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			Prologue


			He’d never gotten used to the bloodlust. When he was first made, he’d thought maybe, after a while, the craving, the impulse, the intensity of the urge, would slake and stop tormenting him.


			But it never faded. In the twenty years since he’d been turned, he’d never found a way to rein it in, keep it close, make it his own. It existed as a separate part of him that he couldn’t contain or control, something that had a life, a mind, and a hunger of its own that pulled him in and swallowed him whole.


			In the early days, he’d fought it hard because he really believed he didn’t have to be what he’d become. He could be sane. He could maintain his humanity. He could ignore the incessant insatiable need for blood.


			He instead became a monster, and he ravaged animals in his fury over becoming this thing, this bloodthirsty ghoul, because it hadn’t been his choice or his desire. It wasn’t even Fate.


			It was by someone else’s action.


			He’d rather have died—he would have died if—


			But his Maker wouldn’t let him. His Maker dove into the roaring conflagration where he lay choking and burning, dove past the flames, the heat, and the billowing smoke, to pull what was left of him out of the fire into the night that would be his home forever.


			I won’t let you die—you can’t die . . .


			The coruscating whisper that brought him back to life—with one sharp act of physical possession deep into his heart—it was done, the blood roaring like burning-hot fire through his veins, animating his dead soul.


			The mark of his Maker showed prominently on the burned skin of his chest. Three bloody X ’s. Child of Judas. Creature of the night. Heir to the curse of the betrayer. Doomed to wander in eternity after being cast out.


			The country house burning down around his sapped body as his Maker whispered in his ear. I had to save you. The self-justifying excuse, evanescent as the wind. I couldn’t let you die.


			I am dead, he’d wanted to howl, but his vocal cords were burned, and his throat full of smoke, blood, pain, and metallic bile.


			The whomp of the flames had been like a smothering blanket obscuring sight and sound—the creak of beams unable to sustain the onslaught, the ferocity of the fire, cracking in the background . . .


			He couldn’t see, he could barely hear. His Maker leaned over him and whispered heavily, Now, you—leave and never come back.


			He’d fought a hard-won battle not to return, thinking that time and distance would temper his blood rage, his need for revenge.


			He’d wandered the world. He’d refined himself, taken the name Dominick Janou. He’d made himself into a gentleman, a merchant by trade to cover his ferocious bloodlust and the trail of death he left in his wake.


			It had taken twenty years to perfect himself after a nether life ruled by emotion, driven by need, and consumed by blood dreams.


			Anything to keep that last shred of man that he could have been. Anything to suppress the hunger for blood. Anything to make him acceptable to the world to which he meant to return as a wealthy entrepreneur to wreak his revenge.


			Only when he was certain he had mastered the thing he’d become did he even think of returning. He was exhausted from the pounding urge to feed, of the hell in which he lived with that remnant of himself and what he used to be. He yearned to confront his Maker, to put an end to the eternal seeking and to find immortal rest.


			Finally, he felt ripe for vengeance, ready for a different eternity.


			It was time to go to London, take up residence, and infiltrate the very society he’d been denied by virtue of what his Maker had done.


			Make them all sit up and take notice. Make them want him, desire him, throw themselves at him.


			Lure his enemies into the open.


			And then . . .


			Then he would destroy them all.
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			Chapter 1


			The Countess was desperate for an heir. All she needed was a young, beautiful, malleable, disposable girl who could be groomed as the wife of her charming but volatile son, Charles.


			She felt the weight of passing time pulling at her vitals and the tearing desire to have a grandson to carry on the family line. She also held the faint hope that a child would temper Charles’s heedless ways and cool the fire in his blood.


			The hard part was finding the girl.


			It would be best if she was from somewhere else. That way, there would be fewer complications and fewer questions. They were from far away, she and Charles, having relocated to Drom Manor some twenty years before, after a fire completely destroyed the country house in which she and her late husband had settled when they’d first come to England.


			Her adored eldest son, Nicolai, had died in that fire, and before that she’d lost her husband, her sister, and her only daughter. Too many losses, and too much lost time.


			So there must be an heir.


			Only recently had the Countess felt the pressing urgency to see it done. But there was no talking to Charles about it. He refused to listen, to be reasoned with. He would do what he would as always, subject to no one’s authority.


			But still, time was wasting, and the Countess didn’t particularly care what he wanted. She was ready for the struggle between them, but she would not back down from her determination to find a suitable wife for Charles. And he would father an heir with her whether he was amenable or not.


			The Countess believed in Fate. Fate had brought her to this place with this son at this particular time for this particular purpose. She fully believed that it was just a matter of time before Fate provided her with a suitable bride.


			So it did not surprise her when one afternoon, as she was contemplating whether she should take a more active hand in finding this fateful bride, she received a letter that contained the perfect solution to her problem.


			It was from a solicitor in London, short and to the point:


			I write on behalf of Miss Senna Landseth, to whom you are distantly related by marriage on your husband’s side (a cousin’s daughter). Miss Landseth is 18 years of age, recently orphaned, and has no recourse but to take up residence at the Kearnsgate workhouse unless a relative might, in Christian charity, offer her a home. I appeal to you in memory of her poor deceased mother to ask that very thing. Miss Landseth has all those attributes of substance to recommend her, and you will find her, despite the hardships she has endured, an engaging young woman, willing to learn to better herself and grateful for the chance to do so among those she might consider family.


			Fate was handing her the perfect bride, the generous gift of a deceased, distant, heretofore unknown relative, with all the points in her favor, particularly youth, innocence, and fertility. Hopefully she would be trainable, biddable, and grateful—ultimately she would be a rich man’s wife—if, as the Countess planned, she married Charles in due course.


			The Countess needed only to take this Senna Landseth in hand, educate her to be Charles’s wife, and finally see the culmination of all her plans.


			Such an elegant solution.


			It could only be Fate, she thought.


			But then she glanced up for a moment and her gaze caught the brilliantly colored painting over the fireplace in the small parlor where she sat, a portrait of her own dear sister just before she died.


			The Countess hated that portrait. She hated that not much time seemed to have passed between her sister’s death and this day. Yet, time seemed finite suddenly because Charles must marry and produce an heir.


			Soon.


			Here she had a candidate ready-made. It didn’t matter who this Senna Landseth was as long as she was even remotely presentable. She would come to live with them, she’d be grateful for all she’d be given, and therefore happy to marry Charles, with all the benefits that would come to her in that position.


			Several more months did not seem that long to wait.


			It seemed like forever.


			It would be forever if she didn’t take action and respond to that letter.


			The Countess impatiently rang for the butler.


			“My writing case, please. And the boy. I have a missive that must make the post coach this afternoon. Hurry.”


			Time seemed of the essence suddenly, words felt superfluous. All she needed to write was “Come.”


			And hurry.


			He didn’t remember London ever teeming with such juicy bodies. The thrumming blood, the rush of life, the thread of death luring him, testing his resolve. The beast always lurked deep within him.


			The thirst.


			He almost couldn’t walk through the streets, he felt so suffocated by a hunger he couldn’t have conceived of and almost couldn’t control.


			It taunted him. It had the power to seize every inch of his body with a bestial desire to devour unto death.


			Only an almost superhuman will and an iron determination kept his every bloody impulse in check. It nearly killed him not to overwhelm random bodies, drag them into secret places, and suck them dry.


			It seemed like a test of the beast in the man every day since he’d arrived in London and sought to establish himself legitimately—and secretly, so he’d leave no footprints to be followed, no questions to be answered.


			He inhabited the body of a merchant, an importer of objets d’art from the Far East, from primitive places he’d penetrated and explored.


			He called himself Dominick Janou and cultivated an image that was exotic and exciting, elusive and aloof.


			He could afford the best, and when he was in the skin of a man, it pleased him that he was returning to London so blatantly successful in his human life. And thankful for the dank, dark waterfront warehouses so necessary for business that caged and contained his secret life.


			Slowly, he settled in Town and built his reputation, insinuating himself into the social strata necessary for his plans. Slowly he developed the obdurate will to overcome the lure of all those succulent bodies he knew he would encounter—those luscious women with their alabaster skin, long swan necks, and beautiful pulsating bosoms. And the men, the men, the men—lean, long, muscular—or fat and corpuscular—all of them stupid and disposable.


			He knew he could not keep his presence a secret much longer. But while he had the luxury of time and all those throbbing bodies . . .


			It took virtually nothing to make the women love him: he was the very embodiment of the brooding, elusive, handsome lover, and women loved him, they wanted him. He wanted them to want him. It would be so much easier later on if they wanted him.


			How could he refuse them?


			But for now, it was enough that they yearned for him. They flirted with him, they engaged him in layered conversations in which they had no idea what they were really telling him, what they really wanted—or what he really wanted.


			He couldn’t, wouldn’t, give in to his blood-saturated nature. But keeping up the façade of a man was exhausting. It drained him, caused him to hunt at night, to take what he could find and leave the dregs.


			He was aware that if he wasn’t more careful, he’d become so cavalier about the hunt that he’d leave a trail and destroy himself.


			That was not the plan.


			He had been settled in London for four months when he finally determined he must begin to use his powers to take on his enemy on his enemy’s terrain and set things in motion.


			It only took a moment of fierce concentration, his will, and his domination of every instinct, and it was done.


			It was too easily done, that a monster could morph into mist, a fly, a bat, and in a breath take flight. He’d inherited all the powers of his Maker in that one life-changing bite. Reconstitution, transshaping, transporting, hypnotism, memory implantation—powers he’d been loath to use until now. But now, they could gain him an advantage as he prepared to battle the One, who was every bit as powerful as he.


			He soared aloft, tiny and dark-winged in a death-black night, heading toward vindication.


			She’d found her mark. In the midst of the crowd that surrounded her as she performed magic tricks with cards and coins, Senna saw the one—the innocent, gullible one whose eyes went wide with every simple sleight of hand.


			Or maybe he had something else in mind.


			No matter, she would use that too. She needed just enough of a crowd around her to entice him and shield her as she made her escape. Everything else, she’d prepared in advance.


			She beckoned the crowd. “Here, now. Who’d like to double his money?” She raised her arms and every eye followed the movements of her hands. She held up a small coin, manipulating it in her fingers, turning to show her audience. Then suddenly she snapped her fingers and it was gone.


			“You there”—she stepped into the crowd and found a bemused gentleman and tapped his chest—“look in your pocket.”


			The crowd leaned forward. The gentleman fished out two coins, held them up, and gave them back to her as the crowd applauded.


			“Now,” she said as she turned to the crowd and smiled charmingly, “who’d like to offer up a shilling to double his money?” Her brilliant blue eyes locked with the bright gaze of the mark. “You?”


			He nodded, came forward, and flipped a coin into her hand.


			“Ladies and gentlemen . . .” Senna showed the coin, then began her magical manipulations, snapped her fingers, and the coin disappeared.


			“Now, everyone, come closer.” She moved toward the mark as the crowd swirled around her. “And you.” She tapped the mark’s chest, bracing her hand as she again commanded, “Look in your pocket.” She pushed away, ducking under the bodies pressing in.


			She broke into a run, pulling off her hat and shawl, as she heard the expected aggrieved howl “She stole my money!”


			She heard the roar of the crowd and pounding footsteps scattering every which way as some of the onlookers took off after her.


			I can’t keep doing this, she thought, knowing that she would. It was how she’d lived her life for as long as she could remember. Sometimes when she was desperate, she found that a simple con yielded the quickest results. A shilling would buy a crust of bread, a sip of soup, and a bed for the night.


			Sometimes that was all she needed. She was a child of the streets, accustomed to sleeping in doorways, alleyways, the poorhouse, and sometimes behind a stove if she chanced to beg some kitchen work.


			Somehow, by dint of guile, luck, street-honed intelligence, and a gift for flimflam, she had managed to stay alive, clean, out of random men’s beds, and sometimes to even find employment.


			She was a gambler and a schemer and she knew it. She had to be to survive, and she had the wit and patience to perpetrate a con, not the least of which was her ability to perform simple magic, tell fortunes, and read palms. Those street tricks, coupled with her arresting looks, had kept her in ha’pennies for half her life, but now time was running out.


			She was too old to be cute, too streetwise to be captivating, too tired to keep running.


			It wasn’t that the old Gypsy hadn’t warned her. Mirya had not only taught Senna to read palms, but to also read the cards. And the cards clearly predicted the penurious long haul of the rest of Senna’s life.


			“It’s time,” Mirya told her. “I don’t need the cards to know you’ll be walking the streets faster than gilt off gingerbread if you don’t do something to change your future.”


			Senna decided she couldn’t just sit back and wait.


			A day or two later, after she’d spent the precious shilling, she cobbled together a few days’ work in yet another aristocratic family’s kitchen, peeling potatoes and scrubbing floors. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that she overheard some backstairs gossip about an indigent relation whom the family had invited to live with them.


			It seemed natural that she should conceive of the ruse of claiming kinship with a wealthy family, on the assumption that one or all of them must have a poor or disgraced relative somewhere on their family tree.


			They usually did.


			She hadn’t thought the idea would really work; she had taken her time in the planning of what was, at best, a long play. But she had nothing to lose, and it was something to do when in reality she could do little to better her situation.


			She had chosen her marks carefully and enlisted Mirya’s help for an address to take mail. She’d fully expected to wait for months, if not forever, for a response to her “solicitor” letter.


			The Countess Lazlaric responded so quickly, Senna was caught off guard.


			Suddenly and unexpectedly, everything was in play.


			“Come,” the Countess had written with admirable economy not three weeks after Senna had sent the fateful letter. “My husband’s cousin’s daughter should have a home. I’ll send a carriage.”


			It seemed just a little too fast, a little generous to a relation seeking alms. Instantly, Senna’s instincts made her wary—which warred with her feeling of triumph that her scheme had worked so expediently, and just the way she’d hoped.


			Why shouldn’t it? She was good at concocting stories. She ought not to be looking for a deeper reason why the Countess wanted her. The deception had worked. She had a home.


			Only . . .


			She had thought she was fearless. She felt utterly spineless.


			Or else the long, strenuous drive to Drom Manor was working on her nerves, giving her too much time to ruminate on a litany of everything that could go wrong, including that she hadn’t planned on being immured in the middle of nowhere.


			Or maybe it was the darkness that spooked her. The carriage had been waiting in front of All Souls Church at four in the afternoon, as the Countess had specified. Senna had thought it would be a trip of a mere couple of hours. She hadn’t expected to be traveling this deep into the night, until the moon was gauzy, the fog hovered low, and the chill in the air permeated her bones. It was a wonder the driver could even see the road.


			They’d been traveling for what seemed like hours, with only a couple of wildly swinging lanterns lighting their way. And the fog seemed to be getting closer, denser, as if it would swallow the carriage whole. There was something terrifying about rumbling through the dark with no end in sight and only a wizened driver who seemed older than time to depend upon.


			She could see only miles of darkness ahead of them, behind them, everywhere. She could wind up anywhere.


			The dark could eat her alive. . . .


			For the first time, it occurred to her she hadn’t planned the usual escape route should the ruse go wrong or if she was caught.


			But here, she was at the mercy of the dark, the driver, and the possibility that Drom Manor, like the Countess’s husband’s deceased cousin’s daughter, was just a figment of her imagination.


			High up on the ceiling in the small parlor of Drom Manor, Dominick had found some footing in an elaborate frieze where he could wedge his bat body comfortably without draining his energy and power.


			In just a few hours, he’d found that the Countess spent a fair amount of her day in the parlor, and that conversations reverberated so that he could clearly hear everything. It was perfect for his plans.


			He knew now that among her staff were a butler, a couple of maids, and a plain cook—all of whom came daily—and the stableboy.


			He knew that his brother had not changed in the twenty years since he’d gone, and that Charles was still as feckless, reckless, and explosively volatile as ever. But the heat in him was tempered now with a veneer of charm that was equally as dangerous because his bloodthirsty impulses had not abated in all this time.


			Nor had he been turned into a creature of the night, a vampire of the clan Iscariot, descendant of Judas, the betrayer. No, Charles’s bloodletting was all on his own, and Dominick perceived that the Countess wanted it that way for her own purposes.


			Just now, the Countess seemed inordinately distracted and impatient until Charles should join her for tea.


			She rang for the maid every ten minutes. “Is he here yet?”


			“No, mum.”


			“The minute he comes in.”


			“Yes, mum.”


			She paced. She was still vigorous after twenty years. Nothing showed on her face, no lines, no worry, and she had not aged. But she was agitated today when Dominick knew that normally she was bloodlessly calm.


			Charles must be up to something.


			Dominick instantly felt a devil’s ache to transform again, to hunt, to kill and drink of his enemy’s blood.


			“Charles . . .”


			He heard her voice from somewhere far away in his iron determination to keep tight and compacted on the ceiling. He had no idea how much time had passed, but he saw the table was now set for tea, and that it had gotten dark.


			“Such urgency,” Charles murmured languidly. “The maid fair shoved me in here.”


			“You’re only four hours late.” The Countess’s tone brooked no argument. “Sit. I need to talk to you.”


			“When don’t you?” He dropped into a nearby wing chair as the Countess continued pacing.


			“We’re back to the question of an heir.”


			Charles went still. “You may be back to the question—”


			“Exactly,” the Countess interrupted. “And so I’ve taken matters in my own hands. There’s a girl—”


			Dominick felt the shock even through his compacted body.


			A girl? Devil’s bones—a girl?


			Charles shrugged. “There’s always a girl, Mother.”


			“I haven’t met her. I’m hoping she’s as young, well-bred, and well-favored as her solicitor portrayed her. If she is, then you will court her and get a child on her. If she’s not, well—she’s an orphan and disposable. This you will do, Charles. I will have my bloodline carried forward before it’s too late. After that is done, I won’t meddle again.”


			Old fool, Dominick thought contemptuously, of course she will.


			“Well played, Mother,” Charles said after a while. “What if I don’t want her? What if we don’t suit? What if she can’t breed? What if she doesn’t want to? This is a foolish roll of the dice.”


			“You can make her want to, Charles,” the Countess said silkily. “And in favor of my plan—she’s an orphan, she’s the daughter of some distant cousin of my late husband, so she has some pedigree. And if it doesn’t work out, she won’t be missed. I’ll attend to that personally. No blood on your hands. It cannot happen any other way.”


			Charles slanted a glance at her.


			Up to his old tricks obviously, Dominick thought.


			“So let it not happen. I’m perfectly content to go on as I am.”


			The Countess stopped pacing. Her expression went cold and remorseless. “I’m not. Content for you to continue on this way, I mean. I want that heir. If you don’t produce—and there’s no guarantee that you will,” she added brutally, “rest assured, I have other ways.”


			Damnation—she’ll never stop. What she wanted, the Countess would have, and whatever got in her way, she eliminated.


			Even Charles. Who was as relentless as she was.


			And now the complication of a girl.


			“But I prefer that the bloodline pass through you.”


			And not through your monster son? Is that tainted blood, Mother?


			“She arrives here tonight,” the Countess added, dropping that little cannonball before she sat and poured the now cold tea. “And you will exert every one of your considerable charms to make her feel warm and wanted.”


			“Does she know she’s to be a broodmare?” Charles murmured slyly.


			“I had rather thought you might seduce her,” the Countess said bluntly. “We’ll seduce her. So much more acceptable than my just telling her.”


			“Why, Mother—such consideration is so unlike you. And how did you find this paragon?”


			The Countess sipped her cold tea. “She came to me, through a solicitor, seeking relatives who might take her in. I thought it was a perfect match, need meeting need.”


			“I will be predisposed to dislike her immediately. And now I need a drink.” Charles moved to a side table with a tantalus and unlocked it. “What shall we toast, Mother?”


			The Countess gave him a slicing look over her teacup rim. “We toast the regeneration of the Lazlaric blood, of course. There is nothing else.”


			It took every ounce of will for Dominick to hold to his perch and keep his surging rage coiled deep inside him while every muscle, impulse, and drive in him yearned to explode into life and foment death.


			An unknown girl to carry the seed, the blood, the life of his father’s line, through Charles? No!


			He forced himself to calm down, to keep the bloodlust from flooding his vision, so he could see clearly, to let the fury seep from his vitals as he suddenly comprehended the possibilities.


			Here was the perfect instrument of his revenge—the girl. Through her, he, Dominick, would kill the line. Fill the vessel with his poisoned seed and give her the curse of death instead of the gift of life.


			His compacted body began to shake with the pulse, the urge, the unfettered determination, to plunder and breed.


			Not yet, not yet.


			He focused on the Countess—the savior of Nicolai, her most beloved son who had wanted so desperately to die. The mother-destroyer. She owed him so much for the hell he’d traversed since.


			Kill the blood. He felt a deep satisfaction at the thought.


			It would kill her. It would be his judgment. He’d consign her to his hell. It would be a vindication of the death of Nicolai, and final rest at last.


			It felt perfect, ordained.


			He heard the sound of a deep, sonorous bell.


			A call to prayer, he thought. Or a call to the blood.


			The Countess looked up and Dominick almost believed she could see him hanging there.


			But no. Her every sense was focused on the arrival of the girl.


			A dog howled in the distance, and the bell sounded again.


			The Countess put down her teacup and rose as the butler entered the parlor.


			“She’s here.”
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			Chapter 2


			She was beautiful.


			There was no other word. Astonishingly beautiful and slender. Her clothes were work-worn but clean. Her hair shone like a raven’s wing, and her skin was creamy white. Her eyes were a defiant, sparkling blue and her dainty nose made a perfectly straight line down to her well-defined lips.


			She was luscious, fertile, and throbbing with life and fresh blood.


			Dominick stiffened. Not for Charles—never . . .


			She looked a little dazed, as if she hadn’t ever expected the journey to end and suddenly here were these strange people staring at her and no one knew quite what to say.


			Charles was dumbstruck, even Dominick could see it, constricted as he was above them.


			And the Countess couldn’t find a word to utter for a full minute.


			She was that beautiful.


			Charles would desecrate that beauty and leave her a sucked-out husk of herself. And he’d get an heir out of her too.


			Not if I do first, Dominick thought.


			The Countess shook herself and moved toward Senna, her hands outstretched. “Senna,” she said in a husky whisper. “You favor my cousin.”


			Senna didn’t miss a beat. “So I’ve been told, ma’am.” Her voice was clear and confident.


			She has no idea what she’s walked into, Dominick thought.


			“My dear husband’s cousin’s daughter,” the Countess murmured. “Where did you say she was buried?”


			“St. Bartholomew’s cemetery in the Cotswolds,” Senna replied. “Perhaps you’ve visited?”


			“I’m sad to say I haven’t. However, I’m pleased to welcome you to Drom.”


			“And I’m very pleased to be here.”


			What cousin’s daughter? Dominick had been so caught off guard by the complication of the girl, nothing else had registered.


			No, wait—that was the story the Countess had told Charles moments before.


			But no matter what circumstances she devised to explain the girl, it was clear the Countess had brought this little lamb for Charles to slaughter because she wanted an heir that badly.


			And now she wanted to excise the taint through Charles’s blood.


			And if that was her plan, then she would have to excise him—Dominick—again. Let her try. Now he’d seen the vessel, and he was determined to steal her from Charles.


			He’d have to stay at Drom, of course. Which meant he’d have to transform again. He couldn’t keep his body this constrained much longer. He’d nearly crippled his muscles getting to Drom in the first place because he hadn’t been all that certain of his transporting powers. Then, maneuvering his exhausted bat-body down the chimney had been excruciating.


			He only had to hang on just a little longer.


			He homed in on the Countess, who was offering food, drink, and a seat to a tired guest.


			“Yes,” the Countess was saying, “Charles and I are the sole occupants of the Manor. As you’ll see tomorrow, there’s plenty of room. Whitton, our butler, saw to your things. Meantime, you’ll have something to eat and then we’ll let you rest.”


			Damn Charles—staring at her like she’s a piece of cream cake.


			Dominick felt himself ruffling with fury. The bastard. If he follows her to her room . . . damn—I’m losing my hold.


			He felt himself falling and he heaved his body outward with immense difficulty. He swooped into a high-slicing glide, only just avoiding a free fall, a mere breath of movement in the air.


			Everyone’s attention had centered on the butler, who entered with a tray.


			“A bowl of soup and some nice fresh-baked bread,” the Countess announced. “Something light for you tonight after your travels.”


			Senna met her gaze head-on, then she looked at Charles.


			Don’t let them hypnotize you, my pretty. Be very, very careful.


			After a long moment, Senna lifted her spoon. There was no escaping those eyes. She felt a shot of jubilation. The scheme had worked and her journey had ended as it should have: at this fairy tale of a country house.


			She dipped her spoon into the soup. It was thick with vegetables in a nice salted broth, and after such a daunting trip, it was comforting.


			But still—these people were strangers, and this was the biggest hoax she’d ever perpetrated. It had brought her straight to the middle of nowhere.


			She resolutely ate and kept her focus on the food. With the two of them watching her so intently, she felt a little uneasy after the interminable journey, the unexpected son, the shadows, the fog, the cold—and all the unexpected questions. She’d thought she’d never get past questions tonight when she was too tired to embroider the lie, yet the lies rose to her lips with the fluidity of truth.


			She’d made this bed herself; no choice but to sleep in it. After all, such a complicated deception offered no guarantees.


			At least she’d felt welcomed by the unexpected warmth of Drom Manor as it illuminated the darkness when the carriage finally turned into the driveway. The house itself wasn’t overpowering either. It stood, from what she could see in the dim light, two stories high, foursquare and symmetrical, with every window on the first floor warmly lit.


			It was everything she could have wanted, an elegant house oozing wealth and the scent of beeswax from the moment she stepped into the front hall and the Countess took her hands. She had little time to notice the grand staircase, the richly hued Persian carpets on all the floors, the crystal chandeliers, and the gold-framed paintings on the walls.


			It was hardly the backdrop for an orphan of the streets. It was opulent, yes, but so far away from anything. She wished she had known that.


			The Countess was speaking now about rest from the wearying trip, and Senna tried to focus.


			“I wanted to make things as easy as possible for you tonight,” the Countess said, rising. “Charles will show you around tomorrow, of course, but meantime, your room . . .”


			She motioned Senna up the broad staircase, with Charles right behind. Dominick trailed them, skimming the air high above their heads, watching as they escorted Senna to a room at the end of the second-floor hallway.


			“Here we are,” the Countess said, thrusting open the door and encouraging Senna to enter.


			She stopped short on the threshold, totally beguiled by what she saw: the tester bed covered in rich velvet, the plump pillows, the tufted chairs, the lit fireplace—all unaccustomed luxury, and all for her.


			She almost felt guilty. Or was it a rill of elation? She walked in slowly as Dominick swooped into the room and grabbed hold of the doorframe.


			“Things will look a little brighter in the morning,” the Countess promised from the threshold below. “I know it was an exhausting trip. Charles?” He lingered for a moment, his heated gaze caressing her face.


			The door closed behind them.


			Dominick heaved a deep breath, released the tension from his body, and spiraled down to the floor beside Senna, an incandescent mist swirling at her feet.


			Senna didn’t notice. She perched at the edge of the bed, stroking the coverlet. Dear heaven. Didn’t indigent relatives sleep in the nursery or scullery or something?


			And then there was Charles to wonder about. The Countess had said nothing about a son in her letter. A handsome, obviously eligible son. She’d said it was the two of them living here. The two of them. And now the “poor relation.” Senna didn’t feel all that poor enveloped in the velvet duvet of an unbelievably soft feather bed.


			She must make it clear to the Countess that indigent relatives earned their keep.


			But what if it turned out the Countess had something else in mind? Something to do with Charles.


			She couldn’t let him be an issue. The Countess had offered her a home and it was Senna’s duty to discover what she could offer the Countess in return. From the look of it, she certainly wouldn’t be polishing furniture or sewing in the servants’ quarters.


			Then what?


			The question kept her awake a long time. She was almost certain she hadn’t slept when a pounding at the door caused her to jolt upright, her heart thrumming.


			“Miss?” a high-pitched feminine voice called to her, completely at odds with that heavy fist.


			Oh, lord, morning maids too? Senna just managed to get to the door, open it a crack, and poke her head out.


			“Good morning, miss.” The girl was unforgivably cheery at this hour of the morning. “The Countess invites you to join her for breakfast in the small parlor, miss. Do you need some help dressing?”


			“No, thank you,” Senna murmured as she closed the door. This was too much—indigent relations did not rate maid service.


			Nor the deliciously hot water in the ewer, which had unobtrusively been brought into her room while she’d slept. Or her second-best dress freshly pressed and hanging on the built-in cupboard door she hadn’t noticed last night.


			There was a lot she hadn’t noticed last night, she found. She hadn’t noticed the bank of windows overlooking the gardens or the little tables scattered here and there, convenient for a book or a pot of tea.


			Her plan had worked too well. It worried her. Fifteen minutes face-to-face on arrival was no true test of her acceptance by the Countess. There would inevitably be more questions. There might even be subtle tests to prove Senna was whom she claimed.


			Did the Countess even care?


			She might see the advent of an unknown and needy relative as a means to obtaining an unpaid companion, given she was an elderly woman, more or less living alone, and irrespective of her handsome son.


			That probably was the way to play it, Senna decided. She could read, so they might spend hours immersed in a good novel; she could converse on general topics of interest if necessary; and if desperate for some alternative way to entertain, as a last resort she could read the cards or the Countess’s palm.


			Or maybe not. That reeked of the street, and that was the last thing she wanted. It occurred to her suddenly that she had been unusually careless about the consequences of this deception. Or maybe she’d been so giddy her long shot had worked, she wasn’t thinking with her usual sharp wits about what came after.


			She hadn’t given the least thought to what would happen if the Countess caught her, if she needed to get away quickly and secretly. She had no way out, she realized suddenly, and the most important thing for a successful con was an alternative plan, a necessary escape route.


			She knew why too: she’d been so utterly stupefied by the elegance and wealth the furnishings in the hallway alone represented that every other concern had dissipated into a dizzying euphoria at having pulled off the deception.


			And now, she’d endure the next test: breakfast with the Countess. She needed every ounce of concentration and every strategy she’d ever learned to convincingly play this role.


			The maid directed her to the small parlor at the rear of the house, where the doors stood open invitingly. Senna could see it was just as opulently furnished as the rest of the house. The Countess was already seated in a wing chair that was turned away from the harsh morning sun flowing in through the windows.


			Senna made certain that Charles was not present before she entered the room, a swirl of mist trailing behind her. “Ma’am?”


			“Come in, come in. Everything is laid out on the table. Help yourself and come sit by me.”


			Everything meant warming trays with eggs, ham, bacon, toast, scones, oatmeal, jam, butter, fruit, and tea. Senna took a deep breath, dished out some food, and steeped a cup of tea. Then she gingerly made her way to the chair opposite the Countess, who was nursing a crust of toast.


			Dominick swirled his way under Senna’s chair, invisible as a breath.


			“I hope you slept well,” the Countess said.


			“Tolerably well,” Senna answered without thinking, busying herself with stirring sugar into her tea. “And you?”


			“Of course,” the Countess went on as if Senna hadn’t spoken, “the first night in a new place may make one feel uncomfortable. Nothing is familiar. There are strange sounds. You don’t know your way around. But”—she sipped her tea—“that will pass.”


			She looked up at Senna and smiled, and Senna covertly studied her face. There was nothing to fear there—the pale white, unlined face; the deep set, pale blue eyes; the somewhat prominent nose; the thin old-lady lips. She was dressed in high-collared black bombazine topped with a thin black shawl, her graying hair tucked beneath a widow’s cap. She wore no jewelry, nothing superfluous.


			“What if it doesn’t?” Senna asked suddenly, boldly—stupidly, even. Or maybe she was looking for a way out before she even made the commitment.


			Dominick swirled impatiently under the chair.


			The Countess smiled again, although this time it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “How can you know if you’ve only just arrived?” she asked gently.


			No arguing that point. “Of course, you’re right,” Senna murmured.


			There was silence for a few minutes as she ate with real gratitude. After a lifetime of awful food, the beautifully fried eggs, the perfectly browned toast, and the lovely crunchy bacon tasted heavenly. She tried not to greedily devour what was on her plate.


			She suddenly became aware of the Countess watching her.


			“So,” the Countess said at last, “it must be comforting to be among family.”


			The fiction continues.


			Senna’s every instinct prickled. “Yes, it is.”


			“They were about to send you to Kearnsgate, the solicitor wrote.”


			“They were. Though I might not have gone.”


			“It’s not a place for a beautiful young girl,” the Countess murmured with some sympathy.


			“I’ve always earned my keep,” Senna said sharply.


			“Well, of course.”


			“And I wonder if you’ve considered how I might”—Senna searched for a tactful phrase—“repay you for your kindness in taking me in.”


			“Had your mother ever discussed family?”


			Senna went very still. The question she’d dreaded.


			Maybe she hoped the paper-thin lie would become the truth without any qualifications.


			“She never wanted to discuss family,” Senna said finally, hoping the answer seemed probable. “There was just something about family that one didn’t ask.” She invented fairy tales, after all. One couldn’t run a good ruse without a good story. She just had to be careful not to overdo details and hope there was just enough truth in the lie that the Countess wouldn’t question any of it below the surface.


			“She had made a clean break, after all,” Senna went on, making it up as she went. “And in such an atmosphere, one did not ask. But, when she was dying, she . . .”


			“Of course,” the Countess murmured sympathetically. “She’d hope even a long-disconnected cousin might offer to help. One does have one’s pride. I know how hard it was for you to ask.”


			“It was very hard,” Senna murmured. “Truly, it was a last resort . . .”


			A tear would do now, clever girl. Even the bloody Countess isn’t immune to tears.


			“Still, now you’re here, I understand you might feel some hesitation,” the Countess went on. “But, as I said, that will pass as we get to know each other better. And after all, you really have no other recourse, do you?”


			The cold-blooded bitch, hemming her in with guilt.


			“No,” Senna said slowly, feeling the verbal smack of the ruler, a subtle reminder of what she was and to whom she was beholden. Charity always came with strings; but she mustn’t forget she had willingly put herself at the Countess’s mercy.


			There was only one tack to take after that.


			“I’m truly grateful,” Senna went on. “I could have woken up in Kearnsgate this morning instead of here at the Manor. I only wish to be useful to you.”


			She’s already planned what use you can be, my pretty.


			“And so you shall be,” the Countess said. “I have something very specific in mind.” She held Senna’s gaze for a long moment. “But you must excuse me now, my dear. I tire so easily in the morning.”


			She rose up, pulled her shawl over her head, and nodded to Senna. “We’ll talk more later.” And she glided from the room.


			Senna sank back into her chair. Just like that? A welcome, a chiding, and good-bye? She could almost believe she’d imagined the whole conversation.


			But then, there was the part about the Countess’s having something “very specific” in mind for Senna.


			Senna suddenly had a pulsing sense that someone was watching her. She bolted from her chair, scanning the room for something, anything, she’d missed.


			The sense of a presence was so strong, so pervasive. It could be anywhere—the room was furnished wall to wall with tufted sofas, chairs, occasional tables, heavy curtains at the windows, and who knew what cubbyholes in which someone could hide.


			Or perhaps someone lurked in the gardens, visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows and accessible through double glass doors.


			Who could it be?


			She caught a movement out of the corner of her eye as she made her way into the hallway. A shadow? Dust?


			The maid. It had to be the maid. Or that butler—Whitton? And there was a cook, obviously.


			Even so, the house felt eerily deserted.


			This is crazy. This beautiful house. This very agreeable old lady who hardly asked any questions at all.


			Senna felt as if she’d ducked an arrow.


			What am I thinking?


			I need a way out, just in case.


			I’ll just . . . go outside and see what I can see.


			She pulled the door open just a crack and wedged her body out into the chill morning.


			The sun glare almost blinded her. Shielding her eyes, she moved into the curve of the driveway and turned to look at the house.


			In daylight, she saw it was built of brown stone, set low to the ground, and surrounded by trees, lawns, gardens, and bushes denuded now by the winter cold. An arched stone was molding over the double-door entrance, with just a faint hint of a medieval castle in the crenellated roofline at the corners.


			Shadowed against the sun with the morning wind blowing dust all around, the house seemed both imposing and isolated. But surely Senna only felt that way because it was so far from London and so new.


			She had nothing to fear. The Countess seemed to have accepted her story—and her—and now they’d form a routine, perhaps go to Town now and again.


			As she started walking back toward the house, someone grabbed her waist from behind. She wrenched her body in the opposite direction as dust blew up all around him, obscuring his vision, hampering his breathing. His grip loosened as he coughed.


			It was him, Charles. A split second of hesitation gave her the opening and the momentum to run. Senna went on and on until she rounded the long corner of the Manor, heading for the carriage house and stables.


			Nobody there. No way out. She couldn’t drive a carriage or ride a horse anyway. How could there be nobody there?


			She scrambled out to the dooryard, where, suddenly, in the middle of the nearest gardens, a figure appeared, shrouded in black, hooded, and moving like a dirge across the landscape.


			A gardener, surely, protecting himself against the sun. Someone who could help her. She started to run toward the figure, her feet hitting small hard objects. A rough gust of wind pushed her forward and dust swirled around her, blurring her vision.


			She suddenly couldn’t see.


			She couldn’t . . .


			But I saw—and I transposed her successfully from there to here, nightmare to reality—even if she doesn’t yet understand.


			“She’s like that in the morning,” a voice said from a distance.


			Senna looked up, feeling disoriented and sun-blinded, and for a moment as if she’d been in the midst of a nightmare. But, no, she was still seated in the small parlor. The Countess had just departed and Charles was lounging in the doorway.


			Senna shook herself. She was in the house; she wasn’t dreaming. It was Charles on the threshold, and he was as real as the figure in her dream who had grabbed her.


			Except that hadn’t been real, had it?


			This Charles did not seem threatening in the least.


			“She tends to be abrupt when she needs her nap,” he added. “You’ll get used to it.” He dropped into the wing chair the Countess had vacated. “Did you enjoy your breakfast? Can you cook? Our cook specializes in very plain fare. You could be very useful there. You did say you wanted to be useful?”


			He was too charmingly innocent by daylight, and too handsome for his own good, with his dark, roguish hair and his direct, pale blue gaze so like the Countess’s. He was too sure of himself on top of that and too ready to please.


			Was this the real Charles? Or was he the Charles who had scared her witless moments ago?


			She couldn’t shake the sense that it had been real, that someone had chased her. But she must have imagined the whole thing.


			“You eavesdropped,” she accused him as she realized what he’d said.


			“Did I? I should think that would be very bad manners. The Manor is not a bad place, Senna. I’ll grant you it’s not a great piece of architecture, and it’s fairly small and isolated by country-house standards, but it came at a good price and Mother was lucky to find it. We’ll take a walk after breakfast—dare I ask what there is for breakfast?”


			Your blood and guts on a silver salver, brother betrayer.


			Charles peered at her plate. “Oh, God, the usual. Cook comes from the village every morning, you know. It’s the same thing every day. Ah, well, scones and tea again.” He turned to her as he poured his tea.


			Senna watched him carefully. He was being just as charming as cheese and exerting himself to be pleasant and reassuring.


			Don’t . . . trust . . . him, Dominick willed her.


			All she had to do was forget the dream and put away her reservations and charm him back.


			It was easy to do with the bright sun pouring in, and everything warm and cozy. Finding a way out didn’t seem so critical anymore.


			Don’t listen to him.


			She’d imagined her gut-scared dash outside, and her conversation with the Countess seemed more fraught than it had really been.


			“The woman cannot make a decent pot of tea,” Charles was saying. “I think now that you’re here, we must make an effort to at least find someone who can do a decent tea.”


			She really had pulled it off, Senna thought with just a little feeling of wonderment. Even Charles seemed convinced. The unexpected son was actually no more a threat than a puppy dog. He might even turn out to be her savior.


			He took a futile sip of his tea, set it down, and held out his hand. “Come. Let me show you around the Manor.”


			Dominick had transfigured his body back into the bat shape in which he was most comfortable, and now he glided above them, tightly controlling his urge to take Charles and commit mayhem on him. The bastard.


			Charles was coming to grips with the idea of marrying Senna and having a child with her. Well, he could grip all he wanted, Dominick thought grimly. Charles was in for a battle, and this was just the opening play. Sometimes being a monster had its advantages.


			Charles took her first to the library, which was at the back of the house, opposite the small parlor, and filled floor to ceiling with books, comfortable chairs, and a desk anchoring the center of the room.


			“Help yourself anytime. The previous owners were avid book collectors. Do you care to read?”


			“I actually thought I might read to your mother,” Senna said.


			Dominick almost fell off the bookshelf where he’d perched.


			The mother from hell creates her own fiction.


			“I’m sure she’d like that,” Charles said. He plucked a random book from the shelf. “Ah, Dickens. That should take forever.” He opened it and a piece of paper fluttered out.


			Senna reached for it before he did, but he snatched it from her hand and turned to replace the book on the shelf, his face drained of color.


			She dearly wanted to ask what was printed on the piece of paper that clearly caused him such strife.


			Charles took her arm and led her out into the hallway as if nothing had happened. “Come, the music room next.”


			It was just beyond the library and more sparsely furnished than the other rooms. There was an out-of-tune piano, and chairs lined the walls, suggesting that at one time the room had hosted musicales and guests.


			Senna ran her fingers over the keyboard.


			“Do you play?” Charles asked.


			“I pretend,” she said, yet another of her many “talents.” She struck a chord and rolled out a harmonizing melody line. “You see?”


			“I see,” Charles murmured.


			You’re blind, Dominick muttered to himself.


			Senna continued playing.


			“What do you think the Countess has in mind for me?” she asked idly. “Besides reading novels, I mean.”


			Charles’s pale gaze focused on her hands. “Maybe she’s thinking I’d marry you and have children.”


			Senna crashed the keys. “Are you asking?”


			Charles quickly covered himself. “No, I was jesting.”


			You were testing, you bastard.


			She tapped out a simple melody.


			“Is the thought so awful?” he asked silkily.


			The blood roared in Dominick’s veins, fury swelled through him, and he didn’t think, he reacted. He dove down, clipped Charles’s forehead, and vanished in a flit.


			“Good God, what was that?” Charles touched his forehead and wiped away a pinprick of blood.


			Dominick roared into the shadows. The blood he coveted, the blood of his line, his brother, his redemption, his death—he could almost see it, touch it, taste it—and he could do nothing to ameliorate the driving need to take it and avenge himself.


			He could see all the considerations playing in Senna’s mind as Charles stared at the smear of blood on his fingers. Her eyes darted from him to Charles’s jacket pocket where he’d stuffed that mysterious paper.


			It wasn’t enough to hover in the shadows, waiting for the moment. Dominick needed to force the issue and manipulate the play. His first message wasn’t quite enough, it seemed.


			He followed closely as Charles took her outside.


			“Do you ride?” Charles asked her.


			“Circumstances did not permit,” she answered blithely. “I would love to learn.”


			They walked out into the dooryard and toward the winter-bare gardens. Just as in her dream, her foot kept hitting things, rocks, she thought, until she saw that scattered all about were the bodies of small animals.


			“I think I’ve seen enough,” she murmured, tugging on Charles’s arm.


			He caught her hesitation, saw what made her cringe. “Oh, the damned fox again. He’s been an absolute plague. I’ll get after the groundskeeper. You should never have seen that.”


			He steered her back in the opposite direction, making light conversation as they returned to the house.


			He took her through the rest of the quarters, gave her time to admire the furnishings, the paintings, the decorative items. He even knew to a farthing how much it all was worth.


			Senna took careful note. She never knew what might be useful in a con, and she’d been too careless already. A small piece of rare porcelain or a silver goblet could be converted to money in a pinch. The thought emboldened her as Charles escorted her back to her room to rest.


			She lay in bed, her mind racing. The idea that Charles had floated, that his mother might have it in mind that they marry, rolled around in her mind. It would be a hugely successful finish to a truly well played deception. The happiest ending, complete with handsome prince, his Cinderella delivered by her own devices right to his front door.


			It made too much sense. Charles had been dead serious, even as he’d pretended he wasn’t. She had to decide how far she was willing to take things.


			By her own morality, as far as she could, though she’d never contemplated the idea of a husband as the final reward for her cleverness.


			Although maybe she hadn’t been so clever. There were things to be wary of at Drom Manor: the Countess’s too ready acceptance of Senna’s story, for one. The Countess could very well have her own agenda. Marriage and a grandchild might be the least of it, or, if the Countess knew Senna was lying, the whole purpose.


			But that didn’t wash either. A family of this social stratum would not seek out an impoverished relation as a possible bride. It didn’t make sense.


			Nevertheless, she’d passed the first hurdle—she’d gotten in the door. The rest would be revealed in due course.


			At dinner that night, the Countess said, “I should like to tell you a little about your immediate family.”


			“She means us,” Charles interpolated.


			They were seated at one end of a long mahogany table in the elegant dining room just across the hallway from the parlor. The table was set with fine china and silver and illuminated by candlelight.


			Dominick hovered in the shadows, wondering what the Countess would say.


			Whitton served the meal with the help of the cheery maid who had summoned Senna to breakfast. Soup first, an elegant vichyssoise; then a leg of mutton with vegetables, steamed potatoes, and freshly baked bread.


			“We’ve lived here for more than twenty years,” the Countess began as the meal commenced. “Originally, our family occupied my husband’s family seat, a very commodious country house near the coast. My sister came to live with us there. And then my husband died. And subsequently my sister. And then our daughter. I don’t believe I’ve finished grieving for them yet.


			“There’s a painting of my sister in the small parlor you might have noticed. And then”—the Countess looked at Charles for a long moment—“the house burned down. My oldest son, Nicolai, died in that fire. It was almost unbearable.”


			“Mother adored Nicolai,” Charles said. “She adores me, of course. But he was the eldest. He was golden. She had such high hopes.”


			“Now they’re all pinned on you,” the Countess added acerbically. “We never did find out how the fire started. It was very mysterious. It happened in the summer, you know. It wasn’t as if there were a clogged flue or a fireplace left unattended. There was just no explanation.”


			Truly there was, Mother, Dominick thought viciously.


			“Nor could we rebuild. The cost was prohibitive. So we had to leave”—the Countess’s voice caught—“leave the ruins, leave Nicolai. My dear boy. But luckily we found Drom and we’ve been settled in here ever since.”


			“I see,” Senna murmured, just a little chilled by the Countess’s matter-of-fact accounting of what had to have been an immense tragedy.


			“So what I had in mind for you,” the Countess went on, “if you’d be so kind . . . I want to write my memoirs, and I’d like you to take my dictation and ultimately transcribe it into a manuscript.”


			Senna felt a letdown that was almost as sudden as falling off a cliff. Take notes? Every day? About the Countess’s dead family and burned-out life?


			“Of course,” she agreed anyway. “It would be my pleasure.”


			“Good, then that’s settled.”


			But as Senna got ready for bed that night after another half hour of meaningless conversation over evening tea, she felt even more disconcerted by the whole tenor of the day. She considered how Charles’s suggestion of the Countess’s motives had nothing to do with reality.


			Taking dictation was not what she’d expected, but the task was hardly onerous. She could be of service to the Countess in a way that obligated her to no more than decent penmanship and the patience to listen. Charles’s presence at Drom didn’t mean anything after all.


			She settled into bed, thinking she ought to be grateful. But was she truly grateful to build a new life on a falsehood? She’d done that all her life, though, so this was no time for her conscience to hiss with disapproval.


			The problem was that this situation was too good to be true, and her instincts were on alert.


			Was the problem the random flits of movement on the wall she’d noticed recurring? Or was she just disturbed by the thought of the kind of fire that could burn down a country estate? Or the dead husband, daughter, sister, and son? That many deaths in so short a time, in one family, in one place, seemed suspicious.


			There was a faint scuffling sound in the hallway. Footsteps, she thought.


			She was dreaming again; she had to be.


			Then she heard a deep yawling sound in the distance. Eerie, like the deep keening cry of an elephant, echoing somewhere far beyond the walls, the fields, the sky.


			No, she was imagining it. There was no other explanation.


			Dead silence filled the room suddenly, long and protracted.


			She waited, listening. Then, a papery whisper sounded faintly, high in the ceiling. Like flies, buzzing . . .


			A saint couldn’t sleep. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, her feet coming down hard into a swirling mist covering the floor.


			She stopped. What on earth was she doing? The Countess had told her what it was—the odd sounds and creaking and cracking of a house she didn’t know.


			Don’t let that comfort you, Dominick thought.


			And it could be the nearly invisible household help in what seemed to be an eerily empty house. Even now, maids could be taking clothes to be pressed, water to be heated, cleaning rooms like elves in the night, surreptitiously opening and closing doors so as not to wake anyone.


			None of that commonsense reasoning reassured her.


			Then she heard it again: the deep elephantine bawl echoing all over as if it came from the mouth of the devil.


			She couldn’t just lie there listening to the noises, imagining the worst, and hoping to fall asleep. She reached for the nearest candle, but hesitated.


			What am I doing?


			Something. I’m doing something. I can’t lie here and do nothing.


			A moment later, she opened her bedroom door to complete darkness.


			That gave her pause. There wasn’t a candle or a sconce lit anywhere. Everything was still and dead silent, as if a moment before there hadn’t been a terrifying animal sound.


			She propped the door open and lit another candle, which she placed on a table. Light, faint as it was, was much more comforting than anything her mind could conjure up.


			And why weren’t Charles and the Countess up and about investigating the noise?


			It was so dark, and the sudden silence was so stark. Fear skittered along her veins as she made her way carefully down the hallway.


			Doors angled inward in little alcoves along the corridor, revealing beautifully furnished bedrooms, she saw, as she opened them one after the other.


			She closed another bedroom door and wheeled around abruptly at a high-pitched screaking sound.


			Dear heaven. Anyone’s imagination would run wild, skulking in the dark by candlelight. She should not be sneaking around like this. She felt as if shadows were watching. She felt the heavy weight of a ghostly presence again.


			This was no better than huddling in the dark in bed.


			She reversed direction and headed back down the hallway toward the glow emanating from her room. Dust swirled at her feet. Dust everywhere, following her, trailing after her.


			Her feeling of urgency escalated. She was almost there. The thin shaft of light was a beacon straight ahead—and she barreled right into a solid body.


			Her heart stopped and she dropped the candle. She heard herself scream and then felt two hands grasping her shoulders.


			“Senna!”


			The voice was real, the hands were corporal, and the face was sepulchral, hollowed out in shadows.


			A ghost.


			The dust swirled around her, choking her.


			“Senna.” His voice was calm. She had to stop shaking or he’d hold on to her forever.


			“I’m . . .” She coughed slightly and swallowed hard. “I’m all right.”


			He relinquished her shoulders and picked up the candle.


			“Were you looking for something?” Or, his tone implied, someone?


			“I thought I heard a noise,” she choked out.


			“The old mausoleum creaking and groaning, maybe,” Charles said easily. “Nothing to be scared of.” He handed her the candle and turned her toward her room. She blinked, whirled around, and he was gone, vanished into the shadows as if he’d never been.


			She held up the candle but all she saw was shadows.


			She paced away from her room slowly. This was beyond strange. Drom at night was rife with mystery. Where had Charles disappeared to?


			She turned back toward her room, feeling with every step that someone was watching her. Resigned, she entered her room and stopped dead in her tracks, her heart dropping to her feet.


			Something was draped over the foot of her bed.


			Something she recognized instantly: the shawl that the Countess had worn this morning. And caught in the fine knit was a folded piece of paper, a flash of white in the dim candlelight.


			Senna froze. There was no reason for the shawl to be there unless the note tangled in the threads was meant for her to find, to read. It looked just like the note that Charles had snatched away from her in the library.


			She moved forward, inch by inch by inch, listening, feeling. The palpable sense of someone in the room was almost overwhelming.


			No matter. She touched the shawl and lifted up the edge closest to the note. She folded the note over so she could read it:


			I’m watching you.


			Nicolai


			Nicolai—the Countess’s adored older son. Nicolai—the son who died.
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