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One

London, 1824

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Uneasy,” she answered honestly.

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

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

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

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

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

She’d thanked Rochester profusely for his kindness.

He’d laughed coldly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Why on earth would he want her?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lord Villar inclined his head. “Of course.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Prudence’s shoulders straightened and her posture became alert.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is your name?”

“Mary.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

There were women in need all over the world.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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








 

 

 

 

Two

Rochester, England

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re going to that ball?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was happening again. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He would easily accomplish the former.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course,” Rafael spoke through clenched teeth.

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

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

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

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

She licked her lips in remembrance of his taste.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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








 

 

 

 

Three

 

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

“What?” she whispered softly.

“I would like you to be my baroness.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cassandra frowned. “Why not?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And they were all going to have to become accustomed to that.








 

 

 

 

Four

 

 

Five rogues stood downwind as they watched the interim Lord Vampire of London and his wife drive away in their carriage.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

One night soon, Rochester would learn what it was like to be cast out, to be humiliated and to lose all he held dear. To suffer as Justus had suffered.

[image: Image]

 

After Lord and Lady Villar departed, Lenore’s flesh tingled with awareness that she was alone with the Lord of Rochester. That soon he would be her husband. Even if the marriage was a farce, playing the part would surely result in more intimacy than she’d ever experienced.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

If Lenore was to gain anything from wedding Rochester, the very least she hoped for was an end to pitying glances.

Gavin donned a surprisingly shabby coat from a rack in the foyer and then led her out of the servants’ entrance to a plain carriage. When they passed the other carriage, lacquered and sporting the Darkwood crest, Lenore glanced down at Rochester’s rough spun coat in comprehension.

To protect her reputation, his carriage could not be seen driving her anywhere before they began their courtship. So he was disguising himself as a hackney driver. She’d pretended to be a Lady and now he was pretending to be a commoner. The juxtaposition brought forth another irrepressible chuckle.

Rochester halted and glanced down at her with overwhelming intensity. “Please let me in on the jest.”

Lenore managed a tremulous smile. “I don’t yet have the words, my lord, but I vow I will confide in you when I find them.”

A potent, inscrutable look filled his black eyes as he looked down at her. “I know this must be overwhelming for you, but I promise, everything will be better once we endure this bothersome courtship. And please, call me Gavin.”

For some reason, the fact that he assumed her amusement came from nerves made her bite back full-blown laughter. The irrational mirth sobered her. Perhaps he was right.

“You’ll find that things are not too different than they were for you in London. All the rules are the same. Do you remember the rules?”

Lenore recited them with a nod. “No Marking or Changing a mortal without permission. No Changing children ever. No leaving your lord’s territory without a writ of passage. No killing mortals, or exposing them to our secrets. No feeding on other vampires without consent. No theft. And,” her eyes narrowed in memory. “No rape…mortals or vampires.” She nearly spat the last.

His dark gaze softened and his knuckles brushed her cheek. “Very good, Lenore.”

As Rochester assisted her into the carriage, Lenore saw that someone had already loaded her trunk and valise onto the conveyance. The sight proved that not only had he planned out this endeavor with meticulous detail, he also would have never allowed her to refuse his proposal.

She suppressed a shiver.

Rochester climbed up on the driver’s perch and flicked the reins. A weight settled in Lenore’s chest as she grasped the carriage strap, alone in its dark confines. Surely she wasn’t disappointed that His Lordship was not in here with her?

In what felt like mere minutes later, the carriage rolled to a halt in front of a cottage that was more like a small manor. Rochester—Gavin, she corrected herself— took her hand and helped her alight. His grip was strong and warm through the thin fabric of her gloves.

He then effortlessly hefted her trunk and valise from the boot.

A female vampire with reddish-gold curls and glittering green eyes greeted them at the door. Though her gaze lit with recognition when she saw Rochester, she lifted her chin and looked imperiously down her nose at him. “You may carry the trunk upstairs to the second chamber on the right.”

Lenore stared as, rather than berating the vampire for her insolence, Gavin shifted the luggage to one shoulder and doffed his cap. “Yes m’lady.”

After he went upstairs, the vampire turned her cool gaze on Lenore. “So you are to be the new Baroness of Darkwood.”

Lenore curtsied. “Yes, my lady.”

“Do that again,” Elena commanded. “But straighten your back, hold your skirt with two fingers instead of three, and do sweep your left foot behind you.”

Lenore curtsied again and the vampire tsked. “No, like this.” She demonstrated.

After her third attempt, Elena gave her a brisk nod which hopefully signified approval. “I cannot fathom why he chose such a mouse for his bride, but we shall have to make do.”

Gavin returned downstairs and Lenore felt a wash of relief to no longer be alone with this viper… until he said, “I bid you good night for now. I shall see you again as soon as is proper.”

He bowed and lowered his head to kiss her knuckles just as Lenore had daydreamed about in her mortal days.

“Not until you are formally introduced!” Elena hissed.

Gavin withdrew and scowled. “Blast it, Elena. Must you be such a dragon?”

“It will take a dragon to carry off this madcap scheme. Though this little mouse may speak well, anyone with a pair of eyes and ears will know she’s of common stock. I have my work cut out for me, and you must behave with utmost care if you want to avoid the wagging tongues.” She bared her fangs, eyes glowing with unholy light. “In the old days, we simply could have torn out their tongues and not had to bother with such silly farces.” Lenore must have made some reaction, for Elena turned to her. “Show me your teeth.”

Reluctantly, Lenore opened her mouth.

Elena smirked. “So you do have fangs. I had begun to doubt it.”

Gavin sighed. “Elena…”

She waved a dismissive hand. “I needed to make certain you hadn’t gone as mad as the Duke of Burnrath and are trying to wed a mortal. Now shoo. I need to start on her lessons at once if we expect her to be ready for the Haversham’s party.”

Gavin gave Lenore an unreadable look before turning on his heel and leaving the cottage… leaving her alone with the dragon.

Elena’s narrowed gaze looked her up and down with discomfiting scrutiny. “Come, sit in the parlor with me.”

Lenore’s gaze surveyed the immaculately clean cottage that somehow managed to be elegant and cozy at the same time. The rose colored damask wallpaper with gold gilt cabbage roses complemented the cherry wood table and chairs. Small sculptures, candelabra, and vases filled with fresh cut flowers stood upon lace doilies on every available surface. Lenore eyed the blooms and wondered if Elena had a hothouse.

...Or if Gavin had brought them to her.

Once they were settled in high-backed chairs, Elena arranged her skirts. Lenore did her best to imitate her, though her gown was not as voluminous.

“Were you a merchant’s daughter?” Elena asked.

Lenore shook her head. “My father was a chimney sweep.”

The vampire’s brows rose to her hairline. “Oh my. I suppose I may have underestimated you. Your speech may hold a touch of the lower classes, but I never would have fathomed that low. Can you read?”

“Yes,” Lenore said, bristling with irritation. She may be weak and born of common stock, but she wasn’t a half-wit.

The vampire ignored her irritation. “Can you dance?” Her voice seemed to hold a taunting edge.

Dismayed, she shook her head. “The vampire who made me taught me a few reels and a country dance or two, but I cannot waltz.”

“And what of ladylike pursuits?” Elena continued her interrogation. “Do you paint, sing, or play the pianoforte?”

Lenore’s shoulders slumped. “No. I never had the means.” She didn’t even know how to ride a horse.

“Well, I knew we’d have much work to do. Lord Darkwood would not have sought my aid otherwise.” Elena’s gaze softened. “Do not look like the end times have come. If you were quick-witted enough to learn how to read and speak properly as a mortal, learning a few mortal frivolities shouldn’t be over-difficult.” She rose from her seat. “Come, I will help you unpack your things and show you where we shall take our day rest. And then we shall waltz.”

As Lenore followed Elena upstairs, she glared daggers at the vampire’s back. She didn’t want to spend any measure of time with this vampire, much less dance with her.

To her surprise, she found that she missed Rochester.

Gavin, she once more corrected herself.

 


 

 

 

 

Five

 

Gavin sat by the fire in his study, sipping a snifter of brandy and gazing into the flames.

He’d heard her laugh tonight.

Despite the countless other, far more important matters demanding Gavin’s attention, he could not stop hearing Lenore’s laughter in his mind, and picturing the way her lips had curved with genuine humor. Although he knew that people under extreme duress were prone to outbursts of mirth, tonight had proved that Lenore was at least still capable of laughter.

Irrational relief permeated his conscience. She was so solemn and timid every time he’d seen her. Perhaps there was hope that she would find some measure of joy.

Gavin frowned at how much he cared about her feelings. It shouldn’t matter whether Lenore was happy or not. All he needed was for her to fulfill her requisite role. Yet he found himself hoping that she would enjoy playing her part.

He wondered how Lenore was getting on with Elena. Hopefully Lenore was not too overwhelmed with the vampire’s intensity. He’d seen her shrink back from Elena’s scrutiny, and he doubted she’d also seen the glimmer of compassion in Elena’s piercing gaze.

 Though Elena possessed a brusque exterior, she concealed a kind heart and a zest for mischief and adventure, the latter of which Lenore was painfully lacking.

And yet, she’d laughed tonight. That laughter continued to haunt his memory. Like the chiming of silver bells, the sound seemed to light up the night.

He would do all he could to make her do it again.

Taking a final sip of the fine vintage, he savored the fiery heat that burned down his throat. However, another thirst needed slaked. Gavin rose from his chair, donned his greatcoat, and went out in the night to feed.

At first Gavin considered going by the King’s Arms for a drunken harlot, but then he realized that Elena would likely be taking Lenore to hunt soon.

Perhaps he should discreetly look in on them and make certain they were getting on well.

As he neared Elena’s hunting grounds, Benson, his second in command intercepted him.

“Yes, Benson?” he struggled to conceal his impatience.

The vampire spoke quickly, eyes wide with urgency. “Another rogue has been spotted, near the quarry. Alec and Cecil have already given chase.”

Gavin cursed. “Bloody hell, there seem to be more of them popping up every night.”

“Should I send a message to the Lord of Maidstone?” Benson asked with a nervous blink.

Gavin thought for a moment. On one hand, it would be the courteous thing to do to make Maidstone aware. On the other… “No, he vexed me last spring when he allowed some of his people to invade my lands for the May Day festival without my leave. Let him contend with intruders this time.” He turned on his heel and said over his shoulder, “I am off to have a bite. We shall speak tomorrow night.”

Benson bowed. “Yes, my lord.”

After his second departed, Gavin rushed off toward Elena’s preferred hunting grounds in a burst of preternatural speed. He took a circuitous route to Knight Street, remaining downwind so the females wouldn’t detect him.

Moments later, he caught their scents. Elena’s always struck him as a bit tart, like Bordeaux wine. Lenore’s was subtle, yet evocative, like a calla lily. Only meager power radiated from her. If the vampire who’d Changed her was older than a century, he’d eat his boots.

Gavin paused. Who had Changed her anyway? Why hadn’t that vampire been looking out for Lenore? Had he— or she— abandoned her? Or were they dead? He resolved to ask her at the earliest opportunity.

Hushed voices, too low for a mortal to hear, reached his ears.

“Just wait, and some sotted bucks will be shambling along from the pub.” Elena’s voice carried in a hungry whisper. “The ones around here are usually quite brawny from working on the cathedral.”

Lenore’s response was so soft he couldn’t make it out, or maybe it was the flare of irritation at the thought of her fangs in some young muscled male’s neck that blotted out his hearing.

Gavin shook his head. Why in the name of heaven should it matter who she fed on? She was a vampire, it was what they all did.

“Are they well fed?” Lenore’s voice reached his ears.

Elena sounded perplexed. “The ones I’ve bitten appear to be so. Why do you ask?”

“I won’t feed off of those who are malnourished.” That quiet, yet implacable will once more imbued Lenore’s tone.

Elena chuckled. “A vampire with principles, how quaint. Not to worry, there are very few underfed in the country. Unlike that squalid city you came from.”

Gavin bit back a laugh. He’d forgotten how much Elena had loathed London. She’d held a pomander to her nose the entire time. In that aspect, at least, Lenore had more fortitude.

Now that he’d assured himself that Elena had things well in hand, he ought to depart and seek his own meal, but something held him in place. He wanted to see Lenore feed.

The memory of the bite of her fangs on his wrist, the feel of her mouth on his flesh, and the golden glow of her eyes as she’d fed from him with kitten-like ferocity teased him.

Gavin shivered in delight. The sound of drunken laughter and a human’s voice raised in garbled song brought him closer, despite his better judgment. When Lenore and Elena came into view, he couldn’t help comparing the two.

With Elena’s vibrant hair, confident poise, and sleek movements, she radiated predatory grace. Lenore, on the other hand, appeared meek and unassuming as a wallflower at a ball. Even her cloak and dress, while new, were drab. However, such an unimposing impression would indeed make her the superior hunter, if she knew how to utilize her persona.

Leaning back against a wide oak tree, he watched to see if she did.

Two human males staggered into sight, arm in arm in the type of brotherly love that only copious amounts of spirits could invoke. When they spied Lenore and Elena, they stopped so abruptly that they nearly fell on their faces.

The first one doffed his cap and steadied his friend with a hand on his shoulder. “What are pretty gels like ye doin’ about at this hour?”

Elena gave them a winsome smile and hooked her arm through Lenore’s. “It is a secret, I’m afraid.”

“Waiting for a moonlight tryst?” The other man hiccupped. “Well, ‘tis awful late, so perhaps they’ve lost their way.” He staggered forward. “But if ye both are still feeling randy, we will gladly accommodate ye.”

“Aye.” The first one reached for Lenore. “And who is this shy little flower?”

Lenore stepped back. Elena frowned and bent down to whisper in her ear, too low for the mortals to hear, but easy for Gavin to catch. “What are you doing? We are the predators here. They are the prey.”

Even in the dark, Rochester could see her face flush. Once more he cursed the rogues for reducing her to this state. How had she been able to feed after what she’d been through?

Lenore nodded and forced a smile as she approached the man who leered at her.

Gavin clenched his fists, ready to destroy the human if he tried to harm her.

“I’m sorry, sir, I am shy.” She took another dainty step toward him. “That is a very nice scarf you are wearing. May I look at it closer?”

“Of course, m’lady.” The man bent down and Lenore captured him with her gaze. Elena did the same with the other man, beckoning him with fluttering lashes before she bent his will to hers.

Lenore lowered the human’s scarf, wrinkling her nose as she exposed his neck. Then, touching him as little as possible, she lunged, sinking her fangs in his throat with surprising fierceness. Gavin saw her eyes light with a flash of fury, and he wondered if she imagined retaliation for those who had wronged her.

The wrathful expression vanished as quickly as it appeared, and Lenore closed her eyes, a small, content sound rumbling in her throat as she fed.

Gavin felt a surprising twinge of envy, along with a sudden urge to feel her mouth on his neck instead.

He paused and shook his head. He’d never been all that interested in doing such an activity with any of the female vampires he’d been with before. Though he’d been happy to oblige them, if that was what they desired. Feeding from another vampire during lovemaking could be pleasurable, after all.

Lenore clearly never wanted to touch a male ever again. Which made his inclinations towards her all the more ludicrous.

Satisfied that Elena and Lenore had things well in hand, he departed to seek his own meal.
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Justus watched Rochester leave from spying upon the new youngling and Elena. For a moment, he’d thought that Gavin had sensed him when he’d nearly stumbled upon him in the forest, but Rochester had passed by, oblivious to his presence.

And that was bloody unnerving. Although Justus was relieved to have not been caught, he was also perplexed as to why that little whey-faced youngling held Rochester’s attention so thoroughly.

He hadn’t kept her in his home, so she wasn’t intended to be a servant or a bedmate. Her being with a vampire as old and powerful as Elena implied that the youngling was an orphan in need of a mentor, but the fact that she had been delivered by the Lord of London himself convinced Justus that there was more to the situation— Especially with Rochester keeping such a close eye on her.

And he was damned if he knew what.







 

 

 

 

Six

One Week Later

 

Lenore’s hands trembled as Elena buttoned the back of her gown. Tonight they were going to the Haversham ball, where she would “meet” the Baron of Darkwood and their courtship would begin.

“Stop shaking, little mouse,” Elena scolded, albeit not unkindly. “You’ve learned the dances expected of you, we’ve practiced polite conversation until we both drooped in boredom, and we have the start of your wardrobe. By the by, where did you learn such fine stitching for those alterations?”

Lenore laughed and ran a hand down her sleeve of her white satin ball gown that used to be Elena’s. “Aside from the benefit of my improved eyesight, compared to the clothing I made when I was young, this was much easier.” She turned around and faced the other vampire. “Having a sharp needle helped immensely as well.”

“Yes,” Elena stroked her chin, eyeing her with what looked like admiration rather than scorn. “You would have made your own clothing…” Her words broke off as she cocked her head to the side. “This must be quite a change for you.”

 “Indeed,” Lenore drawled in her best impression of an aristocrat, warming to the understanding in the older vampire’s voice. “Even more of a change than becoming a vampire, to be truthful.”

They both laughed as Elena wrapped Lenore in a cashmere shawl that warmed her almost as much as the vampire’s kindness.

To Lenore’s everlasting relief, Elena did not turn out to be the merciless dragon she had first perceived her to be. Throughout their lessons, the vampire was exceedingly patient and tempered her sharp-tongued criticisms with witty jests. She seemed to take untold delight and amusement in turning a factory worker from the London East End into a grand lady.

Lenore, on the other hand, had begun to wonder why she had wanted to be a lady in the first place. There were so many rules with countless caveats, and she was supposed to behave like an insipid twit until she was wed.

Her chest grew tight beneath her stays. “You have only been teaching me for a week. What if I give myself away?”

Elena shrugged. “As you are posing as my poor relation, a slip or two will be forgivable. And between the two of us, we can wipe their memories of any significant gaffes.” She adjusted Lenore’s coiffure threaded with a strand of seed pearls. “Though I must say that you will be thoroughly loathed by the end of the evening, no matter how much we’ve polished you.”

Lenore frowned at her reflection in the mirror. “Why?”

“Because you’re about to catch the most coveted bachelor in this borough.” Elena placed her hand over her breasts with melodramatic flourish. “That, and since the Season began, all who remain here are baronets, knights, squires, and untitled gentry who cannot afford to leave for the London Season just yet, or at all. That seems to make them all snobbish and mean-spirited to newcomers who are lower-ranking than themselves.” Elena smirked, showing a glimpse of her fangs. “Just remember, if anyone treats you too shabbily, you can always bite them.”

Lenore’s lips curved in a smile. When she’d been Changed into a vampire, all she’d cared about was that she was no longer dying from consumption, that she had escaped the factory, and would no longer starve. She’d seen feeding as a necessary evil, one that filled her with remorse. Yet she could not deny that Elena’s perspective of preying upon mortals who wouldn’t hesitate to prey on them… and even the concept of a spot of revenge for those who slighted her had its appeal.

All her maker had cared about was survival. And look where that had gotten her.

Lenore shivered. She hadn’t thought of Blanche in months. And all of London had already forgotten her shortly after Blanche had vanished during the Duke of Burthrath’s reign.

The sound of horse hooves reverberated outside, interrupting her reverie.

“Time to begin our act.” Elena fastened Lenore’s ivory velvet cloak with a pearl-encrusted clasp. “You look lovely, little mouse. A delectable debutante sure to have Lord Darkwood smitten.” She winked at her jest.

“And you look like Queen Titania stepped out from the pages of A Midsummer’s Night Dream,” Lenore murmured. And a much more suitable bride for Lord Darkwood, she added silently as she studied Elena’s elaborately curled sunset tresses, glittering peridot eyes, and elegant gown of sea green brocade embroidered with silver thread.

Elena gave her a warm smile. “With such endearing charm, I would not be surprised if you won the cold heart of the Lord of Rochester in truth.”

The thought made Lenore’s belly turn over. She didn’t know if Elena was jesting again or not, so she remained silent as Elena led her out to the waiting barouche. The coachman tipped his hat and assisted them into the plush vehicle, which was nearly as fancy as the Lord of London’s.

Elena now posed as a widowed viscountess, taking impish delight in being higher-ranked than Gavin in the human world. In truth, she had been a French courtesan in her mortal years. Lenore had blushed to hear Elena’s confession… and her cheeks heated further on all the questions dancing in her mind that she didn’t dare ask.

Haversham House resembled a Grecian palace more than a country manor, with its wide columns that may have been real marble, and the wide pitched roof. As Elena and Lenore joined the receiving line, she saw that the inside was just as opulent, with plush carpets, ornate statues, and crystal chandeliers illuminated with hundreds of candles.

“Lady Broussant and Miss Graves,” the butler boomed, tapping his cane on the polished floor.

As they removed their carriage boots and donned their dancing slippers, Lenore sucked in a breath as all eyes swiveled to land upon her and Elena. Fans flicked open and Lenore’s preternatural hearing caught their whispers.

“She’s the daughter of a banker, I’d heard.”

“Well, she’d better stay away from my Andrew. Nothing less than a Squire’s daughter shall do for him.”

“She is rather plain… though I suppose she has nice eyes and good posture.”

A woman chuckled. “I wager ten quid that she’ll be a wallflower for the duration of her stay.”

“I’ll take that wager,” another man whispered to his companion. “Lady Broussant is a merry dame. Surely her cousin will succumb to her gaiety.”

“Just as half the men here already have? Did you hear that she…”

The conversation drifted away from Lenore, their curiosity ebbed in favor of a more delicious source of speculation.

Elena’s lips curved in an amused smile as she introduced Lenore to Lord and Lady Haversham. It wasn’t difficult to play the shy, demure maiden as the hostess’s gaze dissected her like one of Lady Villar’s surgical implements.

Lenore curtsied as she was taught. “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, My Lady.”

“I’m certain I’m delighted,” Lady Haversham said absently and moved on to the next group of guests.

Indifference was certainly preferable to disapproval, Lenore thought as Elena introduced her to those who had already greeted the hostess. Elena had warned her that introductions were made as quickly as possible so that the dancing could commence. In fact, they proceeded so quickly that the names and faces swirled in her mind in a chaotic soup.

And then she saw him. Her breath froze. Gavin Drake, Baron of Darkwood, Lord Vampire of Rochester… her soon-to-be husband. No matter how many times Lenore pondered the latter, she still could not fathom it.

Her lips parted as she took in his powerful frame, emphasized by his black tailcoat, burgundy waistcoat, and charcoal breeches. His long, dark curly hair was tied back, emphasizing the sharp angles of his cheekbones. His harsh black eyes surveyed the assembly with a look of practiced boredom. When Lord Darkwood’s gaze flicked across hers, a jolt of lightning seemed to pierce her heart.

Elena touched her elbow. “Don’t stare.”

Quickly, Lenore directed her gaze elsewhere, though it was hardly necessary as all eyes were on Darkwood. Aside from his wealth and rank, surely they had to sense the aura of raw power that emanated from him. Perhaps even some primal instinct recognized that he was like a wolf among a herd of deer.

Her neck strained with the effort to not turn in his direction. She fanned her heated cheeks as her ears picked up the deep timbre of his voice when he greeted the hostess. Even his words dripped with authority.

And then he was before them. “Lady Broussant,” he said with a bow, “It is a delight to see you once more. I heard your cousin is visiting.” His gaze once more roved over Lenore as he let his words hang in expectation.

Elena curtsied. “Miss Lenore Graves, allow me to present to you, Lord Gavin Drake, Baron of Darkwood. Lord Darkwood, allow me to introduce you to my dear cousin, Miss Lenore Graves.”

Gavin bowed deeply. “Miss Graves, I am pleased to make your acquaintance. How are you enjoying your stay in Rochester so far?”

“It is very lovely, Lord Darkwood.” As Lenore curtsied, she realized she meant every word. Rochester was a beautiful borough, with its grassy hills, quaint cottages, and tall trees. The land seemed painted with green, so abundant were the flowers and foliage. Countless birds and animals she’d never before laid eyes on surprised her every time she ventured outdoors. The air smelled clean and fresh and best of all, it was quiet. At first, the silence had alarmed her after the constant noise and bustle of London, but now the peace of the land settled over her like a downy blanket.

As his dark eyes met hers and his lips curved in a smile of approval and amusement at their farce, Lenore couldn’t help but wish they had truly met under these circumstances. Did he fancy her gown and painstaking styled hair? Or did he still see her bruised and battered, collapsed in the mud at his feet?

His words that night rang in her mind. “Get up. I will decide whether or not you should fall to your knees in supplication…”

She shivered and forced a polite smile.

How savage and cruel he had been at first. Although he’d gentled when he discovered the reason for her presence in his lands, Lenore couldn’t help but fear that she’d see that harshness once more.

Lord Darkwood inclined his head once more before asking Elena to partner him for the first set. He wouldn’t ask Lenore until the set before the supper, that way he could sit next to her while they dined. And then he wouldn’t dance with her until the end, when they played the waltz. When he escorted her and Elena to their carriage, he would ask permission to call on her tomorrow. Lenore hid a disbelieving smile behind her fan at how meticulously their feigned courtship had been planned.

Which meant she would be dancing with mortals at first. To her surprise, Lord Haversham partnered her in the first Cotillion. Straightening her spine, Lenore focused on executing the steps as Elena had taught her. Not too slow, not too fast… and only utilizing her vampiric speed to correct a wrong motion.

Thankfully, she did not make a cake of herself on the floor. And even more importantly, to her relief, her lessons had rewarded her. With her confidence in her appearance and concentration on all that she’d been taught, the proximity and light touch of the men dancing with her did not bring back her attacks of panic. She said a silent prayer of thanks to Elena for reminding her of her strength.

I could bite them all if they gave me offense. Tear open their throats and drain them dry. Lenore smiled as she turned to meet her next partner in the line. Perhaps that was why Elena had not taken her to hunt before the ball.

She bit back a surprised gasp as Lord Darkwood took her hands and spun her in the reeling dance. “You seem to be adapting well, youngling,” he said too low for the other dancers to hear.

Lenore tried to ignore the heat creeping into her cheeks at his touch. “Elena says I am a quick learner.”

His lips twitched again. Was that pride in his eyes?

She didn’t have time to discern his expression as she was handed off to the next man, who was slightly clumsy, though she pretended not to notice. The floor rumbled with the rapid steps of the dancers, the strains of the orchestra competed with the animated chatter of the guests. The air was redolent with the scent of beeswax, perfume, sweat… and blood. The sound of countless heartbeats roared through her ears, amplifying the sudden onslaught of hunger.

Lenore swallowed as saliva filled her mouth and her stomach rumbled. Elena hadn’t warned her that her hunger would be spurred. Of course, Lenore had never told them just how much of a youngling she truly was. She’d only been a vampire little more than three years. And Blanche had kept her far away from mortals much of the time, so she’d had little opportunity to practice control.

I can do this, she said silently, willing herself not to look at the pulsing veins in the women’s exposed throats. Thank heavens the males’ necks were covered with their stiff cravats, else she may have fed on one of her dance partners by now.

When at last the music ceased, she quit the floor and went to the dressing room as soon as was acceptable. She paused at the door as she heard two women laughing.

“Did you see how she held her fan?” one woman said with an audible sneer. “Breeding does tell. Even her surname is common. Graves.”

“She does have a nice curtsy and danced well,” the other said. “Really, Harriet, you shouldn’t be so nasty. Just because she’s a poor relation doesn’t mean she lacks prospects.”

Lenore licked her fangs before entering the room, her features composed in a carefully placid countenance to conceal her raging blood thirst. One girl blushed at the sight of her and fled the room with a quick curtsy while the other glanced at her with a smirk. The malice in the girl’s green eyes vanished, however, as Lenore captured her gaze and fed.

After drinking a pint, Lenore bit her finger and healed the girl’s wound with her blood, leaving the dressing room sated and satisfied with the spot of vengeance.

When she returned to the ballroom, Lord Darkwood regarded her with a raised brow and a glimmer of amusement as if he knew exactly what she had done. She wondered if he’d fed from someone at the ball as well. Her belly turned over at his smile as he bowed.

“May I have the pleasure of dancing the next set with you, Miss Graves?”

Even a human could hear the gasps from the other guests at Lord Darkwood’s request. Even though this whole endeavor was a ruse, Lenore couldn’t hold back a thrill of triumph to dance with the county’s most coveted bachelor. She hid a grin beneath her fan at the jealous glares the other young women cast her way. Wallflower indeed.

The Master of Ceremonies called for a Quadrille. Lenore and Gavin lined up with the other couples. The intensity of his gaze as he bowed nearly made her falter in her curtsy when the musicians struck up a jaunty tune.

His hand grasped hers, the solid heat of his grasp palpable through the fabric of their gloves. His other hand lightly touched her shoulder and Lenore felt a tremor of something other than the usual fear. Not ready to ponder her strange response, she focused dutifully on her steps and turns.

“You dance very well, Miss Graves,” he said low, so the mortals couldn’t hear. “Elena taught you well.”

The compliment eased her tension. “I never imagined the steps were this energetic. They’re not too different from the reels in the East End.”

“Truly?” he laughed before his gaze roved over her with an entrancing smile. “Though I’m sure the manner of dress is quite different. I confess, you look even lovelier in a ball gown than I’d anticipated.”

“Th-thank you, my lord,” she stammered as his words sent her heart pounding.

When she was passed to a new partner, she found herself missing Lord Darkwood. The human was polite enough, but he didn’t smell right. He also had an unnerving habit of peering down her bodice.

Her next partner was much more courteous, yet she still craved Gavin’s presence. Was it because he was familiar? Or also a vampire? Or was there another reason?

All thoughts fled as she was once more reunited with him. They moved in perfect tandem, the steps suddenly wrought with magic. Lenore gazed at him in wonder as they moved to the beautiful music. This was exactly what she had imagined when she was a young girl.

Her tongue slid along her fangs as mirth bubbled within her being. Well, maybe not exactly.

“What are you thinking about to bring such an enchanting smile to your lips?” Gavin asked.

“Just how different everything is.” Lenore’s cheeks heated with his mention of her lips. “And truly, you do not have to flirt with me when our arrangement is a forgone conclusion.”

“But I am enjoying it.” He grinned. “This courtship is the most diverting of any I’ve orchestrated.”

But why? she wanted to ask.







 

 

 

 

Seven

 

Gavin tried to hide his wonder as he escorted Lenore to the dining room. She played the part of an innocent debutante to utter perfection. He marveled at her rapid learning and adaptability. And when he’d danced with Elena, she’d told him that Lenore was an accomplished seamstress, so much that the ball gown she’d worn tonight was one of Elena’s old dresses that she’d altered herself.

That could prove useful for the duration of their marriage. It was dreadfully difficult to bribe a tailor into seeing him after dark. Their weak mortal eyes required so much light.

Once more he glanced down at her, trying not to be caught staring. Her transformation was beyond astounding. Gone was the plain, waifish female he’d first encountered. In her place, a radiant angel walked beside him. No, an angel was too pure for the primal visions that Lenore incited, Gavin thought as he eyed the small, yet delectable curves of her breasts rising up from her gown and the smooth, delicate column of her neck that begged him to take a nip.

Her crowning glory, however, was her hair. A rich mahogany, it shone like polished bronze and his fingers itched to run his fingers through the curled tendrils to see if it was as soft as he remembered. As Elena made a delicate sound behind him, he realized he’d been staring more than was appropriate. Damn these societal strictures. He wanted to drink his fill of the sight of her beauty. But he couldn’t risk damaging Lenore’s reputation. His bride must be untarnished to avoid unwanted attention after this scrutinized courtship concluded. The rushed wedding, though necessary, would draw enough talk.

As they neared the long table, loaded with so many dishes that it practically groaned, he felt Lenore’s arm stiffen as she froze beside him. Looking at her wide eyes, he wondered what was amiss. Elena had assured him that she’d taught her proper table etiquette and use of silverware, but perhaps she hadn’t mastered such complexities in so short a time?

He lightly stroked her upper arm in effort to soothe her. It didn’t matter if she made mistakes. Once their engagement was announced, her status would be beyond reproach. As he pulled out her seat, he saw her staring at the array of food as if beholding one of the wonders of the world. Comprehension dawned and he smiled. Since she’d come from the lower classes, she’d likely never seen such a vast repast. Pity she was unable to enjoy it as a human could.

A young woman eyed Lenore with amusement. “I do hope there is not something amiss with the table.” 

“Not in the slightest,” Lenore protested. “I was only admiring the beautiful arrangement.”

“Did you not have suppers like these where you come from?” The chit’s lips curved in a mocking smile. She glanced back at her friends and they tittered behind their fans.

Lenore shook her head, not catching the implied insult.

Gavin ground his teeth. He hoped that viper had been the one Lenore had fed on in the dressing room earlier.

He watched with fascination as she took a delicate sip of the leek soup and closed her eyes in pure bliss. Vampires couldn’t digest food very well, but they could at least enjoy small tastes.

He himself took a sip of the Madeira and hid a wince at the vinegary aftertaste. His own stores were far better. He would be sure to serve it at his ball after the wedding.

The fish course was brought out next and Lenore took a small bite of buttered turbot and actually moaned softly. Arousal shivered down his spine. If only he could make her moan like that. But he never could. Not when their marriage would be in name only. Gritting his teeth, he willed his lust to abate and focused on making polite conversation. The bane of all social gatherings.

He couldn’t wait to be alone with Lenore so they could speak of things that actually mattered. To the devil with the weather.

To her credit, Lenore managed to make the boring topics bearable with her shy smiles and becoming soft voice. The partridge and pheasant were delivered and she sampled that as well. And then a piece of fruit.

Too late, he realized just how much she had eaten. “Lenore,” he whispered, hiding his lips behind his glass, “You must stop eating, or you will become ill.”

Her two front teeth worried her lower lip, almost revealing her fangs and she nodded quickly before lowering her fork to toy with the venison a footman had set before her.

But when the berry custard was offered to her, he caught her slipping a spoonful of the creamy confection into her mouth. Her moan of pleasure was audible to some of the other diners and they glanced at her with veiled expressions of disapproval.

Gavin hid a sigh. Foolish youngling. What was she thinking?

“Is the custard to your liking, Miss Graves?” Lady Haversham asked.

Lenore nodded. “Oh yes. Everything is wonderful. I have never before enjoyed such a fine meal.”

Gavin’s eyes widened as comprehension dawned. Of course, not only would she not have seen so much food before, but as one who had grown up starving, she would have difficulty resisting temptation to eat what was set before her. Especially such delicious delicacies.

His chest tightened in pity for the difficult life she must have led. But he couldn’t have her casting up her accounts all over the dining room table.

“Lenore…” he said sharply, though still too low for the humans to hear.

She flinched and dropped her spoon.

Though he was pleased with her obedience, he wished she didn’t react to his reasonable requests like a startled hare.

After the dishes were carried away, he breathed a sigh of relief that temptation had been removed. He and the other men who wanted to dance escorted the ladies to the dressing room while the others remained behind for port and cigars.

While he waited for Lenore to powder her nose and adjust her coiffure, he realized that he was looking forward to the waltz. It was likely the only time he’d be able to hold her in his arms. They’d danced together so well, despite their disparity in height. This next dance promised to be exquisite. He tapped his foot in impatience, eyeing the door. What was taking her so long?

When she emerged, the reason for her delay was apparent in her ashen complexion, which almost had a greenish cast.

Lenore shakily curtsied. “My lord, I’m afraid I am feeling a trifle out of sorts. May we postpone our dance?”

“Of course.” Gavin inclined his head in assent. “But please permit me to take you outside for a bit of fresh air once we locate your cousin to chaperone us.”

As if summoned by his words, Elena materialized behind him. “I would be delighted to take a turn around the gardens with you. I want to see if anything is budding yet.” Her eyes roved over Lenore’s face with growing concern. “Let us change back into our walking boots.”

Gavin frowned as he once more found himself waiting by the door. He hadn’t sensed Elena’s approach. His worry for Lenore had taken over his awareness. That was dangerous.

When they made their explanations to their hostess, Lady Haversham nodded agreeably, though her eyes glinted with curiosity with Gavin’s unprecedented interest in Miss Graves. Truly, taking a walk with her gave an even greater impression of his impending courtship, though he still would have preferred a waltz.

As he’d expected, a few matrons suddenly decided that they wanted to take in some of the night air on the terrace, where they could conveniently observe most of the gardens.

Gavin caught Elena’s gaze and tilted his head in the direction of the peeping mortals. “We have spectators.”

Her arm hooked with Lenore’s, she gave an almost imperceptible nod before pointing at the rose bush, pretending to be extolling its virtues while she looked down at her charge. “What were you thinking, little mouse? Vampires cannot handle an overabundance of solid victuals.”

“I’d been told,” Lenore replied miserably. “But I didn’t know how little I could abide. It’s just that I’d been hungry all my life and the food… It tasted like heaven.” She looked up at Gavin with pleading eyes. “I’m sorry I ruined your plans, my lord.”

“It’s quite all right.” His words came out sharper than he meant.

The thought of her being so hungry that she couldn’t restrain herself at a meal infuriated him for some reason. And Clayton, the vampire who’d captured her last year had starved her as well. Why did the world have to be so cruel to some people?

“And I told you to call me Gavin,” he chided, a little softer.

“I cannot use your Christian name when we’ve just been acquainted,” she protested. “It would be—” she broke off with an alarming choking sound as her face paled further.

Elena quickly led her behind a hedge, pretending to need to adjust her bonnet laces.

The sound of retching reached his ears and he hoped the nosy hens on the terrace didn’t hear. Gavin turned his back and looked up at the moon, feigning polite boredom while inside he seethed. This evening had become a travesty.

No, he corrected himself, this unfortunate incident truly wasn’t a significant inconvenience. There would be other dances, other suppers and musicales for them to act out their courtship. Then why was he so vexed? Perhaps it was merely the fact that things had not gone exactly as planned. Yes, that must be it.

Lenore emerged with Elena, dabbing her mouth with a handkerchief. Her cheeks were ashen and she looked ready to topple over with a slight breeze. Gavin’s fists clenched with furious impotence that he couldn’t do anything to abate her suffering. He’d never seen a vampire become ill before.

Her eyes met his and a bright flush crept up her cheeks, visible in the moonlight. Though her embarrassment was unfortunate, Gavin was pleased to see some color in her face. “Do you think you shall feel well enough for me to call upon you tomorrow?”

She nodded, appearing to be too exhausted to speak.

He offered his arm. “Then let us make your excuses so you may depart and rest. I had hoped to present you to my people this evening, but that shall have to wait until tomorrow.”

Even though she tried to hide it, he did not miss the flash of fear in her eyes at the prospect of meeting his other vampires.

Once back in the manor, he hung back as Elena spoke with the hostess. Lady Haversham eyed Lenore’s pale complexion and clucked like a mother hen. Gavin wished he could follow them in their carriage, but such would be unseemly. Instead, he contented himself with assisting Lenore and Elena in fastening their cloaks and asked permission to look in on them tomorrow evening.

He kept his gaze firmly on Lenore as he spoke, leaving no doubt to the spectators as to his true intentions.

Since he no longer had the diversion of waltzing with her, he retired to the card room for the remainder of the evening. He played a simple game of Hazard, and was surprised to be losing. And losing to humans at that. Tonight’s events had driven him to distraction.

Once more he pictured Lenore eating the human food with blissful abandon. The truth was now clear. Whoever had Changed her clearly could not have been around long enough to educate her on even the basics of her new position in life. He resolved to teach her how to be a proper vampire as soon as possible. He never wanted to see her ill or in pain again.

Setting down his brandy, he wondered why he cared so much.

 


 

 

 

 

Eight

 

Lenore lay on Elena’s aptly named fainting couch as the other vampire dabbed her forehead with a cool cloth.

“You’ll need to feed again. I do hope you recover before dawn,” Elena said.

Though Lenore’s nausea had abated, her stomach continued to churn with agony like she had swallowed broken glass. If she was making such foolish mistakes now, what did that impart for her future as a baroness? Her stomach lurched again.

Even that pain didn’t hurt nearly as badly as the anger in Rochester’s eyes at her gaffe. What if he changed his mind on marrying her? What if he sent her back to London? That was what she wanted…wasn’t it?

Her stomach gave another lurch.

“I do not think I am well-suited to being a vampire,” she groaned aloud.

Elena chuckled. “Well, that’s not something you can go back and change, I’m afraid.” She gently dabbed Lenore’s eyelids with the cloth. “How long ago were you Changed?”

“A little over three years.”

“Had your maker never told you that we cannot digest solid food well?” Her tone turned curious. “Where is the one who made you?”

“She’s dead. Or at least, I’m fairly certain she is. Only a few months after Blanche Changed me, she disappeared after we lay down for the day sleep. And after that, I heard talk that a vampire Hunter had been in Town, and the Lord Vampire’s wife had killed him.” Lenore shuddered as the painful memories flitted through her mind like captive birds. If the Hunter had checked the other part of the crypt, he’d have found and slain her too. “Blanche had no reason to leave London, much less abandon me. She saved me from death because she had a kind heart and she was lonely.” She sighed, not wanting to talk of Blanche anymore. “Yes, she did tell me that we should not eat food. But since we never had any, I never before experienced the temptation to do so. Tonight, everything tasted so good, I couldn’t stop. You must think me such a fool.” And the heavens only knew what Lord Darkwood thought.

Elena moved the cloth back up to her forehead and Lenore opened her eyes to see the vampire shake her head. “No, I think you are a bit of a green-girl, but not a fool. Only one who has been deprived of so many things.”

“Do you think Lord Darkwood will change his mind about wedding me?” To her surprise, the prospect did not fill her with as much relief as she’d anticipated.

“I doubt it. He seems to genuinely like you. And Gavin does not like many people.” Elena smiled.

“Why didn’t you want to marry him this time?” she blurted the question without thinking. “I’m certain you make a far better baroness.”

Elena tapped her lower lip with her finger. “Aside from the fact that a widow has much more freedom than a wife, the deception grew heavy upon me after awhile. If I were to wed again, I would want it to be for real. For love.”

Lenore frowned. “He didn’t love you?” Who wouldn’t love such a vivacious, beautiful woman?

The vampire laughed. “Now you sound like a fool.”

“What was it like, being married to him?” She held her breath, unbearably curious.

“Not too different than any other marriage in the nobility. I ran his household and hosted his parties. He provided me with an exquisite wardrobe and gave me a free hand in decorating. Many of my furnishings are quite out of date, so you will want to give the place a fresh look when you take up residence.” She dipped the cloth into a bowl of water and smiled. “The only real differences were that I naturally couldn’t receive callers during the day and I had no obligation or ability to provide an heir.”

Lenore lifted her head to peer up at Elena, eager to glean as much information about her impending fate as possible. “He didn’t require you to do your wifely duty?”

“Require?” Elena laughed. “Of course not. Though we’ve shared a tumble a time or two, when we were between lovers. I do hope you’re not envious. It was a long time ago and we never suited in that way.”

Lenore shook her head, though admittedly she felt a twinge of… something. “Not at all. I asked Lord Rochester, I mean, Lord Darkwood, for our marriage to be in name only.”

“That is probably wise, as such intimacy can muddle up such an arrangement.” Elena stroked her lower lip with a pensive look. “But I must ask, do you not find him attractive?”

“I do,” she answered quickly. “That is, he is very handsome. Just the sort I used to dream about when I was a girl.” Her cheeks heated saying it aloud. “But, I’m afraid I can’t… can’t…” she trailed off as even the word of such an act filled her with terror.

“Because someone misused you?” Elena said softly.

Hot and cold chills wracked her body along with a roiling fury. “He told me my reputation would not follow me here! He said that he wouldn’t tell anyone and that I could start anew.”

“Be calm, little mouse. Gavin didn’t tell me anything of your past. I only discerned that you had been assaulted from the bad dreams you’ve had, and just now when it was written all over your face.” She ran a soothing hand through Lenore’s hair. “Would you care to talk about what happened?”

“No.” She nearly spat the word.

Elena drew back slightly. “Alright then, I will not pry. And I won’t reveal your secret to anyone.”

Lenore softened her tone. “Thank you. I did not mean to sound so waspish.”

“It’s quite all right.” The vampire patted her shoulder. “I would be much more vicious in such a situation, I am certain.”

Just as Elena adjusted the pillow under Lenore’s head, there was a knock at the door. Elena smirked as if she knew who it was. Perhaps one of the lovers she’d spoken of had come to call? Lenore wanted to get up and follow her, but her stomach gave another stab of pain when she tried to move.

“Stay there, little mouse,” Elena scolded and crossed the room to open the door.

Rochester’s frame passed through the doorway. “How are you feeling, Lenore?”

For a moment, Lenore couldn’t speak, she was too overcome with shock that he’d taken himself from his countless duties as a Lord Vampire to look in on her. Especially since only hours ago he’d said he wouldn’t call on her until tomorrow. Finally, she managed, “Much better, my lord. Once more, I apologize for my foolishness.”

He held up a hand, dismissing her apologies. “Do not apologize for not knowing what your maker failed to teach you.”

She bristled at his callous censure of Blanche. “That wasn’t her fault. We never had food to avoid in the first place.”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Alright, I apologize for my assumption.” His polished black boots echoed lightly on the smooth wooden floor as he crossed the room to approach her. “I trust you’ve learned to listen to me from now on?”

Although she was slightly irritated at his autocratic tone, Lenore nodded. “Yes, my lord. But I’d thought you’d said you were going to call on me tomorrow.”

“And so I shall.” He chuckled and perched on the arm of the fainting couch, mere inches from where she reclined. “But it is my duty as Lord Vampire of this borough to look after the welfare of my people.”

Behind him, Elena made a small sound that might have been a laugh. Rochester darted her a sharp look and she grinned. “Of course it is.”

Lenore looked up at him, suddenly having trouble breathing from his nearness and spicy scent of power and masculinity. “That’s very noble of you. My stomach ache is nearly gone.”

Her words only quavered slightly as her mind roiled. Although Lord and Lady Villar had often checked on her, the real Lord Vampire of London, Ian Ashton, Duke of Burnrath, had barely spared her a thought after Blanche had disappeared. He hadn’t even spoken to her directly, merely sent one of his other vampires to question her on her maker’s possible whereabouts.

Yet Ruthless Rochester was here simply because she had an upset stomach… which she’d brought about with her own stupidity. She didn’t know what to make of such solicitousness.

All thoughts ceased as he took a lock of her hair and gently twirled it between his fingers. His touch electrified every inch of her flesh, but it wasn’t the cold, queasy sensation she usually experienced at a male’s touch. This was something different, alarming because she wasn’t sure this feeling was unpleasant. Except for the perplexing flutter in her belly. Was her response from his touch, or a new reaction to the food she’d eaten?

Rochester’s rumbling voice silenced her inner prattling as his knuckles grazed her forehead. “Your color seems to have improved, though you appear as if you need to feed.”

Since she’d vomited up the blood she’d drank along with the food, he was correct. Humiliation welled within at the reminder that she’d been sick in his presence.

Elena nodded. “We shall hunt before dawn if she’s feeling well enough. If not, Lord have mercy on the sod she feasts on at dusk.” She chuckled.

“Elena,” His glare was sharp with warning. “You remember the law.”

Full blown laughter trickled from her lips. “Come now, I was only jesting. Your little mouse is too small to drain a man dry.”

“I came close once,” Lenore retorted, reminding them both that she was perfectly capable of speaking for herself. “The night you and I first met.”

“Are you saying you nearly killed a human on my land?” Darkwood raised a brow.

She sat up quickly, fear coursing through her veins. “No, my lord, it was in Dartford, and I’m certain the man lived.” Dizziness washed over her, making the room spin.

A gentle hand grasped her shoulder. “Lenore, please do not be overwrought. I am well aware of what you’d been through before I found you that night.”

“Oh.” Her words came out in a shaky whisper.

“Please, lay back down and rest. I shall see you on the morrow.” Gone was his harsh air of authority. In its place, was a soothing rumble, almost a purr.

Lenore did as bid and froze as he bent down and lightly pressed his lips to her forehead. The brief kiss spread warmth through her limbs, even as it set her heart to beating like a moth’s wings.

Her lips quavered to form a response as he bowed and strode out the door.

Elena clasped her hands together. “Well, this is certainly a diverting courtship.”

Diverting wasn’t the word Lenore would have chosen, however, she couldn’t come up with one that suited this situation. If Darkwood made her mind turn upside down with such brief interactions, how would he affect her when she was under his roof?

 


 

 

 

 

Nine

 

Gavin sighed with impatience as his second and third in command intercepted him on his way to Elena’s the following night. He wanted to show Lenore some of Rochester’s most famous landmarks and hoped to do so before her presentation to his people.

Benson spoke first. “My lord, we’ve received some information from the Maidstone’s second in command that you should hear.”

The urgency on his second’s face could not be ignored. Still, Gavin couldn’t suppress a weary sigh. “What is it?”

“He said a band of rogues has been observed roaming about all of Kent. And that they appear oddly organized for rogues. Thus far, they haven’t made any sort of move to invade or harm any occupied lands, but all who have seen them wish to discern their motives.” Benson’s eyes were grave with concern.

Rogues in a group? That was all he needed. Rogues were much more difficult to capture when there was more than one. Thankfully rogue bands rarely lasted long, because though there was strength in numbers, grouping together also made them easier to find and their hunting more difficult.

“Do you have descriptions for any of them?” Gavin demanded.

Cecil nodded. “Three were seen by Maidstone’s second only a sennight past. One was said to be portly, with mud brown hair, another has yellow hair. And the one presumed to be the leader, was said to be lean, with a mane of dark red locks, so that will make him easiest to spot.

Gavin paused at the last. That wasn’t the most common shade of hair, however it wasn’t all that rare either with vampires. Red hair darkened when denied sunlight, after all. The darker the shade, the older the vampire. He wondered…

Benson voiced his thought. “Do you think that could be Justus?”

Gavin thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No. Aside from the fact that he knows I’d have to kill him if he entered these lands again, he made it very clear that he never wished to lay eyes on me again, after what happened with that girl.”

Justus. Gavin’s gut tightened at the name. The vampire was once his second in command and closest friend. All of that vanished in an instant when the he’d disobeyed a direct order and then done the unthinkable.

Benson nodded, though his frown remained dubious. “If you say so, my lord.”

“Keep your eyes and ears open at any rate,” he instructed.

As he continued his walk to Elena’s, thoughts of his former friend haunted his memory. If only there was something else he could have done. Alas, Justus’s hazardous actions merited a death sentence. Exiling his former second had already caused Gavin to lose face as it was. Some now thought him weak, though most understood that he couldn’t bear to slay his closest friend.

When he reached the door of Elena’s cottage, the hurt in Justus’s eyes flashed in his mind, like a recurring nightmare.

“Have we done something to cause offense, my lord?” Elena’s voice pierced his consciousness.

“Not at all,” he said quickly. “I merely had some old business on my mind. How is Lenore?”

The vampire gave him an arch look. “Completely recovered, albeit somewhat nervous. She’s never been courted before. Poor thing hasn’t had much of any life’s pleasures.”

“Well, I shall have to do what I can to rectify that.” He followed Elena into the sitting room and, blissfully, memories and guilt fled as soon as he beheld Lenore.

The youngling rose at the sight of him. “My lord,” she said so quickly that he was unable to discern whether she was happy or wary at his presence.

Dressed in a gown of pale blue velvet with navy trim, Lenore looked too delicious for words. All signs of last night’s illness had vanished as she curtsied for him. Her complexion was creamy with a slight blush that either meant she’d fed, or that she was somewhat pleased to see him. He hoped it was the latter.

He took her hand and brushed her gloved knuckles with his lips. Bare skin would have been more preferable, but her deepened blush was more than worthwhile. “You look very becoming, Miss Graves.”

“Thank you.” She sat back down on the settee. “What exactly does one do when a gentleman calls?”

“If we were human and proper, I suppose we’d sit and talk while our chaperone watches us like a falcon.” He grinned at Elena’s snort of laughter. “However, since we are not, we shall do something even more diverting.” He held out his hand. “Come, I’d like to show you something. You may want to fetch a cloak and better boots.”

Elena darted him a curious glance as Lenore rose to comply.

“I’d like her to see some of her new land,” he said without elaborating further.

The vampire pouted, though her green eyes shimmered with merriment. “You never gave me a tour.”

“I didn’t need to.” Gavin laughed. “You undertook your own exploring before I had the opportunity to offer.”

Elena’s laughter echoed his own. “That is true.”

Lenore emerged, wearing smart black walking boots and a dove gray woolen cloak. Thicker cream kid leather gloves covered her hands to ward off the still-chilly night air. He offered his arm and was gratified when she took it with no hesitation. However, he still felt a slight tremble in her grip. Would he ever be able to dispel her fear of him…or any man?

Leading her to the rear door, he turned back to Elena. “Meet us at the gathering place in two hours.” If only they had more time.

The moment he and Lenore stepped outside, he asked her, “Do you know how to run?”

She looked up at him, lips curving slightly with confusion. “Run?”

“As a vampire runs, with inhuman speed,” he clarified as they walked the path of the rear garden.

“Once, and only for my life.” She looked down and shivered.

When she’d escaped the rogues who’d assaulted her. Rochester cursed himself for bringing shadows of pain to her eyes. But he was resolved to do everything in his power to help her banish that poison darkness and not let it rule every aspect of her life.

“You’ve never attempted to do so for enjoyment?” He studied her, unable to comprehend what it was like to not indulge in that simple pleasure.

She shook her head. “For one, it feels a little odd to run like that. For another, there was little room to do so in my part of London. I did not want to risk a mortal seeing me.”

Gavin accepted that logic and crossed his arms. “Well, there is no time better than the present.”

She looked doubtfully at the high stone wall.

He chuckled. “You can leap that easily.” To demonstrate, he vaulted to the top. His shoulders shook with mirth as she fiddled with her skirts. “Come on now. At least reach the top. And if you make it all the way over, I shall catch you.”

Eyes wide with trepidation, Lenore took several steps back and ran towards the wall— faster than a human— but still slower than she was capable of— and leaped. Just as he’d anticipated, she cleared the wall by several feet.

Gavin jumped down quickly, admiring the sight of fluttering petticoats and teasing glimpses of her bare legs beneath her skirts before holding out his arms and catching her. Lenore was light as goose down in his arms, yet warmer and more potent than he could have imagined.

For a moment, he simply held her, feeling her chest rise and fall against his and the heat of her rapid breaths against his neck. She fit against him perfectly, he realized, like a missing stone in an arch.

Suddenly, she stiffened, breaking the spell. He gently set her back on her feet, gratified by the sparkle of triumph in her large dark eyes. “I did it!”

“Yes, you did.” He couldn’t hide his pleasure in her joy. “Now we run.”

She looked up at him, less afraid this time. “Where?”

He grinned down at her, eager to make her smile again. “Take my hand.” As her small, warm fingers entwined with his, a pang of tenderness tugged at his chest. “Since I am far older and more powerful than you, I am faster than you. Therefore, you must keep hold of me so I may match your pace. Are you ready?”

She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Yes.”

“See that tree with the split top?” At her nod, he continued. “We will stop there.” He squeezed her hand tightly. “Now!”

At first, it took utmost effort not to fly to the tree in a blink of an eye, but as her tiny fingers gripped his, he found himself not only guiding her pace, but molding to hers, as if they were one force cutting through the night like a single blade. The wind whipped across their faces and their feet barely touched the ground. Gavin glanced over at Lenore to see her hair pulling free from its pins to brush across her cheeks and fly behind her like a banner. He’d never seen anything so enchanting.

Together, their hands struck the bark of the tree so hard that pine needles rained down around them. Bright flags of color stained Lenore’s rounded cheeks, visible even in the meager moonlight. Gavin closed his eyes in ecstasy as the most unrestrained, joyous laugh he’d ever heard trickled from Lenore’s lush lips.

“That was… incredible, my lord,” she breathed, eyes still shining with unabashed joy.

“Gavin, please.” It took every vestige of his will not to bend down and claim her lips in a devouring kiss. “I am glad you think so. I’ll teach you to be a proper vampire yet.”

“Such running does not feel so very proper,” she replied, an awestruck smile still playing across her lips.

Staring down at her mesmerizing mouth, he admitted, “Very little of what I will teach you is.”
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Lenore’s heart thudded in her ears from their run. She’d never before experienced something so invigorating. It felt like flying! Blanche had told her they could move more swiftly than humans, but she’d never imagined this level of preternatural swiftness. True, she’d used this ability to flee from her imprisonment last year, but she’d been too terrified to enjoy it…or even recall the experience. Now she wished she could run this way everywhere.

Rochester continued to smile down at her. Something in his enigmatic black eyes made her belly turn over. Fighting the unsettling sensation, she turned away. “What did you want to show me, my lord…ah, Gavin?”

“One of our most ancient landmarks…the other you shall see later.” He pointed and the clouds parted as if on command. A shaft of moonlight shone down on a massive and ancient cathedral.

Lenore peered up in awe at the massive stone structure wrought with medieval turrets, rounded arches, and crenellated parapets.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed. She’d only been in a cathedral once, one of the few places the poor were allowed to venture. This one may be smaller, yet it was all the more noble, nestled in a lush valley and surrounded by nature instead of jammed between numerous other structures like the ones in London.

“It’s a ruin…again.” His lips curled in a mocking smile. “Half the roof is rotted away.” He seized her hand, and just in time, Lenore caught herself from flinching. “Would you like to see inside?”

“Oh, yes.” There was something tantalizing, almost sinful about entering such an ancient, holy place. She’d once read a book that stated that vampires could not enter a house of God, but after she’d accepted the fact that Blanche was dead, she’d tested the myth by walking into a small church by the wharf, and only received a scolding from a sleepy parson.

As they passed through the west door, beneath a tympanum of what looked more like a scene from Greek mythology than anything Christian, Rochester said, “We can only explore a few areas, lest we risk startling the few remaining clergy who make their home here.”

Once inside, Lenore felt as if she truly were a little mouse as she looked up at the high pillars supporting impossibly high stone vaulted ceilings. “I thought you said the roof was rotted.”

“It is, in the quire and south transept. In fact, the wall leans as well. They tried to repair it a century ago, but they seem to only have worsened the problem.” He frowned with blatant disapproval.

He led her through the nave and the east transept, pointing out which sections had been rebuilt over the centuries, as well as the countless carvings and stain glass windows, and when each had been gifted or commissioned.

“You seem very familiar with this place,” Lenore said.

“Yes, I was raised here. As a third son, I was to be trained to be a bishop.”

He said the words so matter-of-factly that it took a moment to absorb their meaning. Lenore looked up at him sharply. “You were to be a man of the cloth?” She couldn’t fathom such a thing.

His rich laughter echoed through the north transept. “Yes. Shocking, is it not? But I assure you, I was much more devout back then.”

She giggled a moment, unable to picture this man, who was as handsome as the devil himself, being a humble and chaste servant of the Lord. Humble, chaste, servant of God…these words were the antithesis of the man who stood before her. He was arrogant, commanding, and from what she’d heard about him, not chaste. And oh, so wicked. Once more, a shiver coursed up her spine.

“You don’t believe me?” He placed his hand over his chest, feigning a wounded look. “Well, perhaps I have a scrap of faith lingering in my black heart.” He looked around the cathedral and smiled. “How would you like to have our wedding here?”

“If it please you, my lord,” she breathed, overwhelmed at the thought of being married in this grand place with such a rich history.

“Although it is right that you should want to please me, I do like to please you as well. What say you, truly?” He looked down at her with such sincere concern that her breath fled her lungs.

The Lords and Ladies in London preferred Saint George’s Church to plight their troth. Lenore had often spied many joyous wedding parties exiting the church, tossing bouquets of flowers and riding off in elegant phaetons. Rochester Cathedral dwarfed Saint George’s and appeared to be ever so much more fine, even if it was missing half the roof.

His talk of wanting to please her struck a chord of unfathomed longing within her. “Yes, I would like that very much.”

“Good.” He smiled with genuine pleasure. “A church wedding should restore some propriety to our hasty marriage. Perhaps we may even have the banns read, though I still must procure a special license for us to be permitted to wed in the evening.”

“I appreciate your consideration. A morning wedding would be most uncomfortable,” she replied with a smile, trying to hold back the depth of incomprehensible emotion he’d invoked.

Lord Darkwood covered his mouth to muffle his laughter. “I do not believe I’ve ever heard you jest before. I hope to hear you do it more.”

They laughed together until suddenly he fell silent, staring at her as if he’d never seen her before. Those sin black eyes held hers as he slowly lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers, soft as a whisper. Heat spiraled in her belly even as her thighs seemed to melt to liquid. Lenore reached for him, whether to hold on or to pull away, she did not know, for he withdrew before she could deduce her own intentions.

“I apologize,” Gavin said softly, his voice cracking, as if he had difficulty speaking. “I’m afraid I was too swept up in our courtship. I didn’t frighten you, did I?”

“No,” she whispered, praying he couldn’t see her legs wobbling beneath her skirts. His kiss hadn’t scared her, but it had done something to her.

For a moment he looked like he wanted to press her further, but then he nodded. “Well, shall we proceed to the Gathering?”

The Gathering, where she would be presented to all the vampires of Rochester as the bride to be of their Lord. Now that filled her with undeniable terror.

 


 

 

 

 

Ten

 

Justus led his band of rogues through the trees by the river in a circuitous route, hoping they didn’t come near another Rochester vampire. He’d seen several during tonight’s roaming, all headed to the ruins of the castle. There was to be a Gathering, it seemed. At first he’d been tempted to send his comrades away and see if he could spy upon it, but for one thing he wasn’t quite ready to risk being sensed by Gavin or any of his people. For another, from the snatches of conversation he’d heard from the last vampires they’d passed, the Gathering was only so Gavin could present the new youngling to the others.

He frowned. Why in the blazes hadn’t Rochester done that when the chit had first arrived? He knew that the Lord Vampire could be forgetful about some of his responsibilities. However, he hardly ever took in new vampires. Furthermore, he seemed to take unseemly interest in this one, heaven only knew why. After several nights of watching the youngling, Justus had deduced nothing interesting about her, aside from the fact that she appeared to be laughably ignorant on how to use her new abilities…like she’d only been Changed yesterday. How the usually abrasive Elena remained so patient with that pathetic creature, Justus would never know.

Perhaps Gavin had delayed her presentation to educate her more so she wouldn’t embarrass him with her ignorance. But that only brought back his original question. Why take in such a useless vampire in the first place? Did he owe the Lord of London a favor? One would think, with Gavin’s aiding him in battle last November, that Villar would owe Gavin.

Justus shook his head. Perhaps his former friend’s mind was slipping. That happened to the old ones from time to time. He shook off a reflexive pang of sympathy. No, if Rochester was declining, it would be all the easier to cast him down.

He turned to the others. “Presentations usually last at least three hours, though they may be even longer if Rochester decides to hold court.”

“What exactly happens at a presentation?” Charlie asked, eyes shining with curiosity beneath his shaggy blond bangs.

He’d forgotten that Charlie was a bastard of sorts, a vampire made by a rogue. He’d never had a city to call home, or a vampire to call lord. Justus was determined to change that.

Patiently, he explained. “The new vampire is introduced to the others and has a chance to become acquainted and begin to forge their place in the hierarchy. That waif we saw will be at the bottom rank for a very long time.” He shrugged and resumed walking. “Either way, let us feed quickly while we have the land to ourselves.”

As they roamed through the territory openly, Justus smiled as he observed their relaxed shoulders and the absence of watchful tension in their features. Some night soon, they would be able to hunt freely like this all the time.

Once they returned to their lair beneath the crypt of the old cathedral, better fed than they’d been in weeks, Justus’s cheer vanished like last month’s snow melt.

Other vampires had been here. Their faint scents lingered in the air. One he couldn’t identify, but the other had clearly been Rochester. The rogues halted behind him, growling and sniffing the air.

“Justus?” Will whispered tentatively. He was the youngest, only twenty years Changed, and had a frail, almost elfish form.

Justus held up a hand for silence. “Remain here. I will investigate. If I call out, I want you all to scatter and find somewhere safe to hide.”

“But what if you’re attacked?” Rolfe asked, glancing around for enemies lurking in the shadows. Built like a bull, he was capable of a good charge.

Justus shook his head, trying to focus on the trail of the scent. He brushed his red hair from his eyes. “If it is who I think it is, your assistance will do more harm than good. Now do as I say and be quiet.”

It didn’t seem as if Rochester had been inside this part of the cathedral directly. His essence was too faint. Still, Justus remained cautious as he slowly climbed through the carefully concealed trap door and into the crypt itself.

The scent was also faint here, carried lightly on a draft down the staircase. Holding his breath, Justus made his way up the steps to the main floor. Here the smell of Gavin and the other vampire was the strongest. He followed it in a clearly apparent line through the nave, the clerestory, and across the transepts. After following the trail, Justus confirmed that his enemy had not ventured into the crypt, much less below it... which was a godsend, since if he’d gone that far, he certainly would have smelled Justus’s band. And he’d bet his soul that Rochester had avoided the cloisters.

But what had he been doing in the cathedral in the first place? Had someone seen Justus or one of his people near it? Was he searching for their lair? Or had he only been here to reminisce on his past? After all, Gavin had grown up here, had a history and dark past… which was why he typically avoided the place.

Justus shook his head. The reason for Gavin’s visit didn’t matter. Justus couldn’t risk his people.

Returning to the hidden chamber, he breathed a sigh of satisfaction that his fellow rogues had obeyed him. Hidden in the shadows, they stood still near the entrance to the hidden tunnel, waiting for his orders.

“We have to move,” he told them. “Tonight.”
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Lenore’s next run with Gavin was not as thrilling as the first. Every muscle of her body quaked with trepidation at the prospect of being displayed before the Rochester vampires like a horse at auction. If it weren’t for Gavin’s grip on her hand, she would have lagged behind. As it was, she had to will every ounce of her concentration to maintain her speed and not trip, or careen into anything.

Despite her efforts, by the time they halted in front of the ruins of an ancient castle, Lenore was covered in scratches from various tree branches and brambles.

Gavin surveyed her with a frown. “You’re quite disheveled. We shall definitely have to practice your running.” He punctured his index finger with a fang and gently trailed the bleeding wound along the scratches on her cheeks, instantly healing them. He did the same with her arms.

Every place his fingers grazed her skin tingled with warmth, whether from his healing or his mere touch, she could not say. The scent of his blood awoke a gnawing hunger that she struggled to suppress. Gavin then helped her straighten her gown and adjusted her cloak before moving on to her hair. Between either the first run or the second, her pins had flown from her sensible bun and now her hair tumbled down her back in shameful disarray.

As his fingers combed through her tresses, plucking out leaves and smoothing the strands, frissons of sensation cascaded through her body, similar to the feeling he evoked when he kissed her, yet with a different sort of intensity.

He stepped back and surveyed her with a smile. “There. You look like quite the picture… except for one thing.”

“I know,” she agreed sullenly. “My hair is down. I lost all my pins.”

He shook his head. “Your hair is lovely. Many vampires wear their hair thus. Look, my own hair is free.” He ran a hand through his own shoulder length locks, the curls the color of decadent chocolate. “The problem is that you look like a prisoner being led to the gallows, rather than a worthy vampire ready to meet her new kin and wed the lord of this land. Straighten your shoulders and look me in the eye.” After she did as bade, he tilted her chin up with his thumb and nodded. “Yes, like that. If you show any fear, I will be sorely disappointed.”

His foreboding tone made her belly quake. Walking at Rochester’s side, Lenore held her spine rigid and tried to carry herself more like Elena. What she would give to have more of her tutor’s courage.

Gavin guided her though a hidden door that opened to a tunnel that was dark even with her preternatural vision. The scent and essence of other vampires made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

I should not be afraid, she scolded herself. I am one of them.

But was she? All other vampires she’d met were so much stronger than her. Even the other younglings, who’d been Changed by older, stronger vampires than Blanche.

It didn’t matter. Lenore closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She would not disappoint Gavin or embarrass Elena. She’d had her fill of embarrassment.

The tunnel gave way to a spiral staircase so narrow that she had to walk behind Gavin. Though he had a slender frame, she couldn’t help but notice that his shoulders were very broad. And from their dance last night, she knew it wasn’t padding.

Light glowed from below as soft mutters and whispers reached her ears. All fell silent when Gavin emerged into a large concave chamber deep in the castle bowels. Lenore took his proffered arm and nearly froze at the sight of so many eyes upon her.

Though Gavin had only a fraction the amount of vampires as there were in London, being the subject of such scrutiny made her shiver. But when Lenore’s eyes met Elena’s reassuring gaze, some of her tension eased.

Gavin surveyed them all. “Vampires of Rochester, with the greatest of apologies for the delay, I would like to present the newest member of our humble borough.” He placed his hand on the small of Lenore’s back and gently guided her forward. “This is Miss Lenore Graves, formerly from London. She has come to Rochester to be my wife for the next fifty years.”

The vampires’ eyes roved over her with surprise and disbelief. A few even darted glances at Elena, as if they couldn’t believe that she was no longer fulfilling the role. Lenore could hardly blame them. She knew she didn’t look the part of a baroness, much less a bride of a Lord Vampire.

One female vampire elbowed her neighbor before saying loudly, “Greetings and welcome, Lenore.”

“Greetings and welcome, Lenore,” the others echoed, looking slightly shamefaced for the delay.

“Greetings in return and thank you,” Lenore curtsied, only half paying attention. Gavin’s words still swirled in her mind.

Fifty years. Though Lenore knew that five decades was a trifle to most of the old ones, it was still a long time for her. If she’d still been mortal, she’d be an old woman by then! Could she and Rochester truly remain congenial for so long? She knew that many married couples remained happy together until the day they died, but they’d loved each other and wanted to marry. This was a sham, a business arrangement. Where was the chance of happiness there?

And yet the memory of the soft brush of his lips on hers teased her memory, along with his smile and gentle touch.

Rochester’s voice broke through her frantic musings. “Lenore is currently residing with Elena, but she will take up residence in my home in about two months. I expect you all to treat her with as much respect and courtesy as you do with me and other high ranking vampires here.” His black eyes surveyed them with a sudden harsh glare. “I will not have a repeat of last time.”
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