bigger secret?

“No,” Madame Renard said quickly. “And I will not stop teaching you. I know that fencing is your passion. Without passion, people wilt like flowers. But we must be careful, and I think it would be wise to keep our steel sheathed for a time. At least until we learn your uncle’s habits, so we can discern a safe time and place to fence.”

Yes, that sounded like the wisest course of action. Especially since it was Vivian’s blade that landed her in this scandal-broth, which resulted in Father packing her off to her great-uncle’s estate. 

But Vivian was veritably rabid with the need to have her sword in her hand. Those blissful moments of thrusts and parries, dancing on her feet with the ring of steel in her ears, were the only times she felt she had any control in her life.

The rest of the time, Vivian always had to submit to what someone else wanted of her. From her governess to her tutors, her dancing instructor, her father, and her suitors, she was always expected to comply, to play a part like a scripted actress that would end with her…what?

The unanswered question made her age-old panic slither over her like funeral crepe. 

While Vivian was aware that she was supposed to marry a suitable man with a good title and preferably a substantial income and bear him heirs, she couldn’t stop from wondering, what else would there be? In all the stories of fair ladies and princesses, they ended when the heroine married her dashing hero. 

Why couldn’t Vivian be more like a hero? Have adventures and defeat monsters just as Beowulf and Odysseus did in her favorite stories?

Her governess had told her such thoughts were unnatural. Her father only squinted and frowned. Most other ladies her age either shunned or mocked her for wanting more than landing a good match, even going so far as to say that with her small dowry and plain looks, she should be grateful for any match. In the face of such censure, Vivian learned to be silent about her unconventional thoughts and wordless sense of want for something more.

Only Madame Renarde understood Vivian’s inner turmoil when she’d been hired shortly before Vivian’s debut in Society three years ago. 

Madame Renarde once told her, “I know precisely what it is like to feel that the life Society expects of you is somehow wrong in a way that you cannot quite identify. Yet the notion haunts you like a shade.” 

The paid companion had only been at Father’s estate for two months before she’d come upon Vivian late at night out in the garden. Vivian had broken down in helpless tears without even knowing why. The French matron had pulled Vivian into her arms and coaxed the story out of her as Vivian rested her head on the companion’s surprisingly broad shoulder.

“That is it, exactly,” Vivian had said, wiping her eyes. “I only wish I knew what it was that I want.”

“It will come to you.” Madame Renarde stroked her hair. “Until you do, I advise that you find a hobby that gives you pleasure. Such can clear your mind and allow your deeper needs to come forth.”

“I do have hobbies.” Vivian had lifted her head from her companion’s shoulder, slightly embarrassed that she’d been caught in such an emotional state. “I read, dance, and study various languages.”

“Yes, and your dance steps are quite deft.” The companion’s gaze had turned speculative. “Wait here.”

Vivian had sat on the marble bench, listening to the wind whispering through the leaves of the trees and rosebushes, her curiosity stretching the minutes to seem like hours. When Madame Renarde returned, Vivian blinked in astonishment to see two thin swords gleaming in the moonlight.

“You’ve brought rapiers?” she’d asked, wondering if she was dreaming. Vivian had never seen a woman with a sword, much less two.

“Would you like to learn how to fence?” Madame Renarde tossed one of the blades toward Vivian. The rapier streamed through the air in a gleaming arc and stabbed the grass beside Vivian like a javelin. She stared the quivering metal, fascinated by its delicate, deadly beauty. Slowly, she’d reached down and gripped the pommel, pulling the blade from the ground. A primal desire flowed through her being. 

The sword represented power. 

She wanted it.

“Yes,” she’d whispered.

Madame Renarde executed a salute that was both elegant and theatrical. “First you will learn the stances.”

They’d trained almost every day. And sometimes, Madame Renarde would disguise Vivian and take her to witness fencing matches. Vivian longed to compete, but as a female, she’d never be permitted.

Madame Renarde was a master fencer, astonishingly quick and nimble for a woman in her forties. Vivian asked her how and where she learned, but it was two years before the woman trusted her enough with that story. And months more before she learned of her companion’s ultimate secret.

A secret that her father must never uncover, or Vivian would lose her closest friend forever.

The memories cut off when the carriage jerked to a halt, throwing Vivian against the cushions, and making poor Madame Renarde fall to the floor.

The horses shrieked and made the conveyance lurch again before a man’s voice boomed, “Stand and deliver!”

“A highwayman,” Vivian whispered, her pulse in her throat. She’d heard tales from her father of the times when the thieves ran rampant through England’s country roads. But these days, highwaymen were rare.

Madame Renarde recovered first. She reached under the seat and withdrew her rapier, quick as the fox that was her namesake. Then she leapt up from her seat, positioning herself in front of Vivian.

When the carriage door was flung open, Renarde thrust her blade forward. Vivian heard a hiss of pain before a man came into view. The large slouch hat that he wore cast most of his face in shadow, but she could see an exquisite sculpted chin, mischievously arched lips—and the barrel of the pistol he pointed at them.

Madame Renarde sent the pistol flying out of the highwayman’s grasp. Vivian expected him to flee right then and there, but instead, he brought his own blade to meet Madame Renarde’s sword with a speed that made Vivian gasp.

The ring of steel was piercing in the closed space of the carriage.

The highwayman laughed. “I had not expected such a diverting encounter. You are quite good for an old man. I don’t know why you hamper yourself with skirts.”

Both Madame Renarde and Vivian sucked in sharp breaths. How did he know?

Madame Renarde had fooled everyone they’d encountered, including Vivian herself, for several months. The shocking observation took the companion off guard, and her sword went clattering to the carriage floor.

“Don’t you hurt her!” Vivian shouted and dove forward to meet the highwayman’s blade with her own.

He moved back, visibly startled by her attack. Vivian continued to lunge, attacking him with fury of a magnitude that she’d never experienced. The highwayman deflected her blade with lazy parries, yet he continued to retreat.

Triumph swelled in Vivian’s breast…until her feet touched the packed dirt road outside the carriage. He’d lured her out here so that he’d have more room to regain his offense. Sure enough, the highwayman danced at her and brought his arm across in a Coup d'arrêt attack. But it was a feint, she should have seen that. She barely got her blade back up in time.

“I see that you are a student of that Molly in the carriage,” the highwayman said with a grin. His white teeth flashed in the moonlight. Something seemed off about those teeth, but she didn’t have time to ponder it.

He moved into reposte, a counter attack that rivaled hers in speed and precision.

She matched his attack with the requisite parries, naming them in her head. Tierce…quinte…septime.

As they danced, and their rapiers clashed, Vivian realized two things.

The first was that she could tell that he was holding himself back. He’d disarmed Madame Renarde with little effort, and yet Vivian was still holding strong. Yes, she was faster on her feet than the older woman, but Madame Renarde was quicker and more well-versed with her blade. Madame Renarde was a master who’d trained under someone even more impressive, yet this highwayman before her was equal, if not superior to her companion’s skill. He moved beautifully, and Vivian could see that he was capable of more. 

She should be insulted that he was letting her continue the match. If not for her second realization.

She was enjoying herself.

As ludicrous as it was, her being outside in the middle of the English countryside in the cool September night, crossing swords with a highwayman bent on robbing her, should have been terrifying. Yet her blood sang in her veins, her face flushed with pleasant heat, and her heart pounded in exhilaration as they moved together, more exciting than any waltz.

“Flawless passa-sotto,” he murmured as she dropped her hand to the soft grass and lowered her body to avoid his blade.

His praise warmed her all over. At last, a man appreciated her swordplay rather than scorning it. 

Vivian shook her head. Had she gone daffy? Why should she care what this thief thought of her? Furious that he was able to wreak such havoc on her emotions, Vivian redoubled her attack.

The highwayman grinned as if he read her thoughts. “I’m afraid I must cut this diversion short.” In an executed move, he knocked the sword from her hand. “Out of respect for your defense of the Molly and the skill that she taught you, I will not rob your odd companion.” Before Vivian could breathe a sigh of relief, he stepped forward and seized her arms. “But I cannot depart empty-handed.”

He snatched the jeweled comb that held her hair neatly atop her head.

“How dare you!” she exclaimed as her brown tresses tumbled about her shoulders. “Give that back!”

“I have to take something.” The highwayman chuckled. “I wager that fancy locket between those lovely breasts would fetch an even better price.”

Vivian reared back, clutching the locket that had been her mother’s and her grandmother’s before her. The locket that held her mother’s miniature. Desperation flooded her heart. 

“Please don’t take it.”

“I’ll let you keep the trinket.” The highwayman’s his gloved fingers lightly caressed the bare flesh of her upper arms. Gooseflesh rose up on her limbs, but surely it was only the chill night air. “In exchange for a kiss.”

“I beg your pardon?” Her heart hammered against her ribs.

She’d been kissed twice in her two Seasons and only one had been welcome. But she’d never had a man ask her for a kiss. Much less a highwayman who’d already taken her comb.

“A kiss from a beauty such as yourself to warm me in this cold, lonely night.” The highwayman tilted his hat and favored her with a rakish grin. “That is the price I demand. That, or your locket.”

Heat flooded Vivian’s cheeks as she studied him. His eyes glittered in the moonlight, but the shadow of his hat made it impossible to discern their color. From what she could see of his nose, it was straight and pleasing. Her eyes traveled back down to his firm, masculine jaw, and the sharp curves of his lips. 

Her mouth went dry as she whispered, “Very well.”

She rose up on her toes and lifted her chin to meet him. In time with her move, he lowered his head. Their lips pressed together like the meeting of their swords. His hands slid down to clasp her waist and she reached up to loop her arms about his neck. He deepened the kiss like a Coulé, sliding his lips over hers in a testing exploration as he’d done with his blade.

Vivian moaned and opened her mouth further, submitting to him even as she reveled in the taste of him and the forbidden sensations he wrought. 

This was no chaste peck on the lips like she’d received from an awkward suitor. This was passion made flesh.

Suddenly, he released her with a ragged gasp. “With kisses like that, I’d soon beggar myself. I will depart before I’m tempted to ask for more.” He saluted her with his sword. “Thank you for the diverting match and your sweet kiss. I will dream of you.”

With a rakish tip of his hat, he disappeared into the shadows.

 


Chapter Two

 

Rhys Berwyn clutched the jeweled comb tight in his gloved hands, hoping a few of the young woman’s mahogany tresses remained between the silver teeth. Although his haul from this robbery was shamefully meager—only the comb and a few pence and shillings from the driver—it was the most memorable encounter he’d had. 

Rhys had encountered armed carriage drivers and gentleman passengers countless times, but never had he met resistance in the form of a man disguised as a woman, nor an actual woman.

When he’d disarmed the Molly, the attack from the young beauty caught him off guard. Admiration brought a smile to Rhys’s lips. It had been ages since anyone had unbalanced him so handily. The young lady was very good for a novice. Her Coup d'arrêt and Raddoppio were completely flawless. He hadn’t been able to help himself from slowing himself down and dragging out the duel just to see what she was capable of.

He couldn’t remember having a better time. For those few minutes when Rhys and the beauty danced with their swords, Rhys forgot all about his multitude of troubles, always being a hairsbreadth away from death, and the people who would suffer if he met his end before accomplishing his goal.

For those blissful moments, none of that mattered. The only things that existed were his feet on the grass, matching the beauty’s step for step, the flush blooming in her full cheeks, the sparkle of excitement in her eyes, and then her kiss.

And oh, what a kiss. Though Rhys often claimed kisses from the beautiful women of whom he divested of coins and jewels, tonight’s kiss had been so much more. Somehow, in that dark-haired beauty’s embrace, he’d been transported to paradise.

And that was dangerous. He couldn’t lose himself for a second, lest he risk getting caught. For if he were taken—

Rhys shook his head, unwilling to think about such dismal prospects. Before he reached the seaside cave where he hid during the day, he stopped and scented the air for any sign of pursuers.

When he was certain no one was lurking in wait, Rhys climbed down the cliff face and swung into the cave through an entrance that most would never find. The first few meters were treacherous, with up-thrusting rock and stalagmites. Then it smoothed to a sandy path.

At last, Rhys reached the door to his sanctuary, a door he’d carved himself to seal the tunnel, and outfitted with a heavy lock. He unlocked the door, lit the lantern on a stone shelf and looked upon his meager furnishings with a degree of comfort. 

He’d worked hard over the decades, carving all these shelves, and constructing bunks for when other rogue vampires took refuge with him.

Placing the beauty’s comb on the shelf containing his cache of stolen jewelry, Rhys then moved to a crevasse in the cave wall and withdrew the sack of coins he’d been accumulating. He reached in his pocket and added the shillings he’d taken from the beauty’s coachman.

He tied the sack to his belt and left the cave. As he rushed to his next destination, several miles north and across a river, Rhys prayed he’d brought enough money.

The once prosperous farm sprawled before him. The stable roof was patched with crude wattle and daub. The hole in the barn roof had grown larger, the wind moaning through it as if mourning the slow death of the structure. An owl flew out of the hole, hooting as if reprimanding Rhys for his late arrival.

Rhys squared his shoulders and crossed the weed-choked field, where grain and barley had once turned the land gold. With no one to plow it, it had gone fallow.

He passed collapsed tenant cottages and ramshackle stables before he reached the main house. At least the roof was still intact, though the moss covering the shingles and the chipped paint on the walls gave the once noble structure a despairing appearance, like an aging courtesan.

Rhys fought off his melancholy and walked up the creaking steps, wondering how long the rotting wood would hold. He grasped the rusty knocker and rapped the solid oak door that would likely outlast the rest of the house.

A few moments later, he heard shuffling footsteps from inside the house, followed by the heavy clatter of metal as the locks were unfastened. The door opened just a crack and the hollow copper eyes of a woman in her early-thirties peered out. Suspicion and worry vanished as she recognized him.

“Rhys!” Emily opened the door and embraced him. “It’s been too long since you’ve last come. I’ve been so worried.”

He held one of his only remaining relatives and stroked her hair. “You should know by now that I’ll always return.”

“Don’t lie to me, Rhys.” She drew away and eyed him solemnly. “You could get caught any time. The newspaper says that there will be more patrols on the country roads.”

“I will be all right. I know what I’m doing.” 

Though Rhys silently acknowledged that Emily was partly right. Although it wasn’t the constables he had to worry about, it was others. In time, they could discover his activities and trap him.

Not wanting to think of the potential capture and death looming over him, Rhys, pulled the sack of coins from his pocket and pressed it into Emily’s work-roughened hands. “Has he been by yet?”

There was no need to specify who he was. The Viscount of Thornton loomed over them like a dark specter. Due to Emily’s late husband’s foolishness with money and love of gambling, Lord Thornton held the mortgage on the family farm. The husband had fallen behind on repayment long before he died, and Thornton was constantly sniffing about, trying to oust Emily and her children from the farm. Only Rhys’s contributions staved him off.

Emily took the sack with a nod. “He says that unless I have paid the hundred and fifty pounds in full by the end of the month, my children and I have to leave.”

“That black-hearted scoundrel! The month is nearly half gone!” Despair pooled in Rhys’s belly. He’d never be able to steal that much money so quickly. “I’ll think of something,” he said, forcing himself to sound confident. “Use the money I gave you for food.”

“I’d considered buying a calf.” Emily sighed. “But it could not grow enough in a month to be worth the investment.”

More footsteps clattered on the stairs as Emily’s children raced down in their night shirts. “Cousin Rhys!” they shouted. “You’ve come back!”

Rhys embraced the boy and girl, amazed that even in little over a fortnight, they seemed to have grown. “Jacob, Alice, it is a joy to see you.”

“Stay this time,” five-year-old Alice pleaded. “You always leave.”

Rhys shook his head. “I have to leave, poppet. There is important work to be done.” Such as coming up with a hundred and fifty pounds by month’s end. “But I can stay for an hour or so.”

Emily regarded her children with a weary look. “I’ll make tea.”

Once settled with his family at the polished maple dining table, the cloth long since sold, Emily told him about the farm. She and the children had managed to grow some herbs and vegetables and sell them at the market along with several bushels of apples from the orchard. They’d found a cache of coins her husband had hidden behind the barn after the cat had another litter of kittens. It had been enough to buy salted beef and fish to tide them over for winter and more importantly, an ox to pull the plow in the north field and seed to plant corn next Spring.

This news should have filled him with joy, but Lord Thornton had taken it away. Just as Emily, a young woman alone with small children, was bringing the farm back to life, the blackguard was going to foreclose it anyway.

Rhys did his best to conceal his grim disposition and focus on the children’s smiles as he gave them sweets, and the comfort of the house, warmed by the fire he started. After tea, he rose from the table.

“I’m afraid I must go.” Regret imbued his words.

“Must you?” Emily circled the table to meet him while the children echoed similar protests. “Surely it is safer for you if you stay here.”

Rhys shook his head. “I cannot be traced to you.” He took her arms and met her gaze. “I will find a way to either produce that money, or to persuade Thornton to give you more time.”

“Be careful, Rhys,” Emily whispered.

“Always.”

Once outside, Rhys gathered firewood. From the look of the diminishing pile, he would have to return to the farm soon to chop more.

Then again, if Lord Thornton was going to take the farm, perhaps he shouldn’t bother. The thought filled him with impotent fury. That nabob had plenty of land and money of his own. He didn’t need any more.

Instead of heading straight back to his cave, Rhys dashed to the outskirts of Thornton’s property. Making certain he stayed downwind, Rhys glared balefully at the stately manor house, with its elegant columns, covered veranda, and French doors. How could one have so much and others so few?

He didn’t know what drew him here, putting himself in danger like this. If Thornton’s guards caught wind of him, he’d be taken in an instant.

Then he heard the clatter of hooves and the roll of carriage wheels off in the distance. Who was this? Thornton wasn’t one to have visitors.

When the conveyance drew closer, Rhys’s jaw dropped as he recognized it. The beauty he’d robbed earlier in the evening was inside.

The front door of Thornton Manor opened, and his lordship stepped out to meet the carriage.

After the driver opened the door, Thornton handed the girl down.

Her voice was barely audible, but Rhys still heard one word as she addressed the viscount. “Uncle.”

Rhys covered his gaping mouth to hide his gasp. The viscount had a niece? On the heels of his shock came a plan. He’d have leverage.

The fencing master disguised as a lady’s companion exited the carriage next. From the abrupt stiffening of the viscount’s shoulders, it appeared that Thornton couldn’t tell what to make of the odd person either.

The mystery captivated Rhys like nothing else. What kind of woman travelled with a fencing master? And did her father know about the companion’s identity? The disguise was very well done, as if the molly had been playing the part for decades. But Rhys and Viscount Thornton had their own ways of seeing through such subterfuge, no matter how clever.

“Vivian,” Thornton’s voice carried in the wind. “Come with me to my study. There is something we must discuss in private.”

Oh, how Rhys wished he could be privy to that discussion. But now the beauty had a name. Vivian.

Before he risked being seen, Rhys melted back into the shadows and quickly made his way back to his haven. 

His mind spun with all he learned. His plan would be the most dangerous endeavor of his long life, but worth it if all went right. 

But the danger could not be ignored.

Not only was Aldric Cadell the Viscount of Thornton, he was also the Lord Vampire of Blackpool.

Rhys licked his fangs and shivered. And he’d come so close to feeding on Blackpool’s niece. If he’d succumbed to temptation, the Lord Vampire would have had Rhys’s scent, and all would be lost.

When he returned to the seaside cliffs concealing his cave, Rhys paused and scented the air once more for signs of vampires from either Preston or Southport.

Yes, his hiding place was a no-man’s land, but legitimized vampires often did not care about such scruples. To them, rogue vampires had no rights even for a moment’s safety.

But if Rhys pursued the madcap plan forming in his mind, he’d forsake all rights to safety of any kind. He would be committing the worst of crimes under vampire law. All chances of eventually becoming a legitimate citizen would turn to ash.

The tired eyes of his cousin Emily—in truth she was his great-great-great grandniece—and the wan faces of her children flashed in his mind. If Rhys succeeded with his plan, his family would be saved. And that was all that mattered.

Once the safety of his kin was assured, Rhys no longer had a reason to live anymore.

 


Chapter Three

Aldric Cadell, Viscount of Thornton, and Lord Vampire of Blackpool, surveyed his great-great-great grand-niece with annoyance.

When he’d been asked to take her in for a year to quell some inane scandal, he’d expected an awkward young miss who’d likely been launched too soon and didn’t have a grasp on the rules yet. Or perhaps a vulnerable maid who’d fallen prey to a rake.

He’d not expected a steely-eyed vixen accompanied by a molly for a companion. Did her father know that this Madame Renarde he’d written of was not what she seemed? Somehow, Aldric doubted it. Humans were easily fooled and had a poor sense of smell.

Besides, the more significant question was whether Vivian was aware of her companion’s secret.

After asking Vivian to see him about the matter in his study, Aldric looked to Vivian’s father’s carriage driver and the companion. Aldric addressed the driver first.

“I will have my stable boy rub down the horses and Jeffries, my footman, can provide you with victuals, a bath, and a room for the night before you depart.” He then turned to Madame Renarde. “As for you, Madame, my butler, Ames, will escort you to the drawing room and provide refreshment while you await my niece.”

Renarde bobbed a curtsy, unable to see discern any suspicion. “Yes, my lord.”

Aldric blinked. Though the companion’s voice was indeed on the deep side, it still managed to sound womanly. Like the voice of a sweet grandmother. He also noted the protective glint in the companion’s eyes as Aldric took Vivian’s arm and led her away. Whatever this person’s purpose, Renarde at least definitely cared for his niece’s well-being.

Once Vivian was seated in front of the desk in his study, Aldric poured them some wine from his cabinet.

Placing a glass before his niece, he sat and took a drink of his own. “How was your journey?”

She took a ladylike sip and set her glass on the desk. “Quite dull, until we were stopped by a highwayman.”

Aldric choked on his wine.

“I beg your pardon?” he managed between coughs.

“We were stopped by a highwayman. He stole my comb and all the driver’s money, but otherwise left us unharmed.” A blush crept up her cheeks and down her slim neck. A neck that was still adorned with a gold chain and a locket. Something a thief would have had off her throat in a thrice.

She wasn’t telling him everything about the encounter. Aldric studied her closer and saw that indeed, without the comb, her dark hair tumbled about her shoulders. But it was in such disarray, like she’d been out in the wind. And she smelled of dry sweat. On a cool autumn evening such as this, the carriage could not have been that warm.

“I’ll want to know more of your encounter with this blackguard. Where you were, and what happened to make him depart so suddenly before we report the incident to the constable.” Aldric eyed her sternly. “But for now, there are other things I am curious about. Your father tells me you had a bit of a scandal in London, yes?”

Vivian nodded. “I challenged Lord Summerly to a duel.”

Aldric was thankful that he hadn’t taken another sip of wine, else he would have spewed it across his desk.

“You did what? Why in the name of heaven would you think to engage a man in pistols at dawn?”

His niece calmly sipped her wine. “Not pistols. Rapiers. And I had perfectly good reason for doing so. Summerly propositioned that I should be his mistress and put his hands upon my person. That impugned my honor, so I thought I was well in my rights to defend myself.”

She had a point. Reluctant admiration welled in his chest. However… “While I agree that this cad did indeed besmirch you with his proposal, it is not proper for a woman to duel, much less defend herself. That is a gentleman’s duty.”

“If I had told any gentleman that Summerland had absconded with me and held me alone in the Cavendish’s conservatory, I would have been blamed and still been ruined. At least this way, I was able to assure everyone that I was the virtuous party.” Vivian lifted her chin, daring him to challenge her.

Once more, her logic was sound. She would have been saddled with blame and scandal no matter which way the dice fell. Still, what kind of woman would even think of fighting a gentleman with a rapier? 

“Do you even know how to fence?”

“I do.” Pride rang in his niece’s voice.

“Who taught you?” he asked, though he already suspected.

He watched the multitude of thoughts skitter across her face. First the temptation to lie, then resignation for the truth. “Madame Renarde.”

Oh yes, her companion. Yet another topic that must be addressed immediately. “Are you aware that Madame Renarde is—or was—really a Monsieur?”

Her eyes widened, not in surprise at the fact, but at his knowledge. “How did you know?”

“I have a good eye for seeing through deceptions.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Does your father know what your companion is hiding under those skirts?”

Vivian shook her head so violently that locks of her hair slapped her cheeks. “Please don’t tell him. I do not wish to lose my only friend.”

“If you can assure me that Renarde’s intentions are honorable, I may consider keeping your secret.” Aldric said grudgingly. Her talk of having no other friends also concerned him. “Though I must say, I do not countenance deception. Is this person truly from France?”

Vivian finished her wine with an unladylike gulp and took a deep breath to gather her courage. “Madame Renarde escaped during the revolution. There is no home for her in France any longer, so she is loyal to England and only wants to live out the rest of her days doing honest work.”

“Honest work?” Aldric snorted and refilled her glass. Though this…person was not an enemy of his country, he was still suspicious. The situation was so queer that he had trouble wrapping his head around it. “A man pretending to be a lady’s companion? Why do you insist on calling him ‘she?’”

“Because she has the heart and spirit of a woman,” Vivian said fiercely. “All her life, she felt that there was a mistake in her birth. When she first put on ladies’ clothing, she felt right.”

“And you believe…her?” He had trouble with the pronoun.

“Yes.” Vivian took another sip of her wine and leaned forward, her teeth bared in a sneer. “Women have no rights under the law. We are chattel, doomed to be imprisoned and manipulated by male whims. We have no recourse if a man wrongs us, as you are observing this moment with my presence here. We are subject to the most suffocating rules of how we are to behave. I cannot imagine a man willingly choosing such a life. So Madame Renarde must indeed be female to thrive in a woman’s lot in life.”

From her impassioned speech, it was clear that Vivian told the truth. Whether or not this Renarde was honest remained to be seen.

Aldric sighed. “Very well, I shall keep quiet about the matter for now.”

Gratitude welled in her large grey eyes. “Thank you, Uncle.”

“We’ll talk more later. Let us see you and your companion settled in your rooms.”

Aldric rose from his seat and escorted his niece back downstairs to the drawing room, where Renarde was sipping a cup of tea and warming herself by the nearby fire.

Immediately, the companion rose and curtsied. “My lord, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 

If Renarde was aware of Aldric’s suspicions, she did not let on.

“Madame Renarde,” Aldric said with a slight bow.

The companion’s voice and body language were feminine indeed. If not for his preternatural senses, he may have been fooled as well. At least Renarde had been honest with Vivian…as far as he could discern.

Now he addressed both his niece and her companion. “Welcome to Thornton Manor. Although the house is isolated, I do hope you’ll find it to be cozy. I’m afraid my illness prevents me from being about much during the day, but the servants should see to your every need.”

Just like his previous descendants who’d visited him over the centuries, Vivian blinked at his declaration. However, he also detected a glimmer of relief in her eyes. From her talk of male tyranny, he wondered if her father was a cruel man.

Once settled beside his niece, Aldric poured her a cup of tea. “How was London? I haven’t been there in over a year, and I am eager for news.”

For the next hour, they spoke of the goings-on in Town, the balls, operas, weddings, children born, and the weather.

Aldric studied Renarde, watching for signs of disingenuousness, yet all he could discern was that this companion genuinely appeared to care for Vivian. And that may be sufficient for Aldric to refrain from telling Vivian’s father about Renarde’s secret.

Maybe.

When his guests were visibly concealing yawns of exhaustion from their journey, Aldric had the servants heat tubs of water for baths, and bade them good night.

He was tempted to ask more about their encounter with the highwayman, but decided it could wait. For now, it was enough that his niece had arrived safely.

Instead, he left the house to seek his meal for the night and ponder on this firebrand niece of his.

This one was as free-spirited as his sister had been. From the scandal Vivian caused and her unconventional friendship with her companion, Aldric suspected that she’d cause a fair bout of mischief before she left his home.

All the more reason to ensure she did not remain here long. Although he did enjoy providing a haven for his mortal family from time to time, he couldn’t risk having his own secrets discovered.

The scandal about her attempted duel was far more serious than he’d anticipated. Very few gentlemen would countenance having such a willful, rebellious wife. Furthermore, she was untitled, and her dowry would have been nonexistent had he not contributed a generous sum. Still, the pot would need to be sweetened further.

Perhaps if he deeded her some land, a match with her would be more appealing to a worthy suitor. Aldric had properties throughout England as well as one in Spain and another in France, as vampires had to move every half century or so before the local humans noticed they did not age. But he did not wish to part with those lands. He did hold mortgages to a few farms, however, and he was intending on foreclosing on the Berwyn land. The widow of the wastrel who’d tricked Aldric into loaning with no ability to repay had been putting forth a valiant, yet pitiful effort to pay Aldric off, but even a halfwit could see that there was no chance of her closing the debt in her lifetime.

Aldric sympathized with the woman, he truly did. As it was, he’d allowed her to give him her meager payments and care for her children, giving her time to find a new husband to perhaps take over the loan, or for her to give up and find some relatives to stay with, or seek a situation in service.

And yet the stubborn wench clung to her failing farm and Aldric eventually lost patience and demanded full payment at months’ end. Then he would seize the farm. The fields, orchard, and buildings were in dreadful shape, but land was land.

Perhaps it could go to Vivian as part of her dowry.

He rose from his desk and rubbed his temples. Between providing for his wayward niece and dealing with the widow’s mortgage, he’d have no peace in the foreseeable future until both were resolved.

 


Chapter Four

 

Vivian yawned again as she made her way downstairs for breakfast. She’d barely gotten a decent wink of sleep last night. Her body was still jarred from the long carriage ride, her mind worried endlessly about how she and her uncle would get on, and her heart pounded from memories of the highwayman’s indecent kiss.

If she’d known kissing could be so spellbinding, she very well could have been ruined in a more traditional manner. Not that she would have allowed Lord Summerly or any other gentleman of her acquaintance to get so far. None of them captivated her like the mysterious thief had. If Vivian closed her eyes, she could still see the rakish glint of his eyes, his flashing smile, and hear his decadent, low laughter.

Frowning, she paused on the stairwell and took a few deep breaths to calm her inappropriate thoughts. 

Was she mad? The man had held up her father’s carriage, pointed a gun at her, and robbed her and her father’s coachman. She shouldn’t be simpering after him like he was one of King Arthur’s knights.

Madame Renarde was already seated at the table with a heaping plate of morning victuals. “Good morning, Cherie. Did you sleep well?”

“Not really.” Vivian smiled at her friend’s ever hearty appetite as she took her plate and served herself a few pieces of bacon, a sausage, and a scone. “Did you?”

“Like the dead.” Madame Renarde spread jam on one of her pieces of toast. “The carriage was so dreadfully uncomfortable that I could never nod off properly since we left London. And the inns on the way were little better.”

Vivian couldn’t disagree with that sentiment. The bedchamber her uncle had given her was more luxurious and comfortable than her own at home, yet she’d tossed and turned all the same.

Blast that man! She didn’t even know his name, and if God was good, she’d never see the scoundrel again.

She needed to put him out of her mind. There were more important matters facing her. Such as her uncle’s knowledge of Madame Renarde’s identity. Both he and the highwayman had known right away when countless others had taken Vivian’s companion at face value. What had tipped them off?

Vivian nibbled on a piece of bacon and surreptitiously studied her companion. Her chin was free of stubble. Her neck was covered with the lace collar of her modest dress, so no Adam’s Apple could be discerned, though from what Vivian had seen, it wasn’t very prominent anyway. Madame Renarde’s corset gave the impression of a bosom, especially as she was on the plump side and though her jaw was square, she’d met biological women with more masculine features.

“Is something wrong?” Madame Renarde asked. Her blue eyes were wide with concern.

Should she tell her friend that her uncle knew her secret?

Vivian weighed the idea carefully. On one hand, it would be courteous to give Madame Renarde a warning in case her uncle wrote Father, for she would be sacked immediately if that happened. On the other hand, Uncle had seemed to be very understanding of the situation and willing to consider keeping the secret. Vivian didn’t want to worry her friend needlessly if all would be well. She decided to hold her silence and observe Uncle’s interactions with Madame Renarde to see which way the wind blew.

Vivian shook her head and voiced another concern. “I’m only worried how I will get on here. Uncle is known to be eccentric and reclusive, and though I am not a picture of normalcy either, I do not know if he will like me. He interrogated me quite rigorously about the scandal I caused.”

“Did he seem angry?” Her companion signaled the footman to clear their plates.

“I couldn’t tell.” She shrugged as she rose from the table. “He is more difficult to read than Father.”

Madame Renarde nodded. “Yes, he was quite enigmatic. Do you suppose he’ll be down for breakfast soon?”

Vivian shook her head. “He said his illness keeps him from being about during the day. He will be down for supper, though.”

“That poor man.” Madame Renarde sounded genuinely sympathetic, but then she smiled. “That could work in our favor for our exercises. Shall we explore the estate?”

Vivian grinned. A good bout of fencing was just what she needed. Perhaps it would banish the memories of her last match. “That sounds lovely.”

Arm in arm, they walked through the rooms of the main floor, but didn’t venture upstairs so as not to disturb Vivian’s sleeping uncle. Madame Renarde was delighted with the game room, complete with a billiards table and dartboard. Vivian preferred the library, with its walls of books, massive fireplace, and cozy chairs. The ballroom was the most neglected, its scratched floor and aged décor making it apparent that Lord Thornton did not entertain often. Vivian was somewhat relieved. She was never comfortable when hordes of people invaded her home in London.
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