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Author’s Notes
The word “Chyne”, used throughout this story, is more commonly spelled as “chine” today, and describes a steep sided river valley where the river flows through coastal cliffs to the sea. Its origin comes from “Cinan”, the Saxon word for gap or yawn. Chine is mostly used in central Southern England, especially the Isle of Wight, where there are nineteen chines, amongst which are the tourist resorts of Blackgang Chine and Shanklin Chine. In the past, they were much appreciated by smugglers and pirates for the shelter and concealment they offered on dark and stormy nights. Sadly, most chines are being constantly eroded, and many are now little more than small gullies leading to the ocean.
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Prologue
An estate somewhere in Mid-Europe - late 1700s…
Her hair flamed in the candlelight, a flicker of red that shone brighter than the jewels around the necks of the other women. Each time he glanced into the massive ballroom, the flash of color caught his eye.
Other men were attracted too—moths to the flame. She danced with anyone who asked, heedless of protocol, ignoring the occasional frowning stare tossed her way by a wallflower.
She was elegant and lithe, her body beckoning the unwary to capture her, hold her close for a brief instant of time.
In an unusual fit of whimsy, he thought that she could have been a moonbeam in her creamy silk gown, had it not been for the slash of brilliance coiled atop her head. She was attending in the entourage of some minor Margrave, an overly obsequious lesser functionary whose sole purpose in life was to bolster the importance of Count Rogas, their host for this event.
The Count himself had performed his one duty dance with his wife, then retired to the card room, leaving the assembled throng to the music, the dancing and the flirting—an inevitable part of any such soiree.
Given that Rogaška was a huge and opulent near-palace, there were plenty of people left to enjoy themselves, and the Count’s absence was barely noted. Certainly not by her. Nor the several hundred other guests as they whirled through the dance, watched by the man standing in shadow outside a huge open window.
In spite of the crowds, his gaze inevitably found her. Thérèse Osmočescu. The beautiful red-headed Thérèse. And when her gaze collided with his, he nearly lost his breath. He’d expected a green glitter to shine from beneath her eyelids.
He was wrong.
She neared him, coming ever closer, and he fought to suck air into his starving lungs, choking down the bolt of lust that speared him as she fixed him with her gaze.
Her eyes were blacker than midnight, her irises indistinct from her pupils. They were so unexpected, so unusual, that for a moment or two he almost drowned in their shadowed depths. The massive ballroom splintered into a million shards of light, paling and shimmering next to those deeply disturbing eyes that pierced him to his groin and beyond.
His cock hardened as she walked towards him, not a word yet spoken between them. His skin heated then dewed with sweat and he swore he could detect her scent—even hear the swish of her gown against her thighs. She was a moving symphony of sexuality, a softly swaying invitation to sin.
And at this moment he wanted to fuck her more than anything else in the world.
Jadranko Čzaplinek ran his tongue over lips that were suddenly dry and stared as the object of his obsession drew nearer, a slight, teasing smile playing around the lush curves of her mouth.
She was definitely headed his way, and his mind struggled to absorb that fact. He was nothing—a minor landowner looking for a sponsor. No more than that. His presence at this function was a fluke, her interest in him astonishing.
When she held out her hand toward him, his heart nearly stuttered to a halt. But he took it nonetheless and drew her through the window onto the stone balcony. Surprisingly cool, her fingers lay across his palm—a kiss of chilled flesh against his heated skin. He shivered involuntarily and gazed uncertainly at her as she drew closer still, folding her hand around his. “I’m…”
“Ssshh.” One icy finger touched his lips, silencing him. “No words.”
He smiled at the slight accent that threaded through her speech. It was charming, appealing and heightened her sensuality.
Her hair caught a stray flicker of light, burning like an ember when exposed to a draft. There was a fire burning in her eyes as well, and Jadranko could only follow where she led. Now he was her captive, trailing the moonlit silk of her gown as she made her way through formal gardens, past hedges and fountains, and into the less well-tended section of the estate.
As if by instinct her feet found the path, and she sped to her goal—the small bandstand that sat deserted now in a clearing within the forest. Stepping inside, she released his hand and turned, leaning against one white painted column.
“I want you.” She spoke and the words flew to him on a breath that grazed his cheek with cool sweetness.
He swallowed. “Me?”
“Yes, you. Jadranko Čzaplinek.” She smiled as she carefully wrapped her tongue around the complicated syllables. “See? I know your name. You were watching me. I could feel your eyes on me.” Her laugh was light and carefree. “A woman always knows when a man is…interested in her. She can tell what he wants.”
“She can?” Jadranko found he was panting, though they had not exerted themselves. Not yet, anyway.
“Oh yes.” She raised her chin. “You want me, Jadranko. You want this.”
His lungs seized as she grasped handfuls of her silken skirts and slowly raised them higher and higher until he could clearly see the bright red curls that shielded her pussy. Catching the dim moonlight, they burned as hotly as his blood.
“You want this, don’t you?” She purred out the question, parting her thighs very slightly to emphasize her statement.
Jadranko nodded. “Yes.” His cock was pressing harshly against his trousers. He wanted her all right. He had done so ever since he first set eyes on her.
“Then take it, Jadranko. On your knees and worship me first. With your mouth. I like that.” She settled herself more comfortably, gown held high, thighs and hips a white gleam in the shadows.
More than willing, Jadranko dropped to his knees before her, letting his hands slide over the pure shining skin of her legs. He eased them apart to reveal moist and swollen flesh. Her scent teased his nostrils and the little sigh of pleasure she gave was music to his ears.
He bent to her and sank his mouth into her pussy.
This was truly a miracle of unheard-of proportions, and Jadranko obeyed the urging of his desires, feasting on the cool body of Thérèse Osmočescu until she was heaving with arousal against his face.
He was in heaven.
- - - -
Thérèse smiled as hot lips sucked ferociously at her cold pussy. Her senses were aroused, her juices flowed and a delightful lassitude spread through her body. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, relishing in the sensations this energetic young man was producing.
He had been a good choice. An outsider, not part of a large circle or group of guests at the ball. Unlikely to be missed by anyone, certainly not until she was long gone from this place.
She felt a tingle, a tensing within her sheath, and reached for his head, pulling his mouth away. “More, Jadranko. I need your cock now.”
How biddable he was—how ready to fuck her. Within seconds his cock was freed from his imprisoning trousers, a hard and aroused length, swollen purple at the enlarged head. Just right to give her pleasure as they fucked.
“Mmm.” Thérèse smiled once more as he stepped between her legs and slid his arousal through her juices. So that he would be in no doubt of her intention, she lifted one leg, allowing the inside of her thigh to brush upward over his now-naked hip. Trousers in a wrinkled puddle around his feet, Jadranko groaned as he sought the entrance to her sex, his cock rooting hungrily through her flesh.
“Lift me, my strong Jadranko. Lift me so you can fuck me deeply. Be with me in the flames.”
Willingly his hands cradled her buttocks and without hesitation he took her slight weight, raising her to exactly the right height. Her breasts grazed his coat, the roughness of the simple fabric abrading her sensitive nipples through the fine silk. It was but another step in her arousal.
This was what she craved, needed with a desire so fierce it nearly choked her. She had desired it at regular intervals for nearly a hundred years now.
And when it came from a handsome young man like Jadranko, so much the better. Her last time, several months ago, had been with a not-so-handsome partner. The smell of the stables had been all over him and had clung to her nostrils ever since. She’d had a hard time getting the taste of him out of her mouth.
But this one? He was perfect.
With one supremely accomplished thrust he took her, sinking his cock deeply inside her body. She could feel the heat from each ridge and valley along its hard length. It warmed her, filled her, drove her wild with desire, lust—and hunger.
Risking a glance at his face, Thérèse saw his eyes close and his lips part as he began to pound into her, seeking his own release but managing skillfully to encourage hers as well.
Oh yes. He was good.
She let herself go, enjoying the feel of him fucking her, and the knowledge of what was yet to come. She ignored the hard wooden column against her spine, and barely felt the night air against her buttocks. It was all about her inner sensations and her need—to orgasm.
To survive.
He was close, very close to his peak now, as was she. Sweat beaded up on his forehead and she licked it—her first taste of him. Sweet yet salty, he was as richly satisfying on her tongue as he was between her thighs.
His muscles tensed and his lips grimaced as his orgasm began.
It was time.
Thérèse released the darkness within her, fighting back a shriek of delight as her fangs emerged.
Jadranko exploded in her dark heat with a groan of pleasure, hammering his hips against her and driving her wild as his groin abraded hers with each stroke.
She soared high—higher—until she reached her peak and shattered into a million pieces.
The scream broke free and she cried out—just as she sank her fangs into Jadranko’s neck and bit him.
His blood pulsed into her waiting mouth and down her throat, filling her with heat and passion and desire. Her muscles spasmed as her lips sucked, a rhythmic counterpoint that finally quenched her thirst.
He staggered, his softening cock slipping free of her body, and she slid to the floor, standing once more in front of him. And still she drank. The sweetness of his blood was nectar to her starving soul and she wondered if she’d ever get her fill of him. Sadly she knew he would die long before such a thirst could be sated, but it would be enough—enough until the next time.
Suddenly a blast of sound disturbed her.
People—there were people coming toward the bandstand through the woods. People laughing, chattering, carrying lanterns—they’d see…
Thérèse ripped her fangs from Jadranko’s neck and let him fall in a heap. There was no time to ensure his death. No time to conceal his remains for the wolves or animals to devour.
No time.
Flushed with her feast and angry at her carelessness, Thérèse Osmočescu fled the small building, returning to the ball from another part of the gardens. She stayed only long enough to gather her cloak and make her farewells. The gentlemen were sorry to see her leave, admiring the bloom of color in her cheeks, but she would not be denied. An emergency, she’d said. The servants would see her safely home.
And as her carriage disappeared into the darkness of the forest surrounding Rogaška, something crawled to the densest shadows in the wilderness and sought solitude.
It had once been Jadranko Čzaplinek.
Now it was a vampire.
Chapter One
England, ten years later
“There’s a storm at sea.” Jacob Trethearne stared out over the ocean as it reflected a shiny sliver of moon from choppy wavelets.
“Indeed there is.” Sidney Chesswell joined his friend at the edge of the stone parapet. The wind stirred his thin hair and he pushed it away impatiently. “Won’t come this way though. It’s headed east, I’ll be bound.”
Jacob chuckled. “In the forty-odd years we’ve known each other, Sidney, you’ve never been wrong about such things. I’ll take your word for it. I still should be leaving though, storm or no.”
Sidney sighed. “I suppose so. I’m glad you had the chance to visit.” He would miss his old friend. St. Chesswell would be quiet once he had gone. Their day together had been a most pleasant break in his routine.
“You should remarry, Sidney. You’re still young enough to get yourself an heir.” Jacob turned away from the sea. “Do you really want all this—“ he waved his hand around him, “to go to that wastrel second cousin?”
Sidney smiled patiently and walked to the glass door through which both men had come earlier to smoke their cheroots. “Don’t start that again, Jacob. You know I’ll not remarry. Not in this lifetime.”
Jacob moved through into the snug parlor and watched as Sidney closed and latched the doors. “She is probably dead, you know.”
Sidney nodded. “I know.” There was no more to be said.
Jacob took his leave, promising to visit again soon and as Sidney had expected, his home grew silent once more. He tugged on his greatcoat and moved to the front door, opening it with a heave on the ornate handle.
“Sir?” Old Cheverly, his butler since he assumed his title, appeared immediately as if awaiting this moment and raised an eyebrow at him.
“Got to breathe, Cheverly. Got to breathe. It’s stifling in here.”
“As you wish, sir. I’ll be leaving the latch off for you then, shall I?” With the ease of a long and comfortable association, the butler respectfully passed his employer his hat. He had been with Sidney Chesswell, man and boy. He, of all people, knew of Sidney’s need to “breathe”.
And breathe he did. Heedless of the wind that had picked up considerably, Sir Sidney strode down the narrow path to the Chyne and the stairs that would take him to the beach. His pace was that of a man half his age, and in truth his appearance gave the lie to the records in the local church. Yes, he had been born close to three score years before, in this very parish. Only his white hair would attest to those years, however. The rest of him was in very good shape indeed.
Except for his heart. That had been irreparably broken the day Josephine left him.
The memories flooded back at Jacob’s words, swamping his thoughts with remembered images. Josephine laughing, Josephine riding with long black hair flying free in the wind, Josephine naked on their bed—and Josephine crying.
She’d laughed less and cried more as their life together continued, until finally she’d left, taking Sidney’s heart with her. Mercurial, highly-strung and nervous, her moods changed as rapidly as the skies over St. Chesswell’s Chyne, and it wasn’t long before Sidney knew their marriage was doomed.
He couldn’t love her enough. Or perhaps he loved her too much. Either way, he couldn’t hold her. One morning—one bitterly cold November morning—he’d awoken to a sense of unease, of knowing something was wrong.
It was. Josephine had gone.
He’d never loved another woman since then. And he’d never seen Josephine again.
Absently, Sidney avoided the rippling waves at the water’s edge as he strode along the beach. The wind was stronger now, forcing him to stop and settle his hat more firmly. His coat flapped freely, lifting like the sails of some landlocked vessel anxious to set sail.
Casting his memories aside with an oath, he walked on, turning his thoughts to his latest find—a unique and ancient copy of the Egyptian Book of the Dead. This parchment, alleged to be a copy of the original papyrus, had cost him a small fortune, and Sidney was convinced it would be worth the expense.
His knowledge of the occult would be increased tenfold and perhaps his powers might be enhanced. He could even hope that one of his spells would be successful, even though he hadn’t quite managed to get an incantation working yet. He would persevere. Chesswells always did.
Of course, not many Chesswells had devoted their studies to the unearthly, the unreal and the supernatural, even though legends of the same circulated around St. Chesswell’s Chyne like a flock of seagulls over a school of fish.
The “Curse” was only one of the many tales that time embellished into myths. Sidney refused to believe that red-haired women brought terrible changes to the place. It was far more likely that a bad love affair had started that particular tale.
Sir Sidney Chesswell disdained the title “warlock” or “wizard”. He regarded himself as a scientist exploring the unseen world he was convinced existed all around him. He’d read the scholarly treatises on the world of spirits, absorbed as much knowledge as he could find on the power of the human mind, and had attempted to meld these with the readily available folklore to create his own form of magic.
He knew of the light and dark sides to forces beyond his comprehension, and he believed strongly that both God and the Devil existed. There was no avenue of pursuit closed to him, because he was a man with an open mind.
And, indeed, an open door. But few availed themselves of it, and he relished his solitude and his studies, letting the world pass by his isolated portion of it. He needed few servants since he entertained so little, and even then only old friends who would not expect luxury. St. Chesswell was off the beaten track, and the Chyne scarring the coastline was barely accessible to adventurous beachcombers, let alone walking parties of geologists interested in studying its formation.
No, Sidney Chesswell had what he desired most—his privacy. And he guarded it fiercely while he delved into the mysteries of the supernatural.
The night held no terrors for him. He often walked the beach at this hour, enjoying the glitter of the night sky as it sparkled off the glassy waves lapping at his feet. This night was no different, except that the waves were choppier—an indication of how severe the storm out to sea had been.
This section of England’s southern coast was protected by the cushion of land known as the Isle of Wight. It took the buffeting from the fury of the English Channel, leaving only a pale echo to pound on Sidney Chesswell’s private beach. But the currents were strange entities, working according to a schedule of their own. Sidney had often found varied oddments washed up along the shore…clear evidence of yet another victim of Neptune’s fury.
Further west along the coast, smugglers were probably at work. For them, a night like this was a blessing, and a chyne a place of safe-haven. But not here. Not St. Chesswell. This stretch of water was well traveled by the revenue officers, and a regiment of the King’s Own was quartered not many miles from this very spot. Too close to allow any self-respecting smugger the peace of mind he’d need to operate efficiently and in secrecy.
The only traffic in these waters was legitimate, ferries to and from the Isle of Wight, and occasionally a large sailing ship or warship heading into the safety of Southampton Water. In times past there had been ships sailing to and from France, but now…
Sidney sighed. His thoughts had circled back to Josephine, since it was on one of these ferries that she’d stolen from his home and his life, returning to her native land and—according to her note—the one man she had truly loved.
That had hurt Sidney the most…knowing this quicksilver woman had only wed him for his title and his money. Not that she’d had the chance to abuse either. Their union had lasted all of two years and although he’d been happy loving her, she had never really returned his affection to any great degree.
He could accept this now, so many years later. He could not, however, quench the pain or fill the emptiness. He was reclusive and liked it. He had no interest in pursuing the life of a dilettante, or in bedding other women. He cared not whether he was talked about, only that he be treated with the respect his title deserved. He did his best to make sure his tenants and servants were well treated, and knew the local folk by name. The vicar had given up urging him to attend Sunday services, simply nodding politely when they passed.
Some might view Sir Sidney Chesswell’s life as empty. Others might wonder at his reluctance to live at all, at least by their standards. The man himself didn’t care one whit about any of their opinions. His life was exactly as he desired.
And this night it was about to change—permanently.
- - - -
An hour must have passed while Sidney walked his solitary trail along the beach and back, and the sparse lights of St. Chesswell were clearly visible when he noticed something along the high water line.
A large bundle, perhaps clothing washed overboard during the offshore storm and tangled with debris to end up soiling his pristine property. He sighed.
Then—incredibly—the bundle moved.
Sidney’s breath caught in his throat then gusted between his lips in a harsh grunt. There was an arm, a hand scrabbling in the pebbles. It was a man.
Hurrying over, Sidney marveled that this orphan of the storm was still alive. “Sir, good God, sir…can you speak?” He lifted the man’s head free of seaweed strands and watched as his eyes opened and he coughed. “Careful, man. You’re probably full of seawater. Easy now.”
The man’s skin was cold, clammy with the salty dampness of his clothes, and Sidney reached for his neck to check his pulse.
He couldn’t find one.
Sidney blinked as the man’s eyes opened slowly and focused directly on his face. “Where am I?”
The voice was accented, slurred a little and Sidney eased the soaked head back down cautiously before answering. “You are in England. The south coast. On the shore of my estate, St. Chesswell.”
Dark eyes considered Sidney, their color indistinguishable in the shadows of the night. Clouds scudded across the sky, obscuring the moon momentarily, and Sidney shivered. There was something about that gaze…
The man coughed again and his chest heaved as water spurted from his mouth. “Your pardon.” He wiped his lips with his hand.
“’Tis no matter. You need help. I live nearby—let me get you dry clothes and food.”
There was silence for a moment, then a sound that might well have been a laugh. “I will accept the offer of clothes. But I do not think you would find my acceptance of food very healthful.”
Sidney was about to respond with a question when the moon reappeared. The man was lying still, his gaze fixed on Sidney’s face. But something had changed—his expression perhaps. Whatever it was, it stopped Sidney in his tracks.
Slowly, the man parted his lips revealing two long teeth. They shone in the muted glimmer and Sidney knew immediately who—or rather what—had washed ashore this night. “You are—you are one of them. The undead.”
In the blink of an eye the man moved, swiftly grasping Sidney by the throat. “What do you know of us? Are you one as well? Is this really England?”
Sidney choked, the grasp of the large hand uncomfortably tight and threatening to cut off his breathing. He gasped for air. “I have read…things…“ Another gasp and the fingers eased their pressure slightly. “I have an interest in such matters. I am not one of you, and…yes this is England.”
“And you are not afraid?”
“Of course I’m afraid. But you could have killed me already.” The hand released Sidney’s throat and he absently rubbed the soreness with his own. “Why have you not fed from me? Drained me of my life fluid? If you were going to, you probably would have done it by now, not considered an offer of dry clothes.”
A deep sigh emanated from the ragged man. “I wish to end my existence—not feed.”
“You fell overboard. I would say that was coming close to answering your wish.” Sidney felt a tingle of anger. This young man had so much and yet wished to die.
“I didn’t fall.”
Sidney paused at that. “You tried to kill yourself?” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Don’t think that would work, lad. You’re already undead.”
“I have no home. No family, no friends. I have nothing. I am nothing. What else is there?” He stared at Sidney. “Tell me, old man. Tell me if you know anything of these matters—for pity’s sake—how can I end this torment? How can I finally die?”
Chapter Two
It was very late.
Sir Sidney Chesswell sat in his favorite chair in front of the barely-glowing embers from last night’s fire and considered his “guest”.
The man had cleaned up very nicely indeed with just a towel and a spare dressing gown. Young—although given his nature that might be misleading—he looked to be in his late twenties. His hair was dark, but not so dark as to attract undue attention.
His eyes did that.
Irises so black that they blended with his pupils, giving him an unnerving stare and an unusual feature that would be remarked upon should he interact with others. His speech was cultured, he spoke English with the slightest of accents and it was a pretty safe bet that sometime in his past he’d been a member of the aristocracy.
Sidney nodded to himself. It was time to find out. “May I ask your name?”
Full lips curled into a bitter smile. “Once upon a time it was Jadranko Čzaplinek.”
“And if I may be so bold, would you share some of your story with me?” Sidney glanced at the windows. “Before dawn arrives. I assume you prefer the darkness.”
Čzaplinek inclined his head. “I do. I can tolerate small amounts of daylight, but the full light of the sun is anathema to me.” He sighed. “Just one of the things I lost through my own stupidity.”
Sidney raised an enquiring eyebrow. “Surely you did not choose to become what you are?”
“Of course not. What I did choose was to fuck a woman. And I chose foolishly, allowing myself to be attracted by her sexuality, her heat, her body. I paid no attention to her.”
“Young men seldom do.” Sidney could have pointed out an amazingly similar parallel in his own life but decided not to. This was Jadranko’s story, not his. “You said your name was Jadranko.” He stumbled a little over the pronunciation. “If I am correct, that is a Romanian version of Adrian?”
“Close enough.” Jadranko shrugged.
“Then Adrian you shall be. Easier for my old tongue to pronounce and less unusual in this neck of the woods.” He smiled. “But please…continue your story?”
Jadranko—no, Adrian now—stared into the dying fire. “She was all flames and savage passion and she devoured me. Literally.” He glanced up at Sidney. “That, in essence, is it.”
Sidney bit back a laugh. “Well, you certainly know how to condense a story into its fundamental points.” He sobered. “How long ago?”
“Ten years, give or take.”
“Good Lord.” Sidney was stunned. “How have you survived?”
“I haven’t. Survived, that is. In case you failed to notice, I am dead. That which was me is now possessed by a demon of the darkness. A creature from Hell, bestowed upon me by a vicious succubus of a red-haired temptress.”
Sidney shook his head gently. “Wrong, my dear Adrian. You are quite wrong. You are not dead, as we use the term.”
The newly-christened Adrian lifted his head and looked straight at Sidney. “I’m not dead?”
Sidney felt tears gather at the back of his throat and swallowed them down hastily. The pain he could see in Adrian’s eyes was almost overwhelming. He couldn’t begin to imagine what life must have been like for this young man in Europe over the last ten years.
And something deep inside Sidney responded to Adrian. They shared a similar pain, a similar loss. Both men pretty much considered themselves dead, albeit in different ways. Perhaps—they could help each other.
“I don’t believe you’re dead in the regular sense of the word, Adrian, no.” He noticed the first rays of light blooming into the darkened sky. “But dawn approaches. You need rest. If you would accept my hospitality, I have rooms I believe would suit you. They have few windows, and are heavily draped. Old buildings such as this tend to be drafty.”
Adrian looked around him. “’T’would be an unaccustomed luxury, I’ll confess, and one I would enjoy.” He stood and bowed correctly to Sidney. “My thanks, Sir Sidney. I will accept your offer. For this day at least.”
“Good, my boy, good. Let’s go and see if the rooms suit. I expect they’re a bit dusty…”
Sidney Chesswell led his new vampire guest through the silent corridors of St. Chesswell and saw him settled in one of the empty suites. They had fallen into disuse because they were so dark, but in this instance Sidney was glad of it. “Sleep well, lad. We will talk more when you are rested.”
“Thank you.” The words were spoken awkwardly, as if they had been unsaid by those lips for many years.
“Think nothing of it.” Sidney left the room and closed the door, reminding himself to let the servants know not to disturb Adrian.
Then he sought his own suite of rooms. He had much to consider.
A plan was forming in his mind—and his heart. A wild and risky plan, yet one that would bring a little pleasure back into what remained of his life. There were details to be resolved, issues to discuss and a lot of talking to be done.
He stared at his bed and accepted that he was exhausted. Yet there was an exhilaration running through his veins in unaccustomed glee. He had a task, a challenge before him, the likes of which he’d not imagined in his wildest dreams.
Sidney turned his back on his inviting bed and quit the room. He was seeking his sanctuary, the study that overlooked the ocean.
It was there that he kept his most precious possessions—his books. And it was there that he found the one he was looking for…a fifteenth century grimoire written in almost undecipherable Latin.
It dealt with the creatures known as Mortuus Victus.
The Dead Who Live.
- - - -
Her hair dazzled him, shards of flaming heat that pierced his eyes. He watched her helplessly, unable to look away.
As he had done for close to ten years now, Adrian tossed in his sleep, moaning a little as images of Thérèse plagued him. A vision that was as fresh and as distinct in his mind on this day as it had been the day after she had “turned” him to the darkness.
A part of his mind knew what this vivid nightmare meant—he would need to feed soon. She always appeared to him more strongly around the time his body began to crave fresh sustenance.
He wished he knew more about the whole process. About how he had been made and how he could be un-made or at least die. All these questions danced in the back of his mind, but in his somnolent state she danced in the front of his mind, obliterating most everything else in the way of coherent thought.
She moved before him as she always did—naked and sensual, an invitation that could not be ignored or declined. There was no music and yet he could hear a melody in the movement of her limbs as they sinuously wrapped around her own body, stroking, caressing—gliding over skin he knew too well—all silk and cool cream.
She spun and twirled and touched her breasts, a smooth slick of her palms—no more—but it was sufficient to arouse her nipples and send a bolt of lust through Adrian’s body to his loins. His cock was growing harder by the moment and the urge to take her, to plunge his swollen length into her cool pussy and ravage her, built inexorably within him.
He felt the strain of his need lying solidly down one thigh, rigid evidence of her presence within his dreams. He was somewhere between wakefulness and sleep—in a twilight world where temptation played and evil knew no boundaries.
Adrian sighed as Thérèse slid her hand slowly down over her abdomen to the icy red fire that glowed between her thighs. Long white fingers threaded through shining red curls and she spread them apart to reveal the glistening shape of her clit, which stood out wetly from her swollen pussy lips.
She smiled, a gleaming white spread of teeth, and made sure he saw her fangs as they protruded over lips as red as any ripe apple. He knew what was to come—and it wasn’t him.
She beckoned and sure enough a figure appeared. As if drugged, the man—he was a pale blond this time—staggered into Adrian’s vision and collapsed at Thérèse’s feet. His cock was solidly erect and with much sensual writhing, she sank down and straddled it.
Adrian could almost feel the embrace of her velvet sheath, the touch of her thighs and the grasp of her fingertips. She made sure he could see the shining length of cock as she raised and lowered herself on it. She gleefully shared the pleasure she was experiencing, her mind playing tricks with Adrian’s and arousing him to the point of painful ecstasy.
Finally she broke, shuddering into her orgasm and turning her head to stare into Adrian’s eyes at that exact moment. Then she lowered her head, and without breaking eye contact, she bit into the neck of her victim.
Adrian howled silently, his cock rigid and aching, his mouth opened wide and revealing his own fangs. He hungered for her, and for the blood she was taking. Maddened by the twin desires he struggled against himself and—as always—awoke, a cry trembling in the back of his throat. He was erect and throbbing and—as always—unfulfilled.
How he kept his sanity was a mystery to him at moments like this. He sobbed for breath and gulped in air, wishing just for once he could either come and relieve his desires, or sleep without dreaming.
He’d tried masturbation after the first dreams began, but within seconds of waking his cock would soften, leaving the ache of unrelieved arousal behind. The only thing that could harden him to the point of orgasm other than the dreams was the act of feeding. Then he could bring himself to climax and release his pent-up yearnings. He would not fuck his prey. He dared not.
Adrian wished he knew if this was customary for his kind. He had nobody to ask. He’d been forced to find his way blindly for the past ten years, doing his best not to kill and yet driven by forces he did not understand to prolong his own existence.
He hated rendering his victims unconscious, taking as little of their blood as he could, and then fleeing the site of his “crime”—never knowing if he’d gone too far and killed by mistake. It was a terribly sordid life, a subculture he’d been compelled to live in, and one that he abhorred.
Looking around him now, he realized it was the first time he’d awoken in a proper suite of rooms in more years than he could remember.
He had certainly found a welcome at St. Chesswell. And possibly a friend in Sir Sidney. Maybe there was still a miracle left in the world with his name on it. And maybe it was time to go and find out.
- - - -
“That will be all, Cheverly. We will have a tea tray later. Nothing else.”
Sidney ignored the frown on his butler’s face. He was dismissing the entire concept of dinner and offending not only Cheverly but probably his kitchen staff as well. He didn’t care. This night was important, too important to be concerned about mundane issues such as food.
“I take it that meals are unnecessary?” Sidney glanced across at the man leaning casually against the mantelpiece, to see him nod his head in agreement.
“Very well. Please be seated and we shall talk.” He waited. “I’ll get a crick in my neck if you don’t sit down. Stop looking so nervous, Adrian. There is much to discuss and some of it might be to your liking.”
With a shrug, Adrian sat in the matching chair and crossed his long legs. The clothes Sidney had obtained were a good enough fit, clinging to long muscular thighs and revealing the strength of the body they covered. Adrian was a very good-looking man indeed.
His black basilisk eyes remained fixed on Sidney’s face, and Sidney was in no doubt that Adrian needed to talk—and to listen. There was still pain and suffering in those dark depths, but perhaps there was a flicker of hope too. Or maybe Sidney was just reading his own wishes into Adrian’s gaze.
He marshaled his thoughts. “You have been in this condition for ten years now, am I correct?”
“Yes.” A short word of agreement, clipped and precise.
Good. “And you were…made…if I may use that expression, by a woman?”
“Yes.”
“Then we shall assume that she was an experienced vampire. One who knew how much of your blood to take, and how much to leave.”
Adrian shook his head. “That is an unwarranted assumption. I remain convinced to this day that had she not been interrupted, she would have killed me. After I had…after we had…” Adrian’s voice faltered.
“Come along, man. These are facts we must discuss. I am no prurient busybody. I am a scientist. Tell me as much as you can—use whatever words you must—but tell me.”
Adrian looked away. “If you must have it all, then so be it.” He swallowed. “After we had fucked and I had spent my seed within her, she did not break away. She did not release me, but continued to feed, to drain me. I became lightheaded, my vision blurred and I thought I would vomit. That’s when I heard something—noise, people—I don’t recall exactly.”
He shifted in his chair and glanced at Sidney as if asking for permission to continue. Sidney tried to pour encouragement into his expression, but said nothing.
“I collapsed and everything dimmed around me. I-I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think—I wanted darkness, craved it actually.”
Unconsciously his fingers scrabbled against the arms of the chair, and Sidney had no difficulty recognizing the crawling movement.
“I managed to creep into the shadows of the forest. I don’t know how long I stayed there, but eventually I recovered into the beast you see before you.” His lips curled in self-disgust.
Sidney stroked his chin. “So you were, in effect, a mistake?”
Adrian snorted. “Some mistake. But probably…yes.” He licked his lips. “I survived. I don’t know how or why, but I do remember finding prey in the forest.” Another grimace of self-disgust. “I always enjoyed a good meal of fresh-caught game. I do not enjoy it this way.”
Sidney waved his hand dismissively. “Look, you survived. You did what you had to do. Tell me of now. How often do you feed? How do you feel? And most importantly, tell me about human blood and how it affects you.”
Adrian turned his head and Sidney caught his breath for a moment at the translucent beauty of the young man’s features. He must always have been handsome, but his new condition had brought a luminous and incandescent glow to his face.
For the only time in his life that Sidney could ever remember, his cock stirred in response to the presence of a man. The overwhelming awareness of Adrian as a sensual spirit bypassed the concepts of mortal sexuality.
Adrian was a walking invitation to sin.
And Sidney Chesswell was about to make an outrageously sinful suggestion.
Chapter Three
“What?” Adrian’s jaw dropped and he stared at Sir Sidney.
“I want you to feed. From me.”
Adrian shook his head, speechless for a few moments.
“I’m serious, Adrian.” The old man leaned forward. “You clearly cannot take much blood from me—I don’t have lots to spare. And you can only do this once, since I am not willing to die beneath your fangs.” He pierced Adrian with an intense stare. “I am offering you a chance to sate the hunger you feel. And don’t tell me you don’t feel it right now. I can sense it.”
Adrian gulped. “How? How can you sense my…my need?”
Sidney leaned back in his chair again, relaxing a little. “I’m not sure.” He paused as if in thought. “Do you know who St. Chesswell is?”
Adrian shook his head.
“Well, St. Chesswell was a monk who lived in this place centuries ago. It was rumored that his interests were not quite as ecclesiastic as they should’ve been, and his studies got him exiled to a small hut next to the Chyne that bears his name.”
“His studies?”
Sidney chuckled. “Yes. He studied the black arts, which wouldn’t have gone over very well with his Abbott, I should imagine.”
“I should think not.”
“St. Chesswell wasn’t a necromancer, however. He simply had an insatiable curiosity into the mysteries of nature, and thought the darker side of people’s beliefs had just as much right to be part of his studies as did the teachings of his Church.”
“A man of great perspicacity.” Adrian’s interest was caught and held by this strange little story.
“Indeed. Well, as the tale goes, one stormy night the earth moved and released a great evil from the depths of the Chyne. The local villagers became its prey and they died, felled where they stood by the creature’s foul breath.” Sidney paused.
“What sort of creature?” Adrian breathed out the question.
Sidney grinned. “Great tale, isn’t it? Don’t take it literally. Anyway, to continue—St. Chesswell was among the few unaffected and he managed to cause a landslide which blocked the creature’s stronghold, entrapping it beneath the surface once again and saving the community.” He chuckled. “Who were appropriately grateful and sanctified the poor man after his death. Lot of good it did him at that point.”
Adrian couldn’t stop the smile that followed Sir Sidney’s tale. It was a rather rusty smile, and for a second Adrian thought perhaps he’d forgotten how, but no. There it was. And it felt good.
“Well, the point of all this local lore is that St. Chesswell’s Chyne developed a reputation for its association with the mystical, the magical—and even the satanic—from that point onwards. We Chesswells have amassed an interesting library on the dark arts over our generations as stewards of the Chyne, and your humble servant is no exception.” He graciously inclined his head.
“So you are knowledgeable about these matters in a way unusual to men of your…your position?” Adrian struggled for the right word.
Sidney shrugged. “It’s more than a hobby for me. More than a pastime. I am no magician, Adrian. I am a scientist with a thirst for information. And I too have a boundless curiosity.”
He straightened in his chair. “I have read much of your kind. Of your needs, your hungers, your desires. I have dismissed that which I consider to be hyperbole. But there remains a fundamental truth—you exist. You move as a mortal moves, think as a mortal thinks, do all the things mortals do, with very few exceptions. And when you hunger—your eyes reveal your need.”
Adrian blinked. “They do?”
Sidney nodded. “Yes.” He stood, and Adrian stood with him, some reflex making him responsive to this gentle man with his amazing mind. “So that is why I am suggesting you feed from me.” He reached for his cravat and tugged it loose, baring the soft and lightly tanned skin of his neck. “There is one other thing.”
“What is that?” Adrian’s head was buzzing a little. The scent of Sir Sidney’s blood was too near, and his hunger erupted within him like the red flames of an inferno. Truly his need was burgeoning, helped along by this unusual conversation.
“This feeding will, I believe, bind us to each other in a way unique to your kind.” Sidney reached out a hand and rested it on Adrian’s shoulder. “I would ask that once you are sated you give serious consideration to staying here.” Sidney paused and moved closer, tilting his head and revealing the throbbing pulse at the base of his neck
“Stay here, Adrian. Stay with me. As my son.”
- - - -
Sidney watched Adrian’s face as the impact of his words sank home.
The hunger he knew was there remained, but became tempered with surprise, astonishment and finally—oddly to Sidney’s way of thinking—grief.
The black eyes filled with glistening tears and Adrian swallowed, still staring deep into Sidney’s face. “Do you know what you are saying? What you offer?”
Sidney nodded calmly. “Yes. I have spent the last hours thinking of nothing else. I am alone, Adrian. As alone as you—albeit for different reasons. I have need of an heir to secure St. Chesswell for the future. I can offer you sanctuary here, and a name. A life of sorts.”
He sucked in a breath. “It will not be all to your advantage. I ask that you be a son to me, and also a companion. We understand much about each other that the outside world would not comprehend. I wish to explore your condition. I shall possibly ask you for your blood. I have some ideas, some things I would like to try.”
Sidney tried to gauge Adrian’s response. “Will you permit this?”
The younger man tore his gaze from Sidney’s face and turned, stalking across the room and running his hands distractedly through his hair. “I don’t know what to say. How to answer.”
“’Tis simple.” Sidney responded quietly. “Say yes.”
“Have you thought this through?” Adrian could not, apparently, say such a small word without qualifying his response.
“I have.” And indeed Sidney had. The pieces had fallen into place very neatly—almost as if designed by an unseen hand to complete the puzzle that was Adrian’s and Sidney’s lives.
“I shall announce that my wife has passed away in Europe and her dying wish was to reunite me with my son. I shall produce you and show you off with all due joy and fanfare. I shall also mention that you have contracted an unfortunate ailment that makes you susceptible to the damaging effects of sunlight. Thus you will be excused daytime appearances. I shall be congratulated, you will be lionized for a time, and probably fussed over by those who believe that all evil emanates from Europe.” He grinned. “We can thank Napoleon for that.”
Adrian nodded. “’Tis a well-thought-out notion.”
“And from now on, I shall devote my researches to your condition, in an attempt to resolve it.”
“Resolve it?”
Sidney remained focused on Adrian. “Yes. When we met on the beach you asked me if I knew how you could die. I don’t. I would rather help you live. But if I cannot do that, I shall attempt to at least answer your original question. I shall try to find out if there is any way for you to die. Fair enough?”
He extended his hand to Adrian, hoping and praying that his argument, simple and succinct as it was, would be sufficient to persuade this…this vampire…to become his son.
In making this offer, Sidney Chesswell had finally acknowledged his own loneliness and the emptiness of his life. He did not feed on the blood of helpless victims like Adrian. He fed on the knowledge in ancient tomes instead. Neither man was complete, both men needed more than the sustenance they received.
Sidney could see how clearly they needed each other. Could Adrian see the same thing?
When Adrian’s hand came out to clasp Sidney’s with cool fingers, Sidney heaved a sigh of relief.
Adrian had seen the opportunities that lay ahead for both of them, and recognized the benefits of Sidney’s plan.
With a firm handshake, the matter was sealed and two futures were forever altered from their original destinies.
Now it was time to undergo the first experiment.
It was time for Adrian to feed.
- - - -
The world spun dizzily in Adrian’s head as he stared at this man who was offering so much more than Adrian ever imagined he’d possess again.
A name. A life.
It would not be easy, nowhere near as easy as Sir Sidney made it sound. Adrian knew it and knew that the other man knew it. But the fact that he was willing to try, to want this enough to create the whole crazy scheme—something stirred inside Adrian’s heart and made him long to be the son Sidney Chesswell deserved.
“You should feed now, Adrian. While the hunger is still within your control.” Sidney’s voice was businesslike. “Am I correct that this is so? You can control this urge up to a certain point?”
Adrian nodded. “Yes. I need this sustenance no more than three or four times a year. That is the bare minimum for my survival. I would like it more, of course, but I dare not indulge those wants. If I wait too long then my thirst becomes uncontrollable and I take…too much.” He closed his eyes for a moment, praying once more that he’d never actually killed.
“There are so many things I do not know, Sir Sidney.” It was an anguished cry from his soul, and Sidney recognized it as such, acknowledging it with a fleeting brush of his hand against Adrian’s arm.
Adrian felt comforted. “I should warn you that feeding seems to be allied with…with certain responses…physical responses…” He stumbled.
Sidney was unconcerned. “Yes, my reading material made the connection between feeding and sexual arousal quite pointedly on many occasions. Do not be disturbed, Adrian. We are both men. We have both been aroused on many occasions, and will be again, God willing.” He smiled ruefully. “Although you probably more than me at this point.”
Adrian felt an answering smile curve his mouth. “You are quite sophisticated about this.”
“On the contrary, I am scared. But I trust you. Don’t ask me why. You are a vampire who washed ashore on my beach. And soon you will be my son. There are many who would call me insane, and they may be right. I have no idea. I do trust my instincts, however, and I have very strong instincts where you are concerned.”
He looked intently at Adrian once more, then turned away and tilted his head to one side, offering his neck. “I do not believe you will harm me. And if you feel the need to satisfy your arousal yourself, I shall understand. What happens here in this moment will never pass beyond the door.”
Adrian could no longer resist the need welling through him, the scent of Sir Sidney’s blood was strong as was the sound of his heart beating. The slight sting of his fangs as they lengthened across his lips warned Adrian that the time was near.
“Will it hurt much, d’you think?”
The quiet question pierced Adrian to his heart, for in truth he had no answer. “I do not know.” He whispered the words around his fangs then closed the distance between them, grasping Sir Sidney’s shoulders with his hands and bending forward.
It took no time at all to pierce the soft skin and find the hot pulse of blood that flowed luxuriously over his tongue and into his body. There was scarcely a jump from the man whose neck he was biting, so a part of Adrian’s mind deduced there was little if any pain involved.
And oh what joy. To feed from an aware, warm, willing body. To sense much of that person’s essence as their life fluids spurted freely into his mouth.
Adrian felt Sir Sidney—his warmth, his charm, his pain and his heartbreak. All the emotions flooded into Adrian as he drank. The sexual arousal was there, his cock hard beneath his breeches, but it was manageable. Had he been feeding from a woman things might be different. But tonight—well, it was manageable.
Heat seeped into Adrian’s muscles, vitality wound its way through his body, and the simple pleasure of quenching a savage thirst bathed him in its glow. Sir Sidney was a good man, and that goodness flavored his blood, making it all the sweeter to Adrian’s jaded tongue.
Finally, Sidney shivered a little, and Adrian knew he’d taken enough. He quickly slid his fangs free and watched as the droplets of blood began to congeal. He kept a firm grip on Sir Sidney, sliding one arm around the man and holding him tight, just in case there were any unexpected after-effects.
But none came. “I am all right. You can let me go.” Sir Sidney’s voice was weak, but not fainting, and he moved away, standing upright on his own two feet, although holding on to the back of his chair for a moment or two as if to get his balance. “How about you? Have you quenched your thirst sufficiently? Do you need to…er…”
Sir Sidney’s fingers cupped an imaginary cock and he looked embarrassed.
Adrian smiled. “Later. For now I am content to be well-nourished.” He looked at Sir Sidney, knowing he was about to take the biggest step of his life.
“Thank you. Father.”
Chapter Four
The following months were a joy for both men. The announcement that the long-lost heir to the St. Chesswell estate had been found and reunited with his father had brought much local interest and gossip, as Sidney had predicted.
The ladies of the area found Adrian to be fascinatingly handsome, but after the initial surprise and newness of his presence wore off, they returned to their pursuit of others more sociable and inclined to flirt.
Adrian had the looks, but his personality was unique. He knew he should play the game—tease and laugh at the small local gatherings he and his father attended. He was sought out often enough, and not only by eligible misses. Several older, more sophisticated women had done their best to cast out lures, but Adrian refused to respond, sending them on their way with a disappointed sigh.
There was that rumored disease, too. The mysterious ailment that made the poor man allergic to strong sunshine. Who could consider seriously pursuing someone not able to attend the myriad daily excursions and functions? His appearance was wickedly delightful, but his constitution rendered him pretty much ineligible.
He was one of those people who was a pleasure to look at, but who managed to hold the world away from him. He had effectively created a barrier through which none could reach him.
No one, that is, except his father.
The initial distrust that had permeated Adrian’s existence soon melted before Sidney’s obvious affection. And truthfully, there were times when Adrian admitted to himself he could have asked for no better father. He did not remember much about his own—in that very formalized style so typical of mid-European aristocracy, the man had left his children to their mother and a series of nannies, tutors and educators. He knew that to them he was certainly dead.
So exploring a father-son relationship with the delightfully open Sidney Chesswell brought a light into Adrian’s life that he would have deemed impossible while on the Continent.
It was, as Sir Sidney had said at the beginning, a case of give-and-take.
Adrian didn’t have to feed from him to recognize his loneliness. The act of taking his blood had cemented that fact, though, and interspersed it with visions of a petite and laughing woman. The woman who had apparently deserted Sidney—leaving behind her a man with a broken heart.
But his mind was sound as a bell, and Adrian spent many evening hours happily watching his new father as he pottered amongst his herbs, his potions and what Adrian considered to be delightfully foolish experiments.
The younger man could put no faith in them at all. But Sidney did. Several months after their new relationship had settled down, Sidney had politely requested blood from Adrian, and shortly thereafter had appeared one night with a glass vial in his hand and an excited smile on his face.
“Here, lad. Drink this.”
Adrian eyed it with suspicion. “I do not drink much, Father. Just wine and water occasionally. ‘Tis all I need.”
Sidney clicked his tongue. “I know that, Adrian. This is something different. Something that I hope will address your condition.”
Adrian’s eyebrow rose. “What’s in it?”
“Do you care?”
After due consideration, Adrian shook his head. “I suppose not.”
He accepted the glass vial and tossed off the greenish liquid inside. “Bleeeccchhhh—“ The taste was fouler than the stench of the foulest privy. “Dear God.” Adrian hacked and hissed and stuck out his tongue, desperate to rid himself of the appallingly awful taste. It was a rather shockingly horrible surprise, since the sense of taste had been dulled and diminished by Adrian’s condition. Now it seemed to have recovered. In full.
“It’s a special mixture of herbs that is designed to affect your blood.” Sidney nodded, ignoring Adrian’s distress. “Now we shall wait.”
“Well, this will either cure me or kill me, that’s for sure.” Adrian still grimaced, swallowing furiously. “I think I need wine now. Or water. Anything.”
Sidney sighed and poured him a small glass of wine from the decanter on the sideboard. “Here. What does the taste matter if it will assist you?”
Adrian thankfully sipped the wine and swirled it over his traumatized taste buds. “Father, I believe several of my senses have been enhanced somewhat by my experiences. I can smell the smallest odor, hear the slightest sound, my vision at night is faultless, but my taste? Well, I sensed your blood was sweet and wonderful, but this stuff…ugh.”
“Hmm.” Sidney crossed to his ever-present notes and scribbled something. “What about your otherworldly senses? Have you experienced anything that could be called mystical since your…er…conversion?”
Adrian chuckled. “I wasn’t exactly converted. More like conscripted.”
Sidney dismissed the comment. “Semantics.” He looked steadily at Adrian. “Do you have visions? Premonitions? Anything like that?”
Adrian took a breath. “I have…nightmares.”
“Ah.” Sidney waited patiently, as always, seeming to sense that there was more to come. He was beginning to know Adrian’s ways. Adrian couldn’t decide how comfortable he was with that yet.
“I see her. I see Thérèse.” He struggled. These were nightmares that would not be easily described. “She tantalizes me. Teases me to an uncomfortable degree. And denies me my ultimate fulfillment. It’s worse when I need to feed.” He turned away from Sidney. “She is lascivious, evil and sexually depraved. It’s as if she wants me to know what she’s doing. That she knows my hunger is great and uses that fact to cause me distress.” He swallowed. “I watch her as she feeds, I ache to climax and I cannot. Even though she does both. Feed and…” His voice tapered off.
“She comes, does she?” Sidney’s matter-of-fact tone helped Adrian over the embarrassment.
“Yes.”
“Hmm.” Sidney made more notes and stroked his chin thoughtfully. “It sounds as though this feeding between the two of you established a mental link of sorts—a sexual bond.”
Adrian turned back. “Exactly. Yes—it’s as if she won’t let me go. She has to keep her eye on me all the time. To lure me further down the road of darkness. She uses her body, her sexuality, her incredible breasts—“
To his horror, Adrian felt himself hardening rapidly. “Father. I must—I cannot—“ His erection surprised him and his gaze dropped to the bulge between his legs. Usually he didn’t get this rigid until it was time to feed.
Sidney nodded. “’Tis probably a combination of my potion and your recollection, Adrian. I have things to do in my study. You will not be disturbed, but feel free to lock the door after me if it will make you feel more comfortable. And if there are any other effects to this dose, you will tell me please.”
He produced one more vial. “This is pig’s blood. Should you feel the need, it is not dissimilar in structure to human blood. Perhaps it will help.”
In a businesslike fashion, Sidney gathered his papers and left the room, totally ignoring the aroused and embarrassed Adrian.
- - - -
There was no choice.
Adrian’s cock was achingly hard, his balls on fire and he needed to release his urges. Now.
He crossed the room and opened the window onto the darkness of the night, lit only by the soft gleam of moonlight on waves. This whole thing had caught him by surprise. He did not feel the urge to feed tonight—just to fuck. It had been longer than he could remember since those desires had been distinct and separated.
He closed his eyes for a moment, as he awkwardly fumbled with the fastenings of his breeches. Strangely, his fangs lay dormant, something else he was unused to when approaching this state of arousal.
Then he raised his eyelids and gasped. She was there, shimmering in front of him, a clear vision of creamy naked skin and fiery hair.
And she was not alone.
For once, Thérèse did not turn her head and look at him. Perhaps his intrusion was unexpected, or even undesired. She was stroking and caressing a body, naked and soft—a woman’s body.
The two were entwined, breasts and nipples colliding in a colorful melding of strawberries and cream, and hands sliding softly around the luscious curves and valleys of their bodies.
They moaned, shifted and caressed again, Thérèse nipping softly at one budded peak while her hands slipped between the other woman’s thighs.
It was erotically stimulating—something Adrian certainly didn’t need in his current condition. Without conscious thought he grasped his cock, jumping a little at the sensation of his own cold hand instead of a hot woman.
There would be no woman at all for him this night, hot or otherwise. He could only stroke himself hard, and watch the two writhe before his mind’s eye in a waking dream. They kissed, a lingering passionate pressing of lips to lips, of hearts to hearts, and he watched their hands as they slid to each other’s buttocks and squeezed.
Kneading and stroking, they moaned once more and this time thighs parted, bodies moved in an age-old dance and the woman knelt between Thérèse’s legs. She dipped her head to the fiery curls and now Thérèse turned her head to see Adrian staring at the two of them.
For an instant of time, Adrian could have sworn she was surprised to meet his gaze. But then that sensual smile he knew so well crept over her lips and she opened her mouth wide to let the low light glimmer from her fangs. She also parted her thighs even wider, allowing him a clear view of her partner and what she was doing with her tongue.
Adrian burned.
His mouth watered to taste that pussy, to plunder the richly moist depths of that slick darkness. He could still taste her, still feel that cool wetness bathing his senses. He wanted his head to be the one nestled into Thérèse’s flesh. He wanted his lips to be the ones suckling her pussy, and his tongue to be the one plundering the swollen folds in search of that hard clit. To drive her up and beyond the limits of her own desires.
A gasp from Thérèse told him that it was happening, and for once Adrian could share. As Thérèse grabbed a handful of soft silken hair and buried her partner’s face savagely in her pussy, Adrian rapidly stroked himself, squeezing hard now, letting his breath out in short puffs of arousal.
Thérèse ripped the woman’s head away, pulling her body up over her own and twining their legs together so that their mounds touched. She thrust, pushing roughly, making her partner cry out with desire and need as their bodies abraded each other, climbing the last few steps to fulfillment.
Adrian’s balls clenched, his buttocks tightened and he knew the moment was upon him. He relished it, throwing his head back and closing his eyes on the naked women crying out their orgasm in his vision.
He was coming, his seed flowing from his balls through his engorged cock to fly freely into his hand. He was not feeding, had no desire to feed, and yet he was still coming. It was blissfully magnificent, an orgasm that shook him to his eyebrows and he cried out over the darkened ocean.
“Yesssss…”
He opened his eyes.
The image of Thérèse was fading, but not before he had one final glimpse of her. Blood stained her mouth as she fed on the limp body of the woman she’d just fucked.
Adrian shuddered and cleaned himself. He was still a vampire. Still the creature he abhorred. He had faith in his new father, and had just come without the need to feed, but…
He was still not human.
- - - -
And so the pattern was set for Sir Sidney Chesswell and the young Mr. Chesswell, his newly-recovered son. Months became a year and more, and still Sidney labored on within his study, emerging with new potions, liquids and foul mixtures with which to torture Adrian.
Or so he said, teasingly, one evening. “I swear, Father. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were definitely trying to poison me.” He held a glass to the candle. “This has a lethal herb in it, doesn’t it? It must. It tastes…deadly.” He grinned.
Sidney grinned back tiredly. “Yes. Drink it and die, damn you.”
Adrian chuckled. “Long day?”
“Not really.” Sidney ran a hand through the thick grey hair, tousling it into disarray. “I truly think I’m close, Adrian. Your feedings are down to minimum now, and you’re existing on pig’s blood, not human blood. You are beginning to take in a little solid nourishment, and more liquids. This is marked progress, you’ll agree?”
Adrian sighed. “It is, Father. It is and I am more grateful than I can say.”
“But?” Sidney raised an eyebrow.
“But.” Adrian rose and paced the floor. “My heart does not beat as yours does. My flesh is cool to the touch. My fangs have not disappeared, though I use them so seldom. I still cannot tolerate the light of the sun, and I confess that my one time with a woman was—difficult.”
Sidney nodded. He knew that Adrian had taken his release with a local whore. In fact, he’d encouraged it, giving Adrian a special bottle of wine with a small dose of tranquilizing herbs in it. Just in case.
It hadn’t been needed. Adrian had kept himself under control, no small accomplishment. But it had been frustrating for him, Sidney knew. Adrian had no sooner arrived home than he’d thrown himself onto the bare back of his favorite horse and ridden away the remaining hours of darkness.
“We shall continue, Adrian. We shall succeed.” He nodded his head assertively. “I shall accept no less.”
“Father…” Adrian sounded unusually hesitant. “Are there not other tasks that you should be doing? Isn’t this project taking up too much of your time?”
Sidney watched him affectionately, understanding what he wasn’t saying. “I won’t give up on you, Adrian. You have become too important to me.”
Adrian’s quick smile was reward enough. “Thank you.”
“And besides, you take care of much of the Chesswell business now, and that was truly a chore I deplored. We progress nicely together, do we not?”
“We do. We do indeed.”
And later that same night, as Adrian strolled along the shoreline and breathed in the soft early summer scents of grass and ocean, he recalled his father’s words.
They did go along “nicely” together. Adrian might have been cursed in Europe but he’d been blessed in England. Perhaps the Almighty had designed it to be that way—one evil being offset by one act of kindness.
He resolved to be the best son Sidney could ever hope for. It never crossed his mind that this act of kindness might merit a reward all its own.
Chapter Five
“Hell and devil confound it—“
The woman with a death grip on the reins of the small carriage swore fluidly as her maid grasped at the strings of her bonnet and hung on for dear life. Spooked by a shrieking owl in full pursuit of a fox right across the lane in front of them, the horses had panicked and there was nothing she could do to pull them up.
“Mrs. Byerly—“ It was a scream of terror and preceded a rather nasty turn in the country road that the darkness had concealed. The frightened cry only made things worse, spurring the poor beasts into a galloping frenzy.
Katherine battled the runaway pair, rising to her feet and bracing herself as the small vehicle swung wildly. The brake would have been useless even had she been able to reach the handle. The road sloped—their momentum was accelerating—there could only be one outcome.
They weren’t going to make it.
“Jessie—jump. Jump now.” Katherine kept the carriage steady as best she could but there was no way she could see if her maid had followed her instructions. She felt the offside wheels leave the rutted surface and she swayed precariously, trying to give Jessie a few more seconds to find a soft spot to land.
Then she jumped, a moment of free falling terror that seemed to last an eternity. The ground rose up to meet her, hard and unforgiving.
And blackness descended upon the mind and body of Mrs. Katherine Byerly. Before she succumbed, a flash of insight crossed her mind. This was retribution for her appallingly awful actions.
She should never have run away.
- - - -
“Sir Sidney,do come, sir. It’s right dreadful is what it is…“
Sidney’s housekeeper shouted at him through his half open study door, jerking him out of his snooze. The sun had not yet risen, but as was his habit these days, he’d dozed off over some book or other.
Usually he’d head off to his bed at this time, sleeping away some of the daylight hours like his son. But apparently that was not going to occur today. Something—in the words of Mrs. Tooting—right dreadful had happened.
He followed her from the house into the curved gravel driveway that graced his own front door.
There he found a scene of chaos, with several voices raised at once. They seemed to be clustered around an open wagon, which held what could well be a corpse. “If you’d all be quiet for a moment…”
Silence fell. Sidney recognized his stable boy. “Tommy, tell me what is going on?”
The lad respectfully touched his forelock. “I was comin’ back from me Mam’s, Sir. Went over yestereve’ and stayed the night with ‘er, since she’s a bit poorly-like.”
That earned him an approving look from Mrs. Tooting, and he blushed. “So as I was a’comin’ down the road yon, the one that curves over the down near the Chyne, I heard horses whinnying and crying something awful.”
Another man stepped forward. “I was headin’ out for me fields, Sir Sidney.”
Sidney recognized a local farmer and nodded. “Go on.”
“I heard ‘em too, and when we got there, well…” He looked down. “’T’were just terrible.”
Sidney looked at the wagon. “An accident?”
Both men nodded and the small crowd moved aside so that Sidney could near the body. Or bodies. It seemed there were two unmoving bundles in the shadows of the cart.
“We didn’t know what else to do wi’ her, Sir.” Tommy chewed his lip. “T’other one was gone, she was. Neck snapped clean as a whistle.”
Sidney sighed. One of the women lying wrapped in some loose thing was alive, that was for sure, since her pulse throbbed beneath his questing fingers. But she was injured too. How extensively remained to be seen.
“Had to put down one of the ‘osses,” said the farmer sadly. “T’other had kicked through the traces. Scratched and bruised up a bit, but he should make it just fine.”
“Seein’ as how you knows about herbs and medicine an’ all, Sir Sidney, we brung her along here. I hope we done right?” Tommy looked extremely anxious now.
Sidney turned to them. “Take her inside please. Mrs. Tooting will tell you where. And yes, Tommy, you did the right thing. I doubt the doctor will be back in the village for a few days. By the looks of things this poor woman won’t last that long.”
Mrs. Tooting frowned. “Are you sure, sir? This is a bachelor establishment, you know. Perhaps she’d be better off with young Mr. Trethearne and his wife.”
Sidney frowned. “They’re a good five miles the other side of Jacob’s house, woman. That’s more than two hours from here, and you know it. Besides…” He glanced once more at the unconscious form. “She’s wearing a wedding ring. I expect there’s a husband looking for her. She’ll be gone soon. If she survives at all.”
So without further ado, the men gently lifted the gate from the back of the wagon and bore the fragile burden lying on it into St. Chesswell, preceded by a grim-faced Mrs. Tooting.
Finally, the house settled again, and Sidney had chance to view his newest houseguest under the stern eye of his housekeeper.
“How bad is she, sir?”
Sidney sighed and pulled the sheet up over her still form. “Hard to tell. I can see no obvious injury. No broken bones, I think her ribs are intact, and other than the scratches and bruises, she’s in one piece. But it’s this one bump on her head that troubles me.”
He ran his hands through her hair. “A large one. Looks like she may have hit her head on a rock or something when she was thrown from the carriage.”
“Is that why she’s still sleeping?” Mrs. Tooting moved nearer the bed, smoothing the hair away from the woman’s face in a comforting gesture. “Poor thing.”
“It could well be the cause of her unconsciousness. Nasty things, head injuries. We’ll just have to wait and see.” He stood up. “Have someone near at hand for her in case she wakes, Mrs. Tooting. She’ll not know where she is or what happened and I’d as soon not frighten her further.”
His housekeeper nodded. “Very good, sir.”
“I must rest a bit. Wake me if anything changes…” He yawned. “Probably the best thing she can do right now is sleep. Give her body a chance to heal itself.”
Sir Sidney left the woman to the care of his housekeeper and headed off to his room. He was exhausted, no nearer a solution to Adrian’s problem than he had been for several weeks now and facing this new development.
He needed sleep. With any luck he’d awaken before his son, which would give him chance to warn Adrian of their unexpected guest.
It would also give him time to work out a good way to tell Adrian something else about their guest—she had red hair.
- - - -
Pain. Shattering, stultifying, unbearable pain.
It washed over Katherine in waves, bringing tears to her eyes as she gasped for breath. Even the act of breathing hurt, as if her very lungs were bruised.
Returning to consciousness through a red mist of agony, she fought to raise her eyelids. To see where she was.
To see if she was dead.
Although if she was, there was going to be a serious discussion with St. Peter about the quality of the after-life. It shouldn’t hurt like this. It shouldn’t feel like knives running down one’s body or the solid weight of a boulder on one’s chest, not to mention a headache that was nearly blinding in its intensity.
Mustering every ounce of strength remaining inside her, Katherine opened her eyes and blinked away the tears and mists of unconsciousness.
She was in bed, in a room—a nice room to judge by what she could see from her vantage point—and a fire was blazing in the fireplace, sending dappled shadows across the walls and canopy.
The sun must be setting. How long had she been here? Was it the same day of the accident? Where was she? Somewhere along the south coast, that much she knew…but after Lymington she’d lost her way and the darkness hadn’t helped.
Vague memories oozed back into the quicksand of her brain, images of horses pulling fiercely on their harnesses as she tried to hold them. The sound of Jessie, her maid, screaming.
Oh God. Jessie. Where was she? Was she alive? Was she in this house too? Where was this place?
Panic rose inside Katherine’s throat and she struggled to cry out.
A shadow crossed the room and dimmed the light from the fire. “Sssh.” As if sensing her distress, a hand rested on her forehead. A cool hand, large and firm, it stroked down her cheek, soothing and easing her confusion.
“Sleep now.” It was a man’s voice, strangely comforting.
Too weak to protest, Katherine Edgeworth Byerly did as she was bid.
She fell asleep.
Chapter Six
Sidney glanced at Adrian over his glass of port. “I expect you heard the news?”
“About the accident? Yes. Nasty business.”
“There’s something you should know, Adrian…”
Adrian stopped him with a wave of his hand. “If you’re going to tell me about the red-haired woman in the guest room, no need to.” He permitted himself a small smile at Sidney’s exasperated snort. “Any idea who she is?”
“Not a one. Nor am I absolutely sure that she’ll recover. Her head injury is the most severe, and those are damned hard to deal with. I suppose it’s mostly in the Lord’s hands at this point. I gave her a little laudanum, but other than that there’s not much I can do.” Sidney looked sad.
“If anyone can help her, Father, it’s you.” Adrian nodded reassuringly. “And she seems to be healthy enough.”
He received a sharp glance from his father. “I was a little concerned that seeing her would be difficult for you, given her hair color.”
Adrian shook his head. “My Nemesis haunts me with fire, Father. This woman has more of a dark smolder to her. I confess myself curious to know what color her eyes are.”
“And who she is. That’s what I’m curious about. She has a wedding ring, her clothes are of good quality, and she’s well-groomed. Yet there is not one single thing amongst her possessions that gives a clue as to her name.”
“The other woman did not survive, I heard?”
Sidney sighed. “Correct. She fell awkwardly. Her neck snapped. T’was quick and painless, but still a waste of a life.” He finished his port and set the glass down beside him. “She will be interred at the churchyard soon. We cannot wait for our guest to wake. It could be days or even weeks. When—or I should say if—she does, we’ll erect a grave marker.”
Adrian nodded. All, it seemed, was in order. Except for the mystery of the injured woman. “Would you mind if I sat with her for a while?” A smile crossed his face. “She might be the harbinger of this curse I’ve heard so much about. I’m curious.”
And he was. This would be an opportunity to evaluate his responses to a woman without concern about his nature, or any input from her whatsoever. And she might talk in her stupor perhaps, or mumble something… Finding excuses for his request, Adrian buried the notion that perhaps the softness of her skin was luring him.
He’d been lured enough by soft skin and heated hair.
“Of course.” Sidney rose from his chair. “I have work to do, and it would set my mind at ease to know you were with her. Plus it would give the servants a break. With only two girls suitable to attend our injured lass, it’s getting wearing on both of ‘em.”
Adrian nodded. “I’ll see to it.”
“Good lad.”
His father patted him affectionately on the shoulder and left the room with a smile. Adrian knew he was eager to return to his books and his studies. Picking up his own glass, he sipped a little more of the port and smiled.
The slight hint of tasting something as simple as this rich liquid was a pleasure Sir Sidney had gifted him with—a gift that he could never repay.
He wondered absently what their guest would taste like. A completely inappropriate thought, but one that slid seductively into his head as the port slid over his tongue.
With a mental chastisement, he finished his wine and quit the room, an unusual degree of anticipation lurking in his mind.
Who was she? Why was she without any identification? Who was the other woman in the carriage? Where was she from?
All valid questions, important questions. So why weren’t they uppermost in his thoughts? Adrian had no idea of the answers to any of them. And yet there was one more question overriding his desire to solve this little mystery. One more question to which he was determined to discover the answer.
What color were her eyes?
- - - -
Katherine sighed and stretched, aware of warmth and a dull ache beneath her breasts. She was naked in the bed, a strange occurrence in and of itself, since the human body should always be clothed.
Who’d told her that? She couldn’t remember, nor did she care. It felt delightful, and she relished it.
Drifting back to awareness, she breathed in air that smelled different, unlike the sour sterile smell of…no. She wouldn’t think about that. She had left all that behind.
When she had run away.
Wits clicking into place like a well-oiled clock being wound, Katherine realized she needed to establish an identity. Had Jessie spoken with the people who were tending her? Did they already know who she was?
So many questions.
And one more plagued her…whose hands had soothed her pain?
She should have been more concerned, but something muffled her worries, cushioned her thoughts and prevented her from panicking.
She heard a door open quietly and close again. She stilled, the beat of her heart loud in her ears through the silence of the room. Even though she’d immediately closed her eyes, she could feel a presence, a person, coming closer to the bed. A servant perhaps? The owner of the house? The lady of the house?
Katherine tensed, all her senses as alert as she could make them, for any clue as to the identity of her visitor.
The air moved against her bare shoulder and a hand caressed her cheek softly, obviously not wishing to wake her.
She stayed motionless, willing her eyelids not to flicker, forcing her breathing into a regular semblance of sleep. It was not difficult, since a strange languor still invaded her limbs.
The hand moved lower, reaching for the sheet covering her—and drawing it away from her body.
Still she did not move.
The air was cool against her chest, and when the sheet was drawn further down exposing her breasts, Katherine could feel her nipples hardening against the chill. How far would this go? Was she now to be assaulted after suffering an injury? Should she scream? Cry out?
Her ribs were bared, then her belly, in a leisurely revelation of all that she possessed. There was a light touch against a spot that felt sore…a bruise perhaps…was this a physician examining a patient? Or was it more…
Katherine couldn’t help but wonder as the sheet drooped lower, letting the air of the room slide down between her thighs.
How she kept her countenance she had no idea. Every instinct was screaming at her to leap up, to grab the bedding and cover herself while hurling insults at the barefaced intruder who was so intent upon seeing her nakedness.
She waited, heart thudding erratically, for whatever would come next.
Nothing did.
The sheet began the return trip up her body to settle even higher around her shoulders, and she couldn’t help a slight sigh of relief at the secure sensation of coverings.
“You may open your eyes now.”
She jumped and immediately her eyelids snapped apart. He was standing next to the bed, an amused grin on his face and he was quite the most astoundingly handsome man she’d ever seen.
“A genuine redhead. And with blue eyes. How attractive.” The voice was silky, smooth and deep, yet edged with something—some inflexion—that she could not quite place.
“Who are you? Where am I?” Her lips were stiff, her throat dry.
“A natural question. Before I answer, I must inquire as to how you feel. Whether I should summon the man who has cared for you thus far? Any aches? Pains?” One sculpted eyebrow rose in query, a little too casually for Katherine’s tastes.
“Yes. I feel as if I’ve been run over by a carriage. Anything else?” The urge to smack this man’s self-confident gaze off his face was overwhelming and sent strength to muscles that had lain quiescent throughout his examination. “I repeat. Where am I? Where is my…my friend? How long have we been here?”
His expression altered slightly, becoming less saturnine and more serious. He eased himself down on the bed next to Katherine and tucked her in—an oddly comforting gesture. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. Sorry to have to be the one to tell you that your friend did not survive the accident.”
Katherine’s mind blanked.
Jessie was dead. Flighty, funny, inefficient Jessie, who was the worst ladies’ maid she’d ever had and the sweetest person—was dead. Her eyes closed against a pricking of moisture.
A cool hand found hers and held it. There was nothing overtly objectionable in the gesture, it was purely one of support and Katherine appreciated it. Soothed a little, she opened her eyes and blinked away the tears. “Thank you for telling me.” She bit down on her emotions in the way that had become so much a part of her nature.
“Who are you?” The grip on her hand tightened a little. “May I know your name? Is there someone we should notify?”
Alarms rang in Katherine’s brain. She sagged limply against the pillow, trying to muster her thoughts.
Jessie was dead. She’d not survived the accident, so it was quite possible that nobody knew their identities. This was an unlooked-for development, but perhaps one that could be used to her advantage. Rapidly, she reassembled her life to fit these changed circumstances.
“No. There is nobody to notify.” Katherine turned her head away as if in grief. She could not meet those unusually piercing eyes as she spoke her hastily-constructed lie. “We were traveling to meet her aunt. Her name was Mrs. Byerly. Jessica Byerly. She was a widow, as am I. I…I was her companion.”
“And your name?”
Silent for a moment, Katherine thought rapidly. She could not—would not—dare to take a new name. Too much could go wrong, she could fail to recognize it or answer to another—no, there were too many risks. “Kitty Edgeworth.”
The die was cast.
Having neatly reversed hers and Jessie’s lives, Katherine was now Kitty, genteel companion to the late lamented Widow Byerly. She crossed mental fingers. If her charade worked, a new and better life might begin right at this moment. If not…
She’d almost forgotten the man sitting next to her, until he leaned closer and studied her face. “Hmm. Somehow I think you’ve been misnamed. You don’t look much like a Kitty.” He ran a cool fingertip down her cheek to her chin and onwards, passing lightly over the pulse beating in her neck and stopping at the top of the linen. “Especially without the sheet.”
He grinned as her color rose and she pulled her hand from his in a quick and angry gesture. “Sir. That is uncalled for.”
“You’re correct. My apologies. I needed to check your injuries, no more.” He flicked her nose lightly. “But you still don’t look like a Kitty.” Dark eyes penetrated her thoughts, plunging deep into her gaze and disturbing her more than she cared to admit. “You’re a cat, my dear. A sharp-clawed cat with more secrets than lives, I’m thinking.”
He stood, allowing his hand to brush her breast as he moved. Involuntarily, Katherine’s nipples hardened, obvious peaks beneath the soft sheet. She drew a breath, which only made matters worse.
He grinned. “You’re a heated cat too. You have fire inside you, a fire that burns hotter than your hair. It could sear a man and reduce him to ashes. The wrong man, that is. The right man? He’d take your fire in his hand and make it explode.”
By now Katherine was furious. “I hope you don’t imagine that you are the right man, sir.” She snapped out the words coldly and precisely.
“Not at all. I don’t imagine any such thing.” He looked down over her body once more and Katherine felt naked beneath his gaze. “I don’t imagine it, little cat. I know it.”
- - - -
Adrian quit the room before his lust overcame him.
From the first moment he’d seen her, scented her and touched her skin, he’d known she was going to be trouble. Trouble for him.
There was something about her body that lured him, called to him, told him how well they’d fit together in bed. How incredible it would be to fuck her to the edge of oblivion and beyond.
There was something about her that hit him hard in the gut, beneath the superficial attraction of male for female, beneath the need for a warm body and an explosive release.
Almost as if she challenged him, Adrian felt an anger of a sort build within him. She was lying through her teeth, without a doubt. She was no more a companion than he was. Every movement spoke of breeding and education, every gesture of elegance and refinement.
And every glance from beneath her lashes spoke of disdain for his presence—something he fully intended to rectify at the earliest opportunity.
For the first time in all his years of darkness, the full force of his need smacked him hard. He wanted a woman with the fierceness born of a lust that went deeper than his cock and his balls. It was coupled with a desire to feed on her heat, her passions—her soul.
Adrian strode outside St. Chesswell and stared across the harsh and rugged split in the land that was the Chyne. His emotions felt as fractured as the landscape, his hands shaking and his innards in turmoil. He sensed the stirring of his fangs—a stinging prickle around his lips signaling their awareness.
He fought against it all, mimicking the deep breathing techniques Sir Sidney had taught him, and letting the tiny particles of air that actually penetrated his lungs do their work.
As the hunger receded, he closed his eyes. This was unexpected, unanticipated in the scheme of things. His control was improving but still fragile at times. With his father’s help, Adrian was living a life of sorts, one that offered more than he’d ever hoped to experience.
But he’d never reckoned on the disturbing effect of somebody like Kitty Edgeworth. Never imagined that he could be overwhelmed to the point of madness by the scent of a woman or the way her eyes slid from his when she lied.
And she had lied. There was no doubt in Adrian’s mind.
Why she lied was secondary to him at this moment. More frustrating was the knowledge that she dared to hide something from him. Him. The one person with whom she could have no secrets at all. The one person to whom she shouldn’t even think of lying.
The one person…who was going to take her and fuck her until she begged for mercy and who was then going to make her beg for more.
The inevitability of their bedding settled on Adrian’s shoulders like a mantle. It fit, comfortably, and although he knew not when or where, he now knew who. Or whom. He grinned into the darkness as he pondered the semantics.
Discussion of anything else would be futile at this point, given the strength of his conviction.
Kitty Edgeworth was his.
Chapter Seven
The woman herself was confused, aching and rather irritated at life in general when she awoke the next morning.
Stretching was painful, she needed to empty her bladder, the fire was out and rain pelted noisily against the closed windows. She also wanted to cough, but that urge was overridden by the fear that so doing might well rupture her ribs or something crucial thereabouts.
Hell and devil confound it, I hurt.
Then thoughts of Jessie filtered into her mind and her hurts faded to unimportance. Jessie was no more. She—Katherine—was alive. All else would heal with time. She blinked tears away as a footstep sounded outside and the door opened to reveal a motherly woman holding a most-welcome sight—a tea tray.
“Oh good, you poor dear. You’re awake. I hoped you might rouse yourself this mornin’. I’ve brought tea. Nothing like a nice cuppa to set you back on the right road, I always say.”
Katherine blinked as she eased herself painfully up on the pillow. There was nothing menacing about this woman—obviously the housekeeper—nor were there any dark-eyed men with fire in their gaze lurking in the room.
Other than the fact she was missing her night robe, she might have been in any country house anywhere in the country. She carefully cleared her throat. “Where am I?”
The woman bustled about, calling for a maid to relight the fire and placing tea things on a low table. “You’re at St. Chesswell, dearie. The home of Sir Sidney Chesswell and his son Adrian. You’re quite safe now.”
Remembering those eyes, most likely belonging to his son Adrian, Katherine wondered if that statement was wholly accurate. A sensual shiver crossed her skin and she repressed it.
The sound of tea being poured also made her shiver, but for a different reason. She gathered a sheet around her. “I must…I need to use…” She glanced about the room as she slipped her legs from the bed.
“Oh my goodness, of course you do. There’s a screen. The necessary is behind it.” The woman smiled as she nodded across the bed to a shadowy corner where an ornate screen hid the chamber pot.
Gratefully, Katherine stumbled behind it and relieved her overflowing bladder. As she reemerged, she glanced down at herself. “I seem to have nothing but the sheet, Mrs.…er…“ She paused.
“Tooting, dear. Mrs. Tooting. I’m Sir Sidney’s housekeeper and don’t worry, a maid is bringing you something now you’re awake. To be honest—“ She looked a little embarrassed. “We wasn’t sure you was going to survive your injuries. Sir Sidney said to leave you be ‘til we knew you’d make it.”
The woman tapped her head with one finger. “Nasty things, them head injuries, so Sir Sidney said.”
“Ahh.” Katherine nodded in agreement. Sir Sidney clearly had some sense about him, since his words bore out what Katherine knew to be true. Head wounds were very nasty things. She was a very lucky woman to have gotten off with just bruises and a bump on her scalp.
A knock heralded a maid bearing a fluffy armful and Mrs. Tooting took it with a smile, dismissing the girl and shutting the door on her wide-eyed curiosity. “Oh good. Here’s something for you to wear. It’s a bit out of date, since there hasn’t been a lady in residence in a good many years, but it should do you for the time being.”
She slipped the froth of fine lace over Katherine’s head. Katherine couldn’t have cared if it was sackcloth ripped from a hay wain, she just wanted something to cover her nakedness. To hide from those eyes.
“My clothes?” Katherine returned to the bed and sank thankfully against the pillows.
“Your trunk was smashed open and much of what was in it got muddied and soaked. I’ve got some servants working on it, dear, but I don’t know how much they’re goin’ to be able to salvage.” She passed a cup of steaming tea to Katherine. “I would like to know what to call you…”
Katherine smiled. “I’m Kitty Edgeworth. Mrs. Kitty Edgeworth.”
“And is there someplace we should notify Mr. Edgeworth that his wife is here, safe and sound?”
Kitty swallowed a sip of tea and composed her words carefully. “There is no Mr. Edgeworth anymore. I’m a widow. My…husband was killed several years ago. Recently I was companion to Mrs. Byerly, the lady who unfortunately lost her life in the accident.”
Tears filled Katherine’s eyes as she remembered Jessie—so flighty, so silly and yet such fun. She would have lasted all of a month at Byerly Grange, Katherine knew that. Had they not fled, she’d be alive.
Had they not fled, Katherine would be once again alone. Or worse.
She gulped down the tea, thankful for the heat that warmed a chill around her heart. “I’m sorry. I seem to be very emotional.” She passed the empty teacup back to the woman with a grateful smile.
Mrs. Tooting stretched out a comforting hand and brushed Katherine’s flyaway hair off her forehead. “You just rest now and get well. Nothing else to worry about for the time being.” The woman looked a little self-conscious. “Sir Sidney had me put a couple of drops of laudanum in your tea. He wants you to sleep as much as possible right now. The best thing for you, he says…”
Katherine nodded sleepily. She’d heard as much from others, but never realized how strong the drug’s effects might be when taken on an empty stomach.
She half-smiled as she slid lower in the bed. “I think I can obey that instruction, Mrs. Tooting.” A yawn creased her face. “Without any difficulty at all…”
“That’s good, dearie. Very good. Time enough to worry about all the other nonsense later.”
Katherine struggled. “What nonsense?”
“All that red-headed curse nonsense. Tales for children, I’ve always said.”
The words meant nothing to Katherine. She was sliding into the shadows of unconsciousness too quickly to retain more than a fleeting impression of some silliness about her hair…
She never heard the clatter of teacups or the removal of her tray. She was asleep before Mrs. Tooting left the room.
- - - -
As the rain settled down over Southern England, getting comfortable and ready for one of those long stays that drove everybody slightly crazy after a few days, St. Chesswell fell silent.
As was their routine, the servants worked quietly around the house, since their master and his son had this odd habit of being up all hours of the night like bats. It was a mixed blessing, since they could do what needed to be done during the day, and were seldom required to be awake at night with the Master, but even so, it was thought by many—eccentric.
However, nobody complained. The wages were fair, Sir Sidney was held to be a good employer, and St. Chesswell’s had been around so long it was considered quite a coup to be numbered amongst its household. It did wonders for one’s prestige at the pub.
Sidney himself was contentedly snoring amongst his pillows, a book lying half open across his knees. He muttered a little in his sleep, his brain still attempting to solve various puzzles and follow its own train of thought even at this time of rest.
Further down the corridor, in the darkest suite of St. Chesswell, a man lay still on his bed, nary a rise and fall of his chest betraying his presence.
Adrian, too, was sleeping.
But, unlike his father, Adrian was dreaming.
Early in their association, Sidney had warned Adrian that his dreams were probably not going to go away. That whatever had precipitated Adrian’s “condition”—a word they used in preference to his “death”—had manifested itself within Adrian’s subconscious mind as well as his body.
That his state of near-death had heightened his psychic facilities, forged an odd bond between him and his “maker”, and would create dreams real enough to make ordinary men scream and break out in a sweat.
Since Sidney had begun dosing him with the herbs and concoctions from his laboratory, Adrian had known his diagnosis was correct.
His body might be getting better, but his dreams were getting stronger. Almost as if the symptoms and habits he was working to cure while awake found a new outlet in his mind while he was asleep.
Several times he’d awoken to the last fingers of daylight, fangs loosened and ready, hungry to savage and feed on some unsuspecting dream prey. It had all receded as his mind surfaced to reality, but for a while the dream had been all the reality he could handle.
Occasionally, Thérèse visited him, and these were the hardest times of all. In more ways than one.
She knew how to tantalize, to tease, to arouse his hunger and his sexual desire and how to take both to fever pitch, leaving both unfulfilled. Her tongue felt like an insubstantial wraith as it swirled around his cock—yet swirl it did, leaving heat and moisture in its wake.
He would have to watch as she fucked—or was fucked—her sexual ingenuity seemingly endless, and her enjoyment of his discomfort evident. She would take him to the edge, over and over, only to leave him there, hanging. Literally.
Thanks to Sidney’s medications, Adrian could now masturbate his anguish away, exploding into his sheets with violence in a frenzy of unfulfilled lust. It was his only release from Thérèse’s nocturnal torture.
And although it eased his balls and softened his cock, it left his hunger unsated.
Almost all his dreams aroused his hunger but left it unsated. He could experience all the pains and pleasures of sexual desire, but never did he feed in his dreams.
He wanted to, but couldn’t, wouldn’t—didn’t. His fangs would emerge, his guts would harden in readiness, but somehow something would distract him, pull him from the fantasy before he could feed.
It would send his hand to his cock once more, seeking the insubstantial release that would give him a measure of comfort, of relief.
Adrian Chesswell couldn’t really decide if sleeping was a good thing for him or not. Whether his dream world was hell or heaven or something in between. And there were times when he wondered if that was his true reality—if his life as the newly-found son of Sir Sidney was the dream, and his existence in the dark and shadowed half-world of unfulfilled desire was actually his destiny for eternity.
It was confusing, to say the least, and gave him much food for thought. Usually he was clear-headed enough to work things through for himself, but since his momentous visit to Kitty Edgeworth, Adrian’s brain had been notably unclear.
As unclear as his cock was hard.
He’d developed one serious case of lust for this appealing woman, and she was uppermost in his thoughts as he slid from wakefulness into the little death that routinely claimed him each sunrise.
He wondered, just for a fleeting moment before sleep took his brain away, just how strong his psychic powers were.
Both he and Kitty were about to find out.
- - - -
She was nearly nude, the heat of the fire behind her sending warm caresses over her buttocks through the filmy silk. Her nipples hardened to taut peaks of their own accord, a response to the delightful feel of the flames as they crackled and danced in the fireplace.
She rested a hand on the mantel, waiting.
He would come to her, she knew. Striding towards her, his body dappled by firelight and glistening with the moisture from the rain outside.
He loved to ride in just his breeches, to sit astride and let the kiss of the night and movement of his horse begin his arousal. By the time he came to her he was already hard, smelling a little of the outdoors and horse and man—a fragrance that never failed to start the honeyed juices flowing between her thighs. Sometimes he’d bathe first, and there would be lingering traces of sandalwood mixed in with his unique scent.
She didn’t care. She just knew he’d come to claim her once more.
And once again she’d try to refuse him, to play their game to its inevitable conclusion. It was what they both enjoyed, this denial, this mock-war between them that heightened their passions and their desires.
The line between raw need and hatred was a thin one. For them it was occasionally non-existent, and yet the anger made the loving all the sweeter.
All these thoughts swept through her mind on a hot wind as she stood waiting. Why this should seem so familiar, she knew not. Only that it was. That he was. That this was meant to be.
His hands would reach for her, roughly taking what he needed and what she would not offer. His eyes would burn, searing her as she allowed herself to plummet into their depths.
His cock would be cool, hard—a ridged instrument that would seek out her heat and plunge deep, more deeply than anyone ever had—or ever could again.
All these thoughts ran through her mind as she waited, shifting a little to accommodate the liquids dampening the soft skin inside her thighs.
Her pussy throbbed, tingling at the mere thought of what was to come.
It was a rare delight, this thrill of arousal. She, Katherine Edgeworth, was waiting to be fucked. Eagerly anticipating the harshly wonderful mating act that would spread her thighs wide and welcome the intrusion of a hard and demanding cock into her body.
Would he dominate her tonight? Or would she force him down and straddle him, holding his wrists apart with every ounce of strength she possessed while she rode him?
A brief flash of incredulity rocked her. What the hell was going on? Was this a dream? A nightmare?
Then she heard his footsteps and forgot to breathe.
Chapter Eight
Adrian’s dream began as so many others had begun—with an erection. He tried to ignore it, but this time it refused to obey. He walked across a darkened room feeling it lying solidly against his leg, a weight that needed to find a home, a resting place. A weight that led him to the figure standing silhouetted by the firelight.
He expected to find Thérèse waiting for him. His gut curdled at the thought of what she would put him through on this night. Of how she would tease and torture him, always denying him that which he desired the most.
His step faltered as he took a good look at the woman standing proudly in front of him.
It wasn’t Thérèse. It was Kitty Edgeworth.
His cat was waiting to scratch him, to purr for him and to rub herself all over him. He couldn’t decide which he’d enjoy more.
Her chin rose in defiance as he closed the distance between them, already scenting the arousal he knew was blooming at the juncture of her thighs. Her eyes were shadows in the pale oval of her face, but he knew they’d be shining blue with excitement, her pupils dilated as her body readied itself for his possession.
He stopped short. “Come here.”
She lifted her nose. “No. I come at no man’s command.”
“You will come at mine.” His lips curved at the double-entendre.
“Only if I choose to.”
Once again she defied him, tilting her head to stare at him, unafraid of the consequences. And yet her body betrayed her. Hard nipples pushed through the flimsy gown, a pulse beat alluringly at the base of her neck and Adrian could hear her heart thundering within her breast.
She wanted him. As much, if not more, than he wanted her.
It was this mutual fire that would consume them both.
He waved a hand and their clothes melted away to vapor. There was nothing between his gaze and her flesh, and for his part he knew her eyes were drinking in the sight of his cock as it jutted rigidly from its nest of dark hair.
His balls hardened at the thought and as if in answer she reached for him, grasping him firmly in the way he liked so much.
“You come here. To me.” She tugged.
He followed, a willing prisoner of her grasp, stopping just as her breasts grazed his chest. He rubbed himself into her, bringing a sigh of pleasure to her throat. “Hello little cat.”
Her fingers tightened a little around his cock, and he leaned forwards, running his tongue along the muscle of her neck. “Mmm.” It was a definite purr.
“Open your legs for me.” He pushed against her, rocking her as she stood and forcing her nearer to the fire.
She shook her head.
“Me or the flames, my Kat. Do as I say or you’ll burn more than you expect.” He nipped her shoulder, quickly licking at the little hurt.
She parted her thighs, widening her stance, but refusing to let go of his cock. “Is this what you want?” Her tone was challenging, saucily teasing him as her pussy thrust toward him on a sway of her hips.
He groaned and reached for her, cupping her swollen flesh, flicking his way through the wet folds to her little pearl of pleasure and finally plunging two fingers deep inside her, making her gasp.
“Yes. This is what I want. This is mine.”
Her hand released him and she clung to his shoulders, rocking herself on his intrusion, pressing forwards now, urgently seeking his touch all over her body. “Yes. It’s yours. Take it. Take me. Fuck me, Adrian Chesswell. I want your cock in me. I want to come with you inside me. I want to boil around you, squeeze your balls dry. Suck all you have and more from you.” She hissed the words through lips squeezed tight with desire. “Fuck me, damn you. Just fuck me.”
Adrian’s brain fused into a lump of hunger, and his body followed suit. Hard enough to crack wood, his cock wept tears of anticipation, eager to bury itself in between those soft thighs, to find the darkness that awaited it with a bath of hot juices.
He seized her, lifting her off her feet and lowering her to the rug. He was on top of her before she’d had chance to breathe. Without fanfare he pushed her knees apart, lifting her legs to rest on his shoulders and positioning the head of his cock between her pussy lips, letting her honey bathe him and mingle with his own drops of need.
He nudged forward an inch or so, then raised his head, meeting her hot blue gaze. “Well, Kat? Shall we proceed? Shall I fuck you like this? Staring at you perhaps? Or watching my cock as I take you?” He pressed forward a little more and lowered his gaze, enjoying the sight of his cock, shining with her liquid silk as he withdrew and re-entered her slick velvet darkness.
“I want to watch too.” She never surrendered, his Kat. He wondered if she would always demand, always meet his desire with her own, surpassing his needs…his hunger.
He reached for a cushion and shoved it behind her head, leaning into her as he did so, opening her even more. Her eyelids half closed as she stared at the joining of their bodies.
Adrian moved. He couldn’t hold back a second longer. One thrust and he was buried to his balls, searing the delicate flesh of his sac against the burning heat of her body. His cool skin met fiery heat with a kiss so sweet and blissful he nearly sobbed aloud in simple pleasure.
Bathed in the molten lava of her sheath, Adrian plundered the treasure she offered, pounding into her savagely, crushing their bodies together then withdrawing to his limits as they watched each other with hungry desire.
Her legs clamped against his shoulders and head, her inner muscles spasmed against his cock and when he lowered his head to suckle a full breast, she finally surrendered to his possession and granted him victory in this particular encounter.
She came, exploding into her orgasm around him, thrashing beneath him, her entire body as involved as he in the culmination of their embrace.
A cry pushed past her lips, a desperate sob of ecstasy that sang sweeter music in his ears than all the symphonies he’d ever heard. And as the melody reverberated down his spine, he let go.
He let go of more than just his orgasm.
He released his hunger, fangs emerging rapidly from a mouth that neared the soft red heat of her neck.
She reached for him, gathering him close, offering herself with an eagerness that matched his. “Take me. Take it all, Adrian. It’s for you and you alone. Feed from me while you fuck me. Send me somewhere new…”
Her whisper inflamed his soul.
His head dipped lower, the sound of her pulse drumming in his ears. His mouth watered at the smell of her, woman and warmth and sweet sweet blood, burgeoning with desire and the onrush of her orgasm.
He pushed into her yet again, prolonging her climax, feeling the shudders clutching his cock as she struggled to climb higher still along the road to oblivion. Her body seized him, cradling him with a grip of iron, branding him with heat and passion. A passion that was uniquely hers.
He could withstand her no longer. It was his turn to surrender.
Opening his mouth, he let his lips slide back from his fangs. There—where the skin flickered with life, a delicate membrane covering the liquid that surged through her veins and would soon surge through his.
He wished he could hold this miniscule instant of time in his hands. To stay like this, poised at the edge of an abyss so wonderful he could drown in it time and time again yet never cease to wonder at it.
But he could not.
He lowered his head to her neck and bit, breaking the skin so gently and finding the hot rush of liquid he so badly desired.
She flowed over his tongue like a waterfall of red fire, hot life and burning passion—he tasted it all as he drank from her. She was the universe condensed into one stream of sweetness that ran freely into his mouth and down his throat.
He drank her, drank all that she was, and let her soul touch his in that moment out of time.
The bliss of their orgasm was magnified, intensified beyond the earthly, and they soared, joined in body and blood, souls twining around each other in ecstasy, far beyond mortal dreams and limitations.
Finally, the pulsing of their muscles eased, and Adrian withdrew his fangs, sated to exhaustion as he slumped onto Kitty’s languid body.
He wanted to laugh, to shout with joy, to tell the world how wonderful he felt at that moment. He could do none of those things, only lift himself slightly away from his woman and look at her in wonder. “Kat…my Kat…”
He stilled as she opened her eyes and looked back at him. Her expression was unreadable, but her words were clear as a bell in the silence that rested between them.
“Oh my God. This is real.”
- - - -
Katherine surfaced from her dream in a bath of sweat, shaking uncontrollably and with a heavy lassitude about her legs and body that astounded her.
She actually felt as if she’d experienced a massive release of sexual passion—something unheard of for her. She’d had the odd dream, known an unexplained longing or two in her youth, and imagined that lovemaking might involve something stirring to the heart—such imaginings being quickly shattered with her marriage to Matthew Byerly.
Sex had revealed itself to be uncomfortable, hurried, uneventful and—towards the end of their union—an ordeal.
After Matthew’s death, sex had become a threat held over her head by Arthur Byerly, Matthew’s cousin. Large and bullying, Arthur was determined to wed and bed Katherine, using whatever means lay available to him to achieve his goal.
He’d held the purse strings thanks to an appallingly awful legal wrangle over Matthew’s will, leaving Katherine exactly where he wanted her—at his mercy. He’d been unwilling to permit her the luxury of a companion, only allowing it when he realized he could not stay under her roof with her unless one was present.
Jessie had been the fourth such woman, the first three being conscious of their duties as protectors to Widow Byerly and rapidly dismissed by Arthur. Jessie had gone one step further and actively encouraged Katherine to get the hell out of Byerly Grange and away from the greedily lascivious Arthur.
She’d been the right person at the right time, and Katherine’s lips twisted bitterly every time she remembered the payment Jessie had received.
It should have been her. It should have been Katherine lying still and cold on the ground of Southern England, not the vibrantly alive Jessie. Death would have brought peace to Katherine, and freedom. Or at least she imagined it would. Certainly it would have ended the monotonous routine of repelling Arthur, of insisting she would not wed, and finally barring her door each night with a large piece of furniture.
Even now she could hear the screech of wood on wood as she dragged her bureau into place. She should never have had to experience such horrors. Nor should she have had to experience Arthur’s ceaseless lust for her and his clumsy efforts to fondle her. She wondered if her rescuers knew that some of the bruises on her body were not from her accident, but from Arthur’s rough handling.
No, there was little left for Katherine Edgeworth Byerly to live for. Marriage to Arthur was an utter and complete impossibility and her financial situation would not permit her to live alone.
Up until a few hours ago, Katherine would probably have gone willingly to her grave. Now…now there was something else to consider. Something that had awoken inside her as she dreamed.
Passion. The promise that her body could respond to the touch of a man—could consume her with a blaze the likes of which was beyond her imaginings.
She lifted her hand to her neck, recalling the incredible sensation that had streaked through her like lightning when he’d broken her skin and fed on her blood.
Where the devil had that come from? Was she creating monsters in her mind that were feeding on her fears and insecurities? It was surprising enough that she had indulged in the most wanton sexual fantasy, but when she added in the final culmination—her willing surrender of her body’s fluids—Katherine all but lost her breath.
He’d seemed so real. So familiar. A man who she barely knew, one who she could probably dislike most strongly thanks to his arrogance, and she’d bared herself before him, called upon him to ravish her body and spread her legs wide for his taking.
And felt a rush of need, of desire, that had astounded her even while it heated her flesh. Involuntarily her thighs parted beneath the sheets and she blushed. Really, this man had opened something within her she’d not suspected was there. She was wet with her own liquids, slick and sticky moisture coating her skin.
It was time to move, to do something about this situation. To make some serious decisions about where and what she was going to do, and most probably to get far away from St. Chesswell and a man with disturbing eyes.
Katherine sighed and moved from the bed, swaying a little as a slight dizziness swept over her. Not surprising given the time she’d spent recuperating. It wasn’t like her to malinger lazily in her boudoir.
She stroked her neck idly and straightened her shoulders. Perhaps there was something she could use as a robe to cover the froth of insubstantial lace. If she was going adventuring she needed to be covered.
Her eye fell on a thick blanket. That would do for the time being. And it was warm, offering snug protection from the damp chill she’d probably find outside her room. She reached for it and froze.
Slowly, she turned her hand to the light. The hand that had touched her neck.
There was something glistening on the palm—something red and shiny. She stared closely, unable to accept what she was seeing.
Katherine blinked in horror. It was blood. Her blood.
It was coming from her neck where her dream man had bitten her.
It was no dream…
Chapter Nine
“You’ve fed.”
Sidney stared at Adrian, amazed at the energy blazing from his eyes, the flush of heat coloring his cheek and the lithe stride with which he paced the floor.
“Of course not. I just woke up.” Adrian dismissed his father’s statement with a shake of his head.
“There’s no ‘of course not’ about it. Look at yourself.” Sidney reached out and grasped the other man’s hand, turning it upwards and showing Adrian the pinkness that characterized his normally white skin.
Adrian wrenched his hand free. “I have not fed, Father. I would not do such a thing. I merely dreamed…” He rubbed his hand over his face. “I dreamed a dream the likes of which stunned me.”
Sidney shook his head. “A dream like that, to produce such physical symptoms? I’m not sure, Adrian…”
Adrian drifted to the window and stared into the darkness. The clouds were lifting, scudding out to sea, clearing the way for the full moon to rise within the hour, and he was clearly silhouetted against the brightening of the night sky.
“It’s her isn’t it?” Sidney leaned back in his chair. “Our guest.”
Adrian didn’t acknowledge the question for a few moments, then he sighed. “Yes. It’s her.”
Sidney nodded. “Tell me?”
A snort sounded from the window. “A gentleman really shouldn’t discuss those kinds of dreams. Not even with his father.”
“Ahh.” Sidney pursed his lips. “Then let me ask this. How real did it seem to you?”
The broad shoulders tensed beneath the well-cut jacket as Adrian’s body moved uncomfortably. “Too real.”
“Was Thérèse there?”
The question seemed to stop Adrian in his tracks, and he turned to Sidney, an arrested expression on his face. “No. No, she wasn’t. It was all Kat. Nothing but Kat.”
“And you both—er—participated?”
“Yes.” The answer was bitten off hastily.
“Look, Adrian, I’m not asking from some prurient desire to probe your intimate activities. Every experience you have, every dream, every hunger, could be important. Could provide the clue to finding the answer we both seek.” Sidney leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, staring at his son.
Adrian sighed. “I know, Father. Believe me, I know. It’s just that this particular…dream, vision--whatever it was--shook me. There’s something about her…”
“What? What is it about her that’s different? Let’s start there…”
Adrian closed his eyes in thought for a moment, obviously trying to find an answer to the question.
Sidney watched him. How dear this lad had become to him and how important. Sidney knew his every mood, his every expression. There was a fundamental goodness within his heart that Adrian clearly doubted. The conflict of what he was and what he felt he should be tore at him regularly, Sidney knew.
How could he be a demon of darkness and yet not wish to hurt or kill? Why had he been so afflicted when all he’d wanted was to live a simple and happy life? Had there been some terrible devil of inhumanity lurking in his soul that had resulted in his present condition?
No matter how Sidney tried to reassure Adrian, to let him know that his “condition” was not linked to any defect in his personality, there was still doubt. Adrian still fought demons of his own on a regular basis. Demons that were borne of his vampire nature, his fangs and his thirst for blood. They were not borne of his soul.
Sidney knew that there was still light within that soul—but he had little or no hope of convincing Adrian himself. It was one more battle Sidney fought on behalf of his son.
He sighed. And now there was a new wrinkle, a shapely one, in the form of this woman who seemed to have breached some wall around Adrian. Perhaps it would be a good thing, perhaps not. That remained to be seen.
A crash from across the room distracted both men as the doors were savagely pushed apart.
It looked as though Sidney’s questions might be answered sooner rather than later, since the woman herself stood there like an avenging angel, all frothy nightgown, dark green blanket, wild red hair and blazingly furious blue eyes.
Those eyes found Adrian. She strode towards him, lace foaming behind her like a wake on the surface of the ocean. Sidney vaguely remembered that nightgown, but found himself distracted by the woman’s evident fury.
She stopped in front of Adrian, who was staring at her with one eyebrow slightly raised. It was a sardonic expression when coupled with the curl to his lips.
She clearly did not like it.
The whole force of her body was behind her arm as she swung at Adrian and slapped him across the face. Very hard indeed.
- - - -
“You—bastard.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop herself. She never swore. Never got emotional in front of people, but there was something about this man that stripped away her façade of gentility to reveal the passionate woman beneath. “You came to my room and violated me.”
His eyebrows snapped together in a sharp frown. “I did no such thing.”
“Yes you did. I suppose you thought the laudanum would render me unconscious. Well let me tell you…” Her finger poked his chest, sharply digging into muscles that flexed as she touched him. “Let me tell you that no amount of laudanum could prevent my knowing when I am…” She faltered.
“Do not say raped.” His lips hissed the words at her. “That was not rape, and you know it.”
“Aha.” She jumped on that immediately. “So you admit it. You were in my bed.”
“I was not. I was dreaming. And so, by the sounds of things, were you.” He strolled away from her. “I will not claim any responsibility for my presence in the nightmares or longings of a frustrated female.”
“What?” Her shriek of fury shocked even herself. “Frustrated? Is that what you think? That you are so appealing, one look—one conversation, can turn me into a wanton woman ready to…to…do whatever to appease some deep-seated urges that only you could awaken?” She widened her eyes. “You astound me. Your arrogance astounds me. And I suppose you’re going to try and tell me that this…this is only a dream, too.” She gestured at her neck. “I bleed, you vile fiend. You bit me.”
Katherine’s anger exploded. “You not only fucked me, you bit me. What kind of monster are you?”
A stunned silence fell as Adrian and Sidney stared at her neck, exchanging a brief glance and then returning to gaze at where she pointed with similar expressions of disbelief.
“Oh my God.” Adrian slumped, his shoulders sagging.
“This is…interesting.” Sidney stood and crossed the room to Katherine, reaching for her neck. “May I see, my dear?”
Uncertainly, Katherine searched his face. “What is happening? What the devil is going on?”
“That’s what I’d like to ascertain. If you’ll permit me?” He delicately eased the blanket away from her shoulder and moved her head this way and that, lightly touching the skin around the two small marks.
“Hmm.” He moved away and then returned carrying a small damp cloth. “This is simply to cleanse your injury. ‘Tis a small scratch, no more, but it did perhaps bleed more than is usual.” He dabbed lightly at her skin. “I apologize for the laudanum, my dear. You sustained a nasty head wound. Since the rest of you was merely bruised, I believed that sleep would be the best medicine. I had no idea the drug would stimulate such terrible nightmares, but perhaps I should’ve guessed…”
He glanced at Adrian. “Laudanum is a tincture of opium. The effects can sometimes be similar to that of the poppy.”
Adrian nodded. “’Twould seem that you respond most violently to such a drug, Ma’am.” His tone was cool and proper, as was his expression. Only his eyes burned fire as they crossed her face.
Katherine shivered. “So I am to believe that I have just experienced a horrid nightmare? During which I—somehow or other—scratched myself in a simulation of some terrible act of violence?”
“Quite.” Sir Sidney’s voice was muffled as he moved papers on his desk.
“Exactly.” Adrian nodded his agreement.
Katherine narrowed her eyes. “Bollocks.”
“Pardon?” Sir Sidney glanced up at the whispered expletive. “I’m afraid I didn’t hear you.”
Adrian’s lips creased into a grin and she thought she heard a soft “Meeeoooww”.
It was clear somebody had heard her. Once again Katherine cursed at herself for allowing her temper to betray her. Perhaps it was the drug. Certainly something was revealing a side of her she’d worked hard to hide for most of her life.
“Never mind.” She turned her head away, nose high in the air.
Sir Sidney extended a hand, slipping into the role of welcoming host with comfortable ease. His smile was genuine. “I’m glad you’re recovered enough to talk, my dear. This has been a dreadful time for you. My deepest sympathies on your loss. There are many details we need to discuss, and we have been awaiting your recovery with a great deal of anticipation.”
He took her hand and led her courteously to a chair by the fire. “Will you sit for a while, share some wine perhaps, and tell us how we may assist you now that you are on the road to restored health?”
“Yes Ma’am, do tell us all about yourself.” The encouragement came from Adrian who presented her with a goblet half-full of deep red liquid. “’Tis only wine. No more drugs, I promise.” His voice was as wicked as his gaze, and he unashamedly stared over her body. “We would not want to incite you to further…violence…”
Katherine tugged the blanket closer around her shoulders and wished for her more substantial housedress. This lacy froth was not what she was used to wearing and it seemed a great deal too transparent to his gaze for her comfort. Not only that, but it scratched her nipples.
And why the devil that should occur to her, she had no idea whatsoever.
- - - -
Adrian watched her as she settled herself and prepared to concoct another tissue of lies. How he knew she’d lie, he wasn’t sure, but he knew.
For some reason, Kat did not want her identity or her presence at St. Chesswell revealed or explained. And Adrian was inclined to support that intention. The longer he was in her presence, the more his body responded to her.
The next time they fucked, it was going to be for real.
His cock stirred hungrily, and he squelched down his desire. For the moment. He needed to know what she’d say, what story she’d invent. He could go from there.
It was difficult, but he remained in the half-shadows behind his father’s chair and observed her face in silence as she began her tale.
“As you know, my name is Ka—Kitty Edgeworth. The lady I was traveling with, who was so unfortunately killed, was Mrs. Jessica Byerly. My employer.” She folded her hands neatly on her lap and looked down.
Adrian hid his grin. Not a word of truth so far, except perhaps for her name. And even then the little Kat had almost slipped up.
“I’ve been with Mrs. Byerly for several months now, as her companion. She was widowed last year. We were on our way to visit her aunt.”
“A long journey?” Sidney was calmly inquisitive.
Katherine paused for a moment. “To Romsey. We had started out a little later than we’d expected, hence we were traveling after dark. Stupid, I know, but…” She spread her hands in a gesture of defeat.
Adrian kept his eyes on her face. She was cool, collected, spouting facts in an efficiently organized manner. There was nothing to indicate any sort of mental turmoil. Nothing except—his gaze fell to the tiny flutter of her pulse.
Oh yes, Kat. ‘Tis mostly lies. I wonder where the truth is hidden.
“You were well out of your way,” commented Sidney.
“I realize that now, of course.” Katherine shook her head. “Had we only decided to lodge at the Inn near Lymington. But my dear Mrs. Byerly was intent on traveling as far as possible before halting. I think we probably took a wrong turn shortly after heading inland.”
“Indeed you did. You are still on the coast, Mrs. Edgeworth. St. Chesswell’s Chyne is not far from Hythe.”
Her eyes widened. “Really? We are that far off our route? Oh dear.”
Adrian caught a glimpse of something, a flicker that could have been excitement, at the back of her eyes. It was gone in an instant, but he knew he’d not been mistaken.
“I have to address an unfortunate topic, my dear.” Sidney leaned forward soothingly. “Your companion must be interred, I’m afraid. Or at the very least, arrangements made for her family to claim her for her burial. Can you assist us here? Tell us who to notify?”
Katherine’s eyes filled with tears, and Adrian sensed the grief behind them was quite real. They had been friends, certainly. This emotion could not be faked.
“Oh, Sir Sidney. This is so dreadful.” Katherine squeezed her eyelids together, but not before a sheen of moisture coated them. “There is no one.” She swallowed, her fingers moving restlessly as she clasped her hands together in her lap.
The pulse fluttered once more in a sign Adrian was beginning to realize as an indication that a lie was forthcoming.
“Mrs. Byerly was a widow, as I said. Her home was a small one, entailed to a distant relative. He’s aware of his inheritance, but graciously permitted her residence there for as long as she wished. There are no family ties there for her at all.” She drew in a breath.
“Nobody?” Sidney’s head tipped in inquiry.
“No. I’m afraid not. I—we—closed up the house before we left. It was to be an extended stay with Mrs. Byerly’s aunt, but just as we were departing, we received word that the good woman had passed on to her reward. Our trip was well-timed for legal matters, but too late for personal ones.”
“So…” Sidney wrinkled his nose. “There is absolutely nobody to claim Mrs. Byerly? No family to notify or legal matters to settle?”
“That is correct.” Katherine sighed. “’Tis the lot of widows, Sir Sidney. They receive little more than charity upon the loss of their spouses.”
That comment had the bitter ring of truth about it. Katherine Edgeworth might have lied about a lot of things, but Adrian’s instincts told him she was only too familiar with the lot of widows.
He did not move, nor make a sound, and yet her gaze flickered to his face for an instant. A fleeting glance, no more, but enough to assure him she was as aware of his presence as he was of hers. He decided to push her a little. “And you, Mrs. Edgeworth? Is there somebody who should know where you are?”
Her gaze was all cool, limpid blue innocence as she looked at him. “Unfortunately no, Mr. Chesswell. As a companion of little countenance, I have long been naught but a shadow to those members of my family who still exist.”
Adrian nodded. “A sad lot indeed.”
“But one that must be endured.” She turned to Sir Sidney. “I must thank you, Sir Sidney, for my care and your concern. If it would be possible to inter dear Jessica here in St. Chesswell, I can think of no place better. And then I must find my way onwards…” She raised a hand tiredly to her cheek.
“You must do nothing but rest for now, Mrs. Edgeworth.” Sidney stood with a frown. “You are still weak. You need time to recover fully from your injury. There is no hurry. I will speak with our Vicar about arrangements for Mrs. Byerly and be sure to keep you informed.”
Katherine stood also, but swayed a little as she gained her feet.
Adrian was there in an instant, a blur of movement that took him across the room in less than a heartbeat. Sidney blinked but fortunately Katherine did not notice. “Allow me, Ma’am. You are exhausted.”
He picked her up in his arms over her half-hearted protests. “Shhh. I will restore you to your rest, have no fear.” He sent a thought of calming and soothing warmth her way, pleased to see she responded immediately, her limbs relaxing against him.
“Very well, sir. I will accept your kind offer.” She leaned her head into his shoulder.
“I will bid you goodnight, Ma’am and promise we shall sort this mess out with all due alacrity once you are well.” Sir Sidney gallantly bowed as Adrian walked past with his delightful burden.
“You are very kind, Sir Sidney. Thank you.” Katherine smiled sleepily.
“What about me? Am I not kind, too?” Adrian whispered the question as he carried his Kat high against his heart along the darkened corridors of St. Chesswell.
“No. You are not kind.” She nuzzled him with her head. “I do not know what you are, but kind isn’t the word that first comes to mind.”
Adrian chuckled. “How about devastatingly attractive? Charming? Impossible to resist?”
Kat snorted. “Incredibly modest too.” She opened her eyes wide and stared at him. “Frightening. Sensual. Arousing. You make me hunger like a starving man at a ten-course dinner. And I don’t know why.” She gulped and frowned at her own honesty. “And you seem to make my tongue speak words I do not intend to voice.”
“Passion, desire, fear, release—they’re all connected by the web of emotions, Kat. A soft web that responds wildly to the slightest touch.” He slipped his hand beneath her breast and cupped it. “One touch here perhaps and passion is aroused.”
He felt her indrawn breath and grinned. “Mixed with fear, the fear of letting go. The fear of finding something in the touch of a man that you’ve never found before.”
She stiffened slightly. Always fighting the inevitable, his Kat. Adrian chuckled beneath his breath.
“You flatter yourself, Mr. Chesswell. And I would appreciate you removing your inappropriately placed hand.” Her words were sharp in spite of her exhaustion. She might be able to control her voice, but her body was answering to another command.
Adrian could scent the spice of her pussy, already blooming a little as he held that solid breast comfortably in his palm. He sighed as they reached her door and took the opportunity to caress the hardened nipple lifting the lace of her gown beneath the blanket. She shuddered at his touch and nearly cried out as he squeezed it tight between his finger and his thumb, rolling it around and watching her eyes drift closed as her arousal grew.
He sensed her tiredness, her confusion, even amongst the growing fire of her desire. Regretfully, he let her go, sliding her sensually down his body until she stood on her own feet, still leaning against him.
“You need rest, Kat. Plenty of rest. There is much that lies between us. A link of sorts I am anxious to explore.”
She stared at him in consternation. “Will I dream again?” Her hand involuntarily lifted to her neck.
“Did it hurt?” Adrian couldn’t stop the question, anxiety tightening in bands of ice across his chest.
“Oh no…” She licked her lips. “It was…unbelievable. Incredible. A feeling of such intensity…” She blushed as she sought for words. “’Twas as if the sun rose inside me.”
Adrian swallowed down a bolt of emotion and rested his forehead against hers for a long moment. “Goodnight, Kat.” He reached past her and opened the door, pushing her unresisting body through into the warmth of her room.
With every ounce of strength he possessed, Adrian stepped backwards and closed the door.
Not yet. Not tonight.
But soon…
Chapter Ten
“What the hell is happening, Father?”
Adrian’s outburst poured from his mouth as he whirled back into the room where his father worked behind a mound of papers.
“Shhh.” Sidney shook his head. “Give me a minute.”
“I can’t. What the devil did I do? Did I feed on her in my dreams? Did I go to her room and actually drink her blood while I was raping her? Dear God, Father…” Distracted, Adrian ran his hands through his hair, an expression of horror on his face. “I really am the monster she called me.”
Sidney’s head jerked upwards. “Stop it this minute, Adrian. If you’ll just be quiet and leave off the self-pity, I might have an answer for you.” His words were sharp in an attempt to rouse his son from a burgeoning depression.
Adrian slumped into a chair and gazed morosely into the crackling fire. But he did shut up.
Close to an hour later, Sidney slammed a book closed and stretched. “Well, I think I have it.” He stared at his son, still slouched in the shadows by the fireplace. “But you’re probably not going to like it.”
Adrian straightened. “Let me have it, Father. It cannot be worse than my imaginings this past while.”
“You’re in love with the woman.”
“What?” Adrian’s jaw dropped to his chest and his eyes nearly popped from his head. “In love with her? I can’t be. I’ve met her exactly twice for no more than minutes at a time—if you don’t count the dream—so that’s utter balderdash. Nonsense.” He swallowed. “With all due respect, of course, Father.”
Sidney nodded. “All valid points, and ones which would quite correctly apply to a normal human male.” He narrowed his gaze at his son. “However.”
Adrian winced. “I’m not a normal human male.”
“Correct.” Sidney leaned back and crossed his hands comfortably over his chest. “What is love, Adrian?”
“Huh?”
“Love. What exactly is it? What does it mean to you?”
“Umm…”
Sidney grinned as his son struggled with a simple question. “Take your time.”
Adrian snorted. “Well. Love. I’m probably not the best person to ask, of course, but my understanding is that it’s some kind of warm emotion that makes you want to breed and perpetuate the species.” He twisted his lips. “Something I’m unlikely to experience.”
Sidney tapped his forefingers together to attract Adrian’s wandering attention. “All right. That’s one definition. An emotional one, too, if I may say so.” He shrugged. “We’ll let that pass and move on. Do you know the physiological effects of love?”
“Uhh…” Adrian pondered the question. “Probably an elevated heart rate. Excessive flushing, that sort of thing?” He raised an eyebrow at his father.
“That sort of thing you so casually mention includes what scientists believe is an increased production of chemicals within the body. A male and a female, when strong attraction is present, give off an aura that appeals to their lover. An aura which could theoretically cause changes within the skin—possibly even within the blood. I don’t know.” He sighed and riffled through the pages of the tome on his desk.
“Much of this is hearsay, Adrian. But…” He paused, making sure he had his son’s full attention. “If it’s true, then the chemicals you and Mrs. Edgeworth are emitting are interacting. They’re linking in some odd way and enhancing your psychic abilities. It makes sense when you think about it.”
Adrian stilled in his chair, clearly struggling with the concept. “So…” He worked the problem through in his mind. “Because I am strongly—attracted, let’s say—to Mrs. Edgeworth, my body’s chemicals are changing? As are hers? They are responding to each other on some weird level that lets me into her dreams?”
“In essence, yes. You invade her dreams, she invades yours. The reality for you both is desirable, the emotions probably quite passionate.” He hid his grin as Adrian coughed self-consciously.
“The interaction is strong enough to leave marks, a manifestation of what you both wish for, and experience in your dream world. For you, the appearance of having fed. For her…”
“The bite marks.” Adrian sighed the words.
“Yes.”
Adrian stood up and started pacing, a habit that he’d developed whenever he needed to think something through. Sidney simply watched him.
His black eyes were unfocused as he strode the length of the room, absently avoiding the furniture as he turned his thoughts over and over in his mind. Finally he stopped, laid his hand on the mantelpiece and stared into the flames. “What do I do, Father?”
Sidney stroked his chin. “What do you want to do?”
Adrian half-laughed half-sighed. “I want… I want Kat.”
“You want her in your bed?”
“Yes.”
“You want to feed from her?”
Adrian’s head jerked up. “God no. How could I do that?” He looked straight at Sidney, pain in his eyes. “All right. Yes. I want to drink her up, swallow her in one draught. Savor her taste and let her fill me with her heat. But I’m…I’m afraid to do that.” He turned his face back to the fire. “I might even kill her. And become the monster I’ve tried to avoid acknowledging, for once and for all.”
Sidney sighed too. “Maybe. Maybe not. I just don’t know. There are too many variables here, Adrian. You can feed from people and not kill them or turn them into others like yourself. You know that.”
Adrian signified his agreement with a curt nod.
“But this new dynamic between you and Mrs. Edgeworth—well, it’s going to confuse things a great deal. I’ve just reached a point where I’m beginning to understand a few of the differences in your blood, and you have to go and find a woman to fall in love with, and muddy the waters once more.” Sidney raised his hands in mute appeal.
Adrian couldn’t hold back the wry chuckle. “It was not my choice, Father, believe me. Loving a woman isn’t something I imagined I could ever do. I’m still not convinced that your explanation is a valid one. Yes, I want her. Yes, she’s made a rather strong intrusion into my dreams and apparently I have done the same to her. But love?” He grinned. “It could be plain old lust, you know.”
“It could.” Sidney smiled back. “But I think you and I both know it’s not.” He rose from his chair. “I will work some more on this, Adrian. I’d like to tell you to rest, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea at the moment. If you do sleep, try to stay away from Mrs. Edgeworth in your dreams. At least until I know more.”
Adrian nodded. “Agreed.”
“Oh, and give me a little more of your blood, would you? I’d like to run a comparison between today’s vintage and last month’s.” Sidney’s thoughts scuttled happily into the scientific realms where he felt so much at home.
Adrian’s thoughts were far less cheerful and his face reflected his mood.
Sidney paused. “Adrian. Remember one thing.” He rested his hand on his son’s broad shoulder. “A monster would not worry about killing. A monster would have already drunk his fill of Katherine Edgeworth without regard for her safety. He would only have thought of his own needs—his own satisfaction.”
Adrian was silent, listening to his father’s words.
“And a monster, Adrian, would not deny himself that which he desires most. A monster could not love.”
“So you are saying I must not think of myself as a monster?”
“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying. You are no monster, Adrian. You are my son.”
Sidney allowed his voice to quaver, refusing to hide the emotion that flooded him every time he looked at Adrian. Truly he had come to regard this young man as his very own, such a closeness had they developed between them.
“I shall ever and always be proud to be called thus, Father.” Adrian’s hand rose to cover Sidney’s, and squeezed it hard. “Monster or no, there are some things that will not change. That is one of them.”
- - - -
Katherine’s sleep over the next few days was as refreshing and untroubled as she could have wished, and her recovery continued to please everybody including herself.
She was no longer weak or light headed, could enjoy a meal and began to yearn for the chance to step outside her sick room and stretch her legs.
“Soon, Mrs. Edgeworth, soon.” Mrs. Tooting smiled at her over the teapot after she voiced her umpteenth comment to that effect.
They’d quickly become accustomed to sharing a cup during the day, and Katherine had learned much of the Chesswell family from these friendly sessions amongst the bone china.
“I hope so. I look forward to the chance to step outside and see St. Chesswell’s Chyne first hand.” She smiled into her cup. “I must confess I’ve never seen a chyne.”
Mrs. Tooting snorted. “Not much to see really. Just a bit of a drop, a couple of rocks and some boulders. Rather a fuss made over nothing if you ask me.”
“But this whole house takes its name from there, doesn’t it?”
“Well, yes…but that was hundreds of years ago. I daresay it was a lot more impressive back when our monk was living there.” Refusing to be anything other than casual about the local landmark, Mrs. Tooting shrugged. “Sir Sidney likes to tell the story of the monk, and the locals enjoy hashing it out over a pint or two on a Saturday night, but other than that…”
Katherine had learned the story of the original St. Chesswell, along with as much as she could subtly extract as to the nature of the current residents.
She’d been told of the miraculous return of Adrian Chesswell to his father’s bosom, and also of the dread malady afflicting him, preventing him from enjoying the sunshine.
“One of them terrible French things, Ma’am.” Mrs. Tooting had been quite distressed as she related the tale. “It’s a miracle anybody manages to live in that godforsaken place, if you ask me.”
And “ask me” was exactly what Katherine did. With quietly interested curiosity and her usual flair for friendly conversation, Katherine assembled a reasonably accurate picture of the Chesswells in her mind, thanks to the garrulous Mrs. Tooting and her love for tea.
She even touched on a vague memory. “You know,” she frowned. “I think I remember somebody saying something about red hair.”
Mrs. Tooting chuckled. “That was probably me. Silly story.”
“Oh?”
Always ready for a good gossip, Mrs. Tooting settled her skirts. “Well, legend has it that redheaded women bring the curse of change to St. Chesswell. There’s even one that says a red-haired wench tried to seduce the original saint so long ago.”
She snorted as Katherine’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”
“I doubt it. And I’m sure the holy man had nothing to do with her. After all, he was a saint, wasn’t he?” Mrs. Tooting nodded firmly.
Katherine would not have bet very much money on that particular assertion, but remained silent while the tale came to a conclusion.
“Long and short of it is that there’s been a history of goings-on at St. Chesswell and people like to find a reason for them. Hair color is as good as any.” She shrugged in her practical way. “It’s all a hum, I reckon, but it makes for a good story. And of course you having red hair…well, there you are.”
Katherine smiled. “Yes. I can claim no credit for my hair color, and so far my stay at St. Chesswell is quite beneficial, at least for me, so I’m guessing we can lay that legend to rest.”
Mrs. Tooting agreed. “That’s what I tell my girls. Listen to the stories but don’t believe ‘em.” She poured more tea. “And heaven knows we have enough local tales hereabouts.”
She related several of them to Katherine’s amusement, and interspersed them with information about the Chesswells themselves. These anecdotes were of particular fascination to her listener who was, of course, extremely careful not to reveal that her interest centered about the history and character of one Mr. Adrian Chesswell.
But center it did, and Katherine spent many of her waking hours trying to come to terms with this man and his effect on her. There had been no one in her life who had even come close to affecting her the way Adrian did. No one she could remember who had quickened her pulse with just a look. No one who had made her thighs ache just with a certain expression in his eyes.
And no one, she confessed to herself in the most private of moments, no one had ever aroused that piercing emotion she now recognized as lust. And she’d met him for all of a few hours, no more.
She fell asleep each night with a certain amount of trepidation, wondering if this would be the time he came to her dreams again. She awoke refreshed, trying to decide whether she was relieved or disappointed he’d not been a part of her rest.
Mrs. Tooting had let slip the information that Mr. Adrian had gone exploring into the Chyne for a bit—apparently he was fascinated with the caves that lay within it and spent several days at a time investigating them, thinking nothing of sleeping in them as he needed.
The housekeeper had wrinkled her nose in distaste, but Katherine could understand. The fascination of such places—and right outside one’s own front door—well, it would be a fool who failed to take advantage of such an opportunity.
Part of her wished she could be at his side as he prowled the understructure of the earth upon which they walked. And part of her wished she could simply be at his side no matter what they were doing.
Another part was glad he was away from the house, since her peace of mind was much restored with his absence. She was rising now for a little time each day, moving around, bathing, dressing, and eventually declaring herself well enough to venture downstairs at Sir Sidney’s invitation for dinner.
“And Mr. Adrian’s returned too, Mrs. Edgeworth. So you’ll be dining with them both. Won’t that be nice?” Mrs. Tooting beamed as she spread Katherine’s only wearable gown on the bed. “This one cleaned up real well, Ma’am. The color’s not what I would’ve suggested for you—if you’ll forgive my saying so—but at least it’s your own.”
As Katherine allowed Mrs. Tooting and a maid to lace her into the gown, she agreed. The brown bombazine was sturdy but unattractive, and the style did little to accentuate Katherine’s generous curves, all but hiding them beneath a modest collar.
But it was, as Mrs. Tooting had correctly pointed out, her own. And if she secretly yearned for a diaphanous silk dress that clung immodestly to all the right places, she kept such yearnings to herself.
Securely tucked behind the façade of respectability as represented by an amazingly unattractive outfit, Katherine descended the staircase that evening with a becoming flush on her cheeks. She told herself it was from the exertion of bathing and dressing.
She knew she lied. It was from the prospect of seeing him again.
And perhaps finding out whether that certain something between them was real or just a fantasy borne of laudanum and delirium.
If the latter were true…Katherine bit her lip as she crossed the hall to the dining room.
A servant opened the doors and ushered her into the snug parlor where an informal dinner was being served. Sir Sidney Chesswell rose with a welcoming smile, but Katherine’s gaze was immediately diverted to the figure standing behind one chair.
They exchanged a glance, black eyes meeting blue ones in a collision so abrupt Katherine wouldn’t have been surprised to hear a crash accompany it.
Her question was answered. It was no dream, no creation of an injured or disordered mind.
Adrian Chesswell was real, as real as her immediate attraction to him. As real as the blush that crept from her breasts to her neck, and as real as the heat flowering between her thighs.
His gaze swept over her and returned to her face as if taking his own visual inventory. She couldn’t help but notice his body stirring behind the tight fabric of his evening trousers.
There was something between the two of them.
It was undeniable, it was hot, it could well be dangerous and it would probably lead to places Katherine had no business going.
But it was there. And Katherine wanted it.
She shoved all pretense aside and admitted the devastating truth. She wanted him.
- - - -
Adrian’s thoughts were fractured as he sensed the desire rise inside Kat. Their gazes sought each other like magnets finding true north, and he could damn near taste her on his lips.
Her pulse fluttered above the collar of her hideous gown, and had it not been for the politely restraining presence of his father, Adrian would probably have stripped her and taken her on top of the dining table, cutlery be damned. He’d have done so with her full cooperation, too. He just knew it.
His need exploded within him, sending bolts of hunger to his cock and a stain of embarrassment to his face as he realized his arousal was obvious.
Hurriedly he took his seat, thankful for the arrival of their light repast.
Sidney was saying something—his Kat was answering, but Adrian knew not the subject under discussion, nor the day, nor the time. His food could have been sawdust and twigs, rather than the light broth of vegetables and herbs he found tolerable, and St. Chesswell itself could have disintegrated around him. He would not have cared.
If this was truly “love”, as his father believed, then Adrian almost wished it away. It consumed him, turning him into a besotted creature with a passion for the scent of his prey—the red-headed charmer who managed to control her own impulses with decorum and composure.
Then she moved to accept more wine and Adrian caught a whiff of her—she was aroused, readying herself for his possession, and he all but snarled his eagerness.
The last few days he’d buried himself deep within the earth around St. Chesswell, enjoying his hobby of exploring the caves, and finding quiet solace away from the people—and his Kat.
She’d healed, her color and the brightness in her eyes was proof of that. Had she forgotten him? Or worse—found a fear inside herself that would taint their interactions from now on?
Adrian found his guts unclenching as the answer to both those questions was an obvious and resounding “no”. She sipped her wine, ate—or rather nibbled—at her food and deliberately avoided looking at him unless it was absolutely necessary.
She was every bit as aware of him as he was of her, and finally Sir Sidney bowed to the undercurrents even he could feel swirling across the table.
“Well, this has been delightful, Mrs. Edgeworth. And I’m glad you forgive us our light repast—neither Adrian nor I find these enormous dinners to our taste. In fact, it’s my opinion they are deleterious to one’s health.” Sidney nodded decisively.
“Very true, Sir Sidney. I couldn’t agree more.” Katherine slid her plate away from her. She had eaten little, noted Adrian, yet she did not seem hungry. For food anyway.
“I will ask you to also forgive our lack of formality in ignoring the customary port and cigars. At this time I usually return to my scientific inquiries and Adrian…” He smiled up at his son. “Adrian does whatever he wishes after dinner.”
Adrian smiled back and stood. “It occurs to me that our guest might enjoy a view of the Chyne, Father. The rain has cleared and we finally have a good moon—full tonight, I believe?”
Sidney nodded. “Oh yes. So it is—I had nearly forgotten. Do go with Adrian, Mrs. Edgeworth. I think you’ll find the sight to your liking.”
Katherine rose and shook out her skirts. “I confess I’d be very interested to see the Chyne, Sir Sidney. Mrs. Tooting has told me of your legends and I’d love to see it for myself.”
Adrian bit down on his lust and extended a gracious arm. “Very well, Ma’am. If you’d care to accompany me?”
She laid her fingertips on his sleeve and glanced once more at Sir Sidney.
He made scooting motions with his fingers. “Go, children. Enjoy. I must away to my laboratory.” He paused. “Adrian. Did you take your elixir?”
Adrian glanced over his shoulder to catch a quizzical look on his father’s face. “Yes, Father.”
Sidney appeared relieved. “Good. Run along then.”
“Your father is most concerned about your health, Mr. Chesswell.” Katherine’s voice was cool as she voiced the casual comment. They walked through St. Chesswell arm-in-arm, as if they were nothing more than a gentleman and a lady enjoying an after-dinner stroll.
Adrian knew how wrong that assumption was. “You will have already been told of my…my unfortunate ailment?”
“Indeed yes. You have my sympathies.”
“Thank you.” Adrian inclined his head. “Although none are really needed. I find I can enjoy most common pleasures just as well at night as during the day. My vision has, perhaps, become slightly more enhanced thanks to my nocturnal habits, but other than that…”
He led Katherine through more rooms until they reached two glass doors opening onto a stone balcony. Stepping outside, he led her to the low balustrade and waved his hand in a suitably dramatic gesture. “Behold, Mrs. Edgeworth.” The view overlooked the coastline, which marked the southern boundary of the Chesswell estate.
“There, Ma’am. D’you see it?” He paused dramatically as the moon emerged from behind a cloud and shed its soft brilliance down over the countryside. “St. Chesswell’s Chyne.”
His voice was rich with pride, he knew, since this was truly a magnificent sight. The soft turf was ripped apart as if by a giant’s scythe, the valley thus created making an enormous gash in an otherwise pristine landscape.
The darkness of the rift was interrupted by the gleam of white chalky veins that protruded from the sides of the Chyne like the ribs of some ancient skeleton. Adrian knew that water burbled softly along the floor, around boulders bigger than small houses, but such revelations were not visible from where the two of them presently stood.
Katherine seemed spellbound. “Oh my.” Her whisper was breathy, her eyes wide as she scanned the unusual feature before her. “This is magnificent.”
She licked her lips and Adrian’s vision blurred red as every iota of his being turned to this woman and hungered. His gums ached with the need to release his fangs and his very soul ached with the need to restrain them.
He dragged his gaze back to the moonlit scene before them with an effort. “It is quite a sight, isn’t it?”
So mundane, so idiotic—so far from what he wanted to say. “I need you beneath me. I need to strip you of that godawful dress, fuck you senseless and limp, drink your cries and your sweat and then do it all over again.”
“Yes.”
Adrian blinked for a moment as his wits struggled to replay their verbal conversation and establish exactly what Kat was agreeing to. Ah yes. The Chyne. “We don’t know exactly how old it is, of course, since it’s continually eroding in response to the elements. It was probably much sharper and higher in St. Chesswell’s day.”
“Where did he live, do you know?” Kat’s gaze wandered over the irregular terrain.
Adrian pointed. “At the far end. There’s a natural rise that would have offered protection, and we found a few stones that were rough hewn and laid out in a clearly man-made arrangement. It’s the most logical place, too.” He chuckled. “To be very honest, we have no idea where the fellow lived. We just took what we found and improvised.” He glanced at Katherine. “You must admit it makes for a good legend.”
She laughed back. “Such honesty is refreshing, Mr. Chesswell. I find myself wondering exactly how many of our local legends have been…adjusted to fit their surroundings.”
She glanced back at the Chyne. “And yes to your other comment too.”
“Pardon?”
“Yes.” She took a deep breath. “I hear your desires, Mr. Chesswell. I do not understand any of this. I do not understand why you were a part of a dream for me and I you. Nor do I understand how it is that I can hear your thoughts now and again. But I can. Not so much in words as in colors.”
She remained unmoving, her face turned to the moonlight and the ocean. “You are thinking passionately crimson thoughts. Things are happening which are strange and unusual. I should be frightened of you, but I am not. I feel quite a different emotion…” For the first time her voice stumbled.
Adrian reached for her, his hand not quite touching her hair. “What emotion is that, my Kat?”
“Don’t you know?” Finally she turned her face to his and let him see her eyes. The fierce heat behind the blue gaze stunned him.
“Yes, Kat, I know.”
Now there was no holding him back. Adrian took Katherine in his arms, squeezing her roughly against his body, running his hands over her back from her buttocks to the nape of her neck, devouring her with his touch.
She gasped and leaned into him. “You are driving me insane.”
“Yes, Kat, I know.” He repeated the words, grasping a handful of her ripe bottom and kneading it, smiling a little as her legs parted involuntarily in response to his touch.
“Adrian…” She breathed his name.
“Tell me what you want…”
“I don’t need to tell you, do I?” She closed her eyes and Adrian’s body took a blast from the heat her mind radiated.
This…this link between them was stunning in its intensity. “No, Kat. You don’t need to tell me.” Adrian pressed his cock against Katherine, an already-rigid length of flesh that ached for her, swelling rapidly at the chance to find and plunder her sweetness.
She moaned. “God, yes. More. Show me that there is something to this whole business, something more than pain and unpleasantness.”
Adrian caught a glimpse of images he could not fathom. Darkness, distaste, fumbling hands and sudden discomfort. He jerked a little, realizing he was seeing some of his Kat’s thoughts.
Oh God, no wonder she was confused by him. She had no idea what sexual pleasures awaited her. She was no virgin, but she was sensually unawakened.
“Show me that I am truly a woman? Not just a…a…receptacle…”
Adrian eased himself apart from her a little and cradled her cheek. “Is that what you’ve come to believe? That a woman is only a receptacle for a man’s seed?”
She nodded, keeping her eyelids tight shut. “Yes. My dream with you was the first time I…”
“The first time you realized what passion could be? The first time you were touched in the right way? The first time…you let go?”
Kat nodded again. “Yes. Yes to everything. And it wasn’t real…” The last word was a cry from her soul.
Adrian slid his arms around her once more and lifted her from her feet, cradling her close to his body as they stood in the moonlight.
“This time, my Kat, this time it will be real.”
Chapter Eleven
Katherine believed him.
What she couldn’t believe was how easily she’d confessed her deepest longings, her most concealed insecurities, and how easily she’d fallen into his embrace.
It was as if she’d been waiting for this moment her whole life, poised on the brink of something enormous, something so devastatingly wonderful that only the right man would do.
Adrian Chesswell was the right man.
The feel of his arms banding around her body pushed away her past and cleared the mists of unhappiness like a breeze from the ocean so near to them. The look in his eyes as their darkness reflected the moonlight sent bolts of heat and brilliance through her limbs to her pussy, where moisture welled and pooled in readiness for him.
Once more she licked her lips, recognizing the shiver that went through him as his eyes watched her tongue hungrily. It was heady stuff, this power she had over him, and it went to her belly like a gulp of the finest wine, all heat and sweetness, spreading languorously through her muscles and leaving shuddering pleasure in its wake.
When he bent his head and took her mouth it was all she could do to stop herself rising to a climax on the spot.
His lips crushed hers, parting them and demanding entrance for the darting presence of his tongue. She willingly obeyed, sucking strongly at him, eating his mouth, devouring as much of him as she could in her turn.
They dueled, learned, tasted and then parted to catch a breath, returning immediately as if they both begrudged that small necessity—the fact that they were separated for a mere instant.
Katherine moaned deep in her throat as her tongue thrust against Adrian’s, and he moaned in response—harsh animal sounds that they both recognized.
It was echoed by the call of some night bird along the shore, and the brief intrusion of reality recalled both Katherine and Adrian to a sense of where they were.
“This won’t do,” mumbled Adrian against her hair. “I want you naked. I want to feel your breasts against me as I kiss you. I want my cock hard against you as you kiss me. I want…I want to fuck you more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.”
“Yesss…oh yesss…” Katherine was in complete accord with his plans. He could have her right there over the balustrade if he wanted, although a bed and a week or so would be better and they’d be less likely to shock the servants.
“Come on.” Adrian turned away from the ocean and carried her back into the shadows of the house, moving faster than she’d believed possible, dodging furniture in the darkness with an uncanny dexterity and finding her breast with one hand as he did so.
His touch blinded her to everything else, and she felt herself swell into his grasp, hot and ready for whatever other touches he would bestow upon her. They were in his room before she could catch a breath, with the door closed and locked and the huge bed a looming presence in the firelight.
He slid her down his body until her feet touched the floor, but did not let go. It was probably a good thing since Katherine wasn’t sure her legs would support her at this point. “Your touch burns…” She watched his hands as they caressed her breasts, slipping easily to the lacings securing her gown and loosening them. “Your hands are cool and yet my skin heats beneath them.” He slipped her sleeves from her shoulders and let the heavy fabric drop away from her light chemise. “How can that be?”
“Warm me, Kat. Give me your warmth, your fire.” His fingers tugged at the thin ribbon securing the undergarment and it gave way, releasing her breasts into his waiting grasp.
“Oh God.” It was no more than a sigh of delight as Katherine felt her hot flesh cradled delicately in Adrian’s strong hands.
Yes, he was cool to the touch, and yet his very coolness was erotically arousing—the icy hot kiss of winter against the summer furnace that was exploding inside her.
“I want to take my time—to go slowly with you Kat—but…“
Adrian’s words were belied by the speed with which he was stripping her of her clothing. His own followed, ripped from his body before she could blink.
He was perfect—his body pale and smooth in the firelight, unmarked by scars or calluses. Muscles rippled as she reached out for him, light flutters beneath cool skin that showed her how aware he was of her every move.
Having a naked and aroused man this close, this uninhibited, lit fires within Katherine’s soul. She wanted him, but she also wanted to explore him, to understand who he was and why he had so devastated her senses.
“May I touch you?” She stared at the cock jutting so vigorously toward her. She could swear it nodded agreement before Adrian’s voice could find the words.
“Please do.”
“Thank you.” Ever polite, Katherine moved close, reaching between their bodies for that wonderfully intriguing hardness, marveling at the feel of satin skin slipping across steel muscles and loving the tiny gasp of pleasure her touch caused within Adrian.
“As long as you allow me to return the favor.”
It was Katherine’s turn to gasp as for the first time a man’s hands learned her body. Thoroughly. She nearly purred with delight as he stroked her, investigating her curves, feeling her buttocks with firm squeezes and her thighs with soft lingering flickers of his fingertips.
She held on to his cock, using it as a lifeline between them, aware of the shivers that crossed it and the matching ones that made her belly tremble and her pussy weep. “I grow wet, Adrian.” The words astonished Katherine as they tumbled unheralded from her lips. She’d never imagined being so free in her conversation with a man.
Of course, she’d never imagined a man like Adrian, either.
“I know.” He brought her as close as possible to his body, pressing himself against her and forcing her to release his cock.
“How do you know?” Katherine let her arms slide around Adrian’s body, enjoying him in her turn.
“I can smell the fragrance of your arousal. The sweetest perfume of all…”
The room spun as Adrian kissed her again, forcing Katherine’s lips apart once more and plunging his tongue into her mouth with eager thrusts.
It spun even more as strong arms grabbed her around her thighs and she felt herself lifted from the floor to be tumbled onto the shadowy bed beneath a hard male body.
His cock dug into her hip, her hair caught beneath his elbow and she couldn’t have been happier or more excited than at this moment. Adrian’s thoughts surrounded her in a heated blanket of colors, vibrant and shimmering with his desire.
His touch was all cool slick male, exciting her to the depths of her being and bringing a muted cry of anticipation to her throat. She breathed into his mouth, fighting him for control of their embrace, and then retreating—each move part of the choreography—a natural flow within this dance of intimacy between them.
Finally, she was going to be loved in the way a woman should be loved.
Finally, she would know real passion.
She could barely wait.
- - - -
Hunger flooded through Adrian from his toes to his ears, a lust for his Kat, a yearning to know all that she was, to feel all that she had to offer, and drink deep of her life’s essence.
And yet much was to be denied. He dared not let his fangs slip free lest his control vanish and he become the dark monster he feared. And Kat was just the woman to rip the reins of command from his hands and his heart and lead the ride herself.
He simply would not take that risk. Not with her. It would be a mammoth battle, one he would fight alone—within himself. A fight to restrain the dark urges, to inhibit that side of his nature that demanded to feed, to bite deep into Kat’s soft neck and let her blood slide over his hungry tongue.
Even the thought sent bolts of savage arousal through his body, and he pulled himself up and away from Kat, just enjoying the sight of her sprawled wantonly beneath him.
He sucked in air, letting his lungs expand and contract as he bit down on his own desires.
“Adrian.” She reached for him.
“Not yet, sweet Kat. Not yet.” I am not in control yet.
“You want me.” She blinked uncertainly at him. “I feel your wanting coiling around me.”
“Yes. I want you. I want you more than…” Words deserted him as his gaze fell to her fiery mound and the glistening drops of moisture dappling the swelling folds beneath.
He touched her pussy lips with one finger, wetting the tip with her juices. The droplets were more precious to him than any diamond or jewel might have been. They were proof of her words—evidence validating her desire. She wanted him.
He brought his finger to his lips and sucked, Kat’s gaze widening as she watched him in amazement.
He smiled around the tip. “You taste good.”
“I…I…never…” She blinked.
“Oh really?” He chuckled, a rough sound, but a laugh nonetheless. “Then you might want to hold on to something…”
Kat squawked as Adrian dove between her thighs, pushing them apart with his shoulders and burying his face without ceremony in her pussy. She writhed and jumped and struggled, choking on words that had no meaning and panting loudly.
He held her firmly refusing to allow her to scuttle away from his mouth. This would be her initiation into the arts of lovemaking and she was going to get the full treatment. Or at least as much as he could stand giving to her without killing himself in the process.
He felt her relax a little, sensed her curiosity along with her arousal, and took this as a signal to begin a thorough investigation of her pussy.
She sighed into his attentions, muscles easing then tensing as he licked around her clit, finding those spots where her responses were most marked and returning to them with varying amounts of pressure and delicacy.
Kat moaned, a little sound, but one that made Adrian smile against the lips he was suckling. She liked this. Whether she realized it or not, her thighs were parting even wider to permit him full access, and her sex was flowing with copious amounts of honey.
Finally, Adrian thrust his tongue deep into her darkness, letting her juices coat him with a hot slick veil of passion.
And he nearly gasped as he tasted her.
Really tasted her.
Dormant buds on Adrian’s tongue burst into life, sending frissons of savagely painful pleasure to his brain. She was sweet, tart, spicy, redolent of something he vaguely remembered as cinnamon, mixed with a unique musk all her own.
Stunned, Adrian lapped at her, letting the sweetness fill his mouth and his nose and re-awaken sensations he’d lost so many years before.
She moved beneath him, thrusting herself against him, bold now, wanting…wanting more. Adrian could feel her muscles heaving within his hands, and her breathing became more rapid.
Her pulse thundered through her veins as her arousal built, sending Adrian’s tongue back to her clit and the deeply pink folds that were parting around it. He wanted her to come, to scream out her orgasm as it erupted into his mouth, his nose, his face—his soul.
He worked harder, licking, suckling, tasting the bounty that flowed into his lungs like a man dying of thirst. She was the fresh spring water to his parched existence, and drinking from her pussy lips quenched the cold fires that had consumed him.
Her unique flavor dazzled him, making him a little drunk, a lot excited, and deeply aware of her involvement in their embrace. She had already given him a gift, an astounding moment of renewal, of faith that there could yet be a future for him that was not filled with darkness.
She had lit a candle in the shadows of his existence, and she would never know how much it meant to him.
Adrian vowed to show her lights of her own. He pressed his face into her, inhaling her scent and finding the exact spot to bring her over the edge. She gasped, cried out and stiffened, just as he thrust his tongue back into her silken channel as far as he could reach.
With ever-increasing intensity, her inner walls began to spasm, building to a crescendo that had every muscle in her body rigid with orgasmic delight. Her thighs locked around his head, squeezing hard, and her nails scrabbled against the linens on the bed beneath them.
“My Kat…” He could feel her trembling, shuddering through the waves that took her, and relished the rhythmic clutching of every portion of her lower body as it traveled a road that was new to her.
His Kat climaxed against his face, in his mouth and around his nose. He felt it, smelled it and tasted it. He relished each and every sensation with his newly-awoken taste buds, knowing that the finest vintage wine would be sour vinegar next to the taste of Kat as she came.
And he smiled as he gentled her back down from the peaks, relaxing between her legs and laying his head on her belly. The thrumming of her blood soothed yet aroused him, keeping him simmering in an odd state of happy and relaxed desire.
He would take her, without a doubt. She would be his, he would sink his cock well beyond the places his tongue had just reached, but he was in no hurry. They had all night.
- - - -
“My Kat.”
Katherine had heard the words through her orgasm, and they’d stayed in her heart even as it slowed down to something approaching its normal rhythm. She’d had no idea that a man could do that to a woman. No clue that such a tremendous physical release could occur without the use of his cock.
She was stunned, shocked, sated, limp and thrumming with a contentment that astounded her.
She did the only thing she was capable of in that moment. She smiled.
As if he heard her lips curve, Adrian lifted his head and idly ran his fingers over her hipbone. “Hello.”
“Hello.” Her voice emerged as a mere croak. “My goodness.” She coughed and tried once more. “That was…beyond anything.”
He grinned. “Yes, I rather thought you’d like that.”
Katherine felt the color flood her skin and she looked away, completely unable to meet his gaze. “Er…I…you…we…” She stumbled to a halt.
“Yes.” He moved, sliding up beside her and gathering her comfortably into his arms. “Here.” He shifted pillows and covers, settling them into their own private cocoon.
Katherine frowned. “But you…you haven’t…”
He laid a finger on her lips. “All in good time. We are in no hurry.” He drew back a little and gazed at her. “Are we?”
Katherine shook her head. “This is all so strange. So new. I cannot comprehend what is happening.”
“Don’t try. Just enjoy it.” Adrian yawned. “Rest a little. There is much more yet.”
“There is?” She couldn’t keep the astonishment out of her voice.
“Oh yes. Much more.” He tucked her head into his shoulder. “I haven’t fucked you yet, my Kat. I want to come inside you. I want to make you come again around my cock, so all that squeezing and throbbing that goes on won’t be wasted on my tongue.” He dropped a kiss on her nose. “Not that it was wasted, but…”
Katherine astonished herself even more. She giggled. “I’m glad it wasn’t wasted. It didn’t feel like it was wasted. Not to me, anyway.”
He laughed too.
This is so strange. Laughter in the bedroom. Smiling amidst a rumpled set of linens. Enjoying not just the closeness of sex but the sharing of humor. Katherine was bemused by it all, and surrendered to it. To Adrian.
“I do not understand any of this. But I find that in all honesty I don’t care. Not right at this moment.” She stretched like the cat he called her and then cuddled close once more. Lassitude embraced her and suddenly even lifting her closed eyelids was an effort. “I am tired.”
“As am I. Good sex will do that. Sleep for a while. There is no hurry.” Adrian yawned his agreement.
“You will not leave?” The question popped from her mouth unbidden by her brain. Katherine realized it had been her heart doing the asking.
“I will not leave.”
She slept—and dreamed.
It was huge, a many-pillared edifice towering over the surrounding forests, glistening in brilliant moonlight and taking Katherine’s breath away. Mountains rose in the distance, shrouded by wisps of clouds, sentinels standing watch over this fairy-tale palace and the secrets it contained. It looked foreign and yet familiar, an intriguingly sensual assemblage of architectural creativity.
It was silent now, few lights showing from the many windows facing the splendid grounds that sprawled before the massive entrance. It took hardly any imagination for Katherine to see carriages streaming to disgorge their passengers—elegant aristocrats ready to enjoy themselves amidst the luxurious splendor of this place.
“Where are we?” She turned to the man whose hand she held.
Adrian looked somberly down at her. “It is Rogaška.” He glanced at the massive structure once more. “Where I became…what I am. Perhaps this is how I tell you the truth about myself. In a dream. For in truth I have not the courage to speak the words aloud.”
Katherine felt his grip on her fingers tighten. Part of her knew this for an illusion, another part wasn’t so sure. She shivered but drew strength from the man standing next to her.
“Tell me. Tell me all, Adrian. I will not judge nor draw back from whatever it is you must impart. I have no reason to distrust you or what lies between us.” She looked away from him and back at Rogaška. “What happened down there? Does it have anything to do with this…?” She glanced down at their hands. “Our strange ability to be together in the shadowed world of our sleep?”
“Yes. I believe it does.” Adrian sighed. “It is a terrible truth, my Kat. One I never envisioned I could share with a woman. I shall understand if, once you know all, you leave me.”
Katherine’s heart turned over at the pain and desolation she heard beneath Adrian’s words.
“I believe that moment has long passed, Adrian. From the moment we met you held me in thrall. I could not leave you now. Ever.” She lifted her chin slightly to emphasize her avowal.
“Do not promise something you may not be able to fulfill.” Adrian pulled her close and put his arm around her shoulder. “I know not what this dream will show, but remember one thing.” His muscles hardened against her skin. “I will never hurt you. You are light to my darkness and have come to me at a time when I needed you more than I knew. More than I could have imagined. There is much that may lie ahead for us, my Kat. I would hope we will meet it side by side. But here is my promise to you.”
Katherine heard him gulp down some emotion, the traces of it stayed beneath his next words.
“I will never, ever, hurt you.”
Chapter Twelve
If Adrian had possessed a normal human heart he knew it would have been choking his throat right about now.
He’d been to Rogaška in his dreams too many times to view the prospect with eager anticipation. He’d been victimized by Thérèse too often to disregard the gnawing ache of distress just seeing the place again caused in his mind.
Would she be there? Did she know that Adrian and Kat were there? Why now, of all times, should he dream of Rogaška and why was Kat able to accompany him?
So many questions, so few answers.
They drifted towards the building, insubstantial wraiths, coils of mist blending with the miasma of night cradling the elegant façade. A sound distracted them both and their heads turned.
A laugh—lighthearted and sensual—it came from the shadows of the garden, and that was where Adrian found he and Kat were headed.
Adrian’s worst fears reared their ugly faces. He knew that laugh.
It was Thérèse.
She was there, lurking in the darkness, laughing at something—or someone.
The first thing he noticed was a flash of moonlight off her hair, no more than a flicker of fire, but enough to confirm his suspicions.
She was naked, as she so often was, and as they drew nearer, Adrian could clearly see the lines of her body entwined around other limbs. Two sets of limbs.
Two sets of obviously male limbs.
Thérèse had found two willing men for herself this night, and was enjoying their attentions within a small private glade in the forest. Once more the Rogaškan bitch was about to feed.
Adrian sensed Kat draw in a breath beside him, but she remained quiet, as did he.
One man moaned as Thérèse slid down between his legs, finding his cock with her mouth and suckling him ferociously. Prone beneath her, his hips bucked, thrusting her bare back upwards, an invitation to the second man who positioned himself behind her.
Her ass was a white glow in the moonlight for a moment, then it was obscured by the hard planes of the second man’s body. He grasped her hips and thrust forward, bringing a cry of pleasure to her lips and another moan from the third playmate.
It was an erotically sensual tableau that aroused Adrian in spite of himself. Kat too seemed spellbound, her eyes wide and her pulse thudding rapidly at the base of her neck.
Leaves rustled, the air shifted to and fro—it was too real to be a dream and yet it had to be. In spite of himself, Adrian shivered, afraid for the first time in so long the emotion caught him by surprise.
Something about his movements or his thoughts must have escaped the illusion, because Thérèse suddenly froze, an immobile flash of white between the hard and darker male bodies.
She straightened slowly, leaning back into the man behind her, sliding her mouth from the one beneath her and letting her hands caress his gleaming cock instead.
Her head turned as she rested it on a broad shoulder and for the first time she looked at Adrian. After a moment or two her ink black gaze passed on to Kit, standing motionless beside him.
A grimace of anger flickered across her face, gone so quickly Adrian wondered for a moment if he’d imagined it. He did not relax when her lips curved into that cruel smile he knew too well.
Freeing her body of the cocks that would claim it, she stepped away from the men. “Stay, my sweetlings. I will have need of you.” A movement of her hands and the two victims lay side by side, reaching for each other, stroking each other’s cock with smiles of joy on their faces.
Kat gulped, a raspingly harsh sound that reminded Adrian he was not the only target for Thérèse on this night. It wasn’t a comforting thought.
But for the moment, the flame-haired vampire ignored Kat. She moved to confront Adrian. “’Tis good to see you again, my love.” Her hand curved around the air near his cheek. “’T’would be even better were you to join my friends and I.”
She nodded at the two men playing with each other on the grass. “They never knew what pleasures each could offer. Men are so narrow minded when it comes to desire.” Her black eyes speared into Adrian once again. “One more man, one with a fine and hard cock…mmm. Such fun.”
She licked her lips and the moonlight shone from two sharp little points emerging within her mouth.
Adrian felt Kat shudder, and to his surprise found himself unresponsive to Thérèse’s lures. Tonight there would be no agonizing erection to contain, no lust-filled fantasy denied him once more.
For the first time in so long he found Thérèse unappealing. Her magic had paled, her attraction withered, and Adrian knew in that moment that his redemption—if there was to be one—lay within the woman at his side. His Kat.
Thanks to her, the ugliness that was within Thérèse now overshadowed the mental link existing between them. Sexual arousal had been replaced by disgust—what had seemed attractive in the past no longer interested him.
Adrian felt the bonds of his slavery to this creature loosen, slipping away and leaving a sense of unfettered freedom in their place.
Unfortunately, Thérèse sensed it too.
Her basilisk stare turned to Kat. “You have a little friend, I see.” One delicate eyebrow rose in inquiry. “Such a pretty creature, and with red hair too. A weakness of yours, isn’t it?”
Thérèse stepped back a little, heedless of her nudity, and studied Kat. “How does she taste, Jadranko?” She smiled. “Have you fed from her yet or merely sucked the honey from her pussy?”
A sound from the men writhing in the shadows made them all look across the glade, and Thérèse narrowed her eyes. “Hmm. It would seem my friends are lonely. They need another playmate.” She glanced once more at Adrian, the fire of a thousand demons burning in her black gaze. “Does your little friend like to play?”
Adrian sucked in a breath to lungs suddenly colder than ice.
“Shall we find out?” Thérèse spoke before he could respond.
She moved, an odd gesture of fingers and a twitch that made muscles slither beneath her skin.
Suddenly, Kat was gone from Adrian’s side, the clasp of her fingers merely a warm memory.
“Nooo…” His cry came too late.
Kat was now naked and lying on top of one of the men, her mouth devouring his cock, her legs splayed wide and her juices being sucked by the other man who lay on his back with his head beneath her pussy.
“How delightful.” Thérèse crowed with happiness. “Shall we join them, sweet Jadranko?” She reached downwards, her icy grasp finding his cock even though it was all an illusion.
It had to be illusion. The pain he felt at seeing his Kat about to fuck two other men could not be real.
“Shall we find ourselves a convenient cock? A warm and willing bitch running with welcoming juices? Necks that pound with hot blood just ready for spilling over our tongues and into our bodies?” She neared him, her breath stirring the air around his chest in cool whispers. “Shall we fuck, my sweetness? Feed and fuck and feed again? It can last for hours, you know. This height of passion. Imagine it…” Her fangs were fully extended, slivers of ice-bright enamel lying across her full lower lip. “To come and come and never stop coming. To feel hot inside as you fuck, to have that moment last an eternity…”
She smiled. “Come, Jadranko. Come fuck me. Fuck her if you want to. But let me drink from her. You may have the other two. You can even let them fuck you or take your pleasure with them. It matters not who fucks whom—or where. ‘Tis only about that moment, isn’t it? That moment when we—live.”
A small cry pierced the spell that Thérèse was trying to weave. A sound of distress, a weak mewling whimper, but it was enough to drag Adrian free of the dark magic.
It came from his Kat.
- - - -
Katherine fought several battles within herself.
She knew in her heart, that this was all quite unreal. But nevertheless, the feeling of being naked and touched by two equally naked men was no dream. And she was a little appalled to find it arousing.
Barely had she had chance to get a good look at the strangely compelling woman when she found herself thrust into bare intimacy, skin to skin, mouth to cock and pussy to second mouth.
These were not dream images—these were real sensations. There was most definitely a male organ thrusting past her tongue and just as definitely a male tongue probing her pussy lips.
She whimpered and knew Adrian had heard her.
Suddenly she was free, lifted off the men by an unseen force, pulled away from the sprawled and aroused nakedness and held close to the one man she wanted—Adrian.
It appeared the woman was not pleased. She hissed past long teeth, shocking Katherine with the venom in her expression. “How dare you?”
The words were flung at Adrian, but he simply tightened his hold on Katherine and stared back at this furious naked virago.
“She is mine.” The words were spat from sneering lips. “She cannot be anything to you other than food. You know that and I know that. I hold you, Jadranko. I made you what you are. I can destroy you as easily.”
Adrian squared his shoulders but refused to let Katherine move from his side.
”Then why haven’t you?” His voice was calm, almost too calm, as if he too was fighting an internal and private battle of his own.
“Why should I? When you come to me at my bidding? When it’s such a pleasure to watch you suffer at my command? I am no fool, Jadranko. I like my toys. I do not discard them.”
Katherine’s guts chilled as she stared at this vicious apparition. The two teeth were now totally elongated, lying like knives across her chin. They were not unlike those she’d seen in Adrian’s mouth, felt against her own neck.
She began to understand—to grasp the deep horror of Adrian’s existence. She’d heard rumors, legends, tales of mystical terrors guaranteed to keep a child in bed at night. Monsters of the darkness, denizens of Hell come back to earth to find and feed on the innocent and unwary.
Local lore was full of such tales, and she’d paid little attention to most of them. Now, however, she was confronted with something that might be a great deal more real than some distant fairy tale.
And a great deal more dangerous.
She clung to Adrian and her movements attracted the woman’s attention.
“Your little pet is scared.” The words were a sneer. “Shall I make her like us? Shall I drink her blood then leave her to an eternity of damnation? Or shall I drain her dry and toss her carcass into some ditch?” She tapped long fingers against her fangs. “So many choices. It is good to have so many choices.”
Her smile was wickedness and sensuality made flesh, and even Katherine found herself attracted sexually by this repellant creature. There was a magic about her, an aura that warmed the body and the senses. A fragrance that aroused, an air of repressed hunger—it was not hard to see how she could seduce any and all men who glanced her way.
But it appeared that tonight Adrian was immune to those charms. “You will not touch her, Thérèse.” His voice was unyielding and for a brief moment, Katherine could have sworn she saw confusion cross Thérèse’s face. “You will not touch her, have her, drink from her or do anything else to her.” He was stern, cold and definitive. There was no room for negotiation with this man.
“I shall do as I please.” Thérèse blinked at Adrian, totally ignoring Katherine.
“Not this time.”
Katherine risked a glance at Adrian and noticed that his fangs had emerged. She was neither surprised nor horrified. On him, they seemed to be a part of his essence. They were not to be feared, nor welcomed—they just were. She should have been shocked, she supposed, but this entire experience was so unreal, there was little left inside her to be scared.
The duel of words continued.
“And you think you could stop me?” Thérèse tipped her chin upwards, challengingly.
“Yes.” Adrian tensed even more. “You are nothing but an evil bitch with a malevolent power you use for your own ends. Whatever devil inhabits you will eventually tire of your lustful ways. You will end up that carcass in the ditch and I shall be happy to crush what’s left of you under my boot.”
Incredibly, Thérèse laughed. “Such bravado, dear one. Let’s see if your words change after I’ve fed from this creature…”
Adrian linked his hand with Katherine’s and lifted them both to his lips. “Never, Thérèse. It will never happen.”
She sneered back at him and reached toward Katherine. Who jumped. She simply could not help herself. The slight movement pushed her hand into Adrian’s mouth and his fangs pierced her skin. It might all be a dream, but the wound felt real enough.
Adrian’s tongue licked at the tiny puncture, soothing it and wiping away the blood.
A fire spread into Katherine’s body at his touch, a warmth that had everything to do with Adrian, his fangs and her blood. She shuddered.
Adrian shuddered too, an arrested expression in his eyes.
Thérèse frowned and reached for Katherine once more, but before she could move more than a few inches, Adrian lifted his hand in a gesture of protection.
Thérèse gasped and fell back, staggering a little as she caught her feet on the tumbled limbs of her male victims.
Katherine blinked and Adrian—Adrian licked her hand once more, his tongue soft and loving as it roamed over her knuckles. He finished with a quick kiss. “Apparently we have a magic that is ours alone, my Kat.”
His whisper made no sense. “I don’t understand…” Her gaze was fixed on the furious face of Thérèse who now made no pretense of hiding her anger.
“Neither do I.” Adrian held himself still.
“Can we leave, Adrian? Can we awaken? I would like to go back to St. Chesswell now, please.” Katherine trembled, chilled and afraid of what she saw in the other woman’s eyes.
“I don’t know.” He moved a little. “Stand behind me, Kat. Let me protect you.”
“Let me protect you…” Thérèse sneered the words in a high-pitched voice. “Impossible. She will be mine every bit as completely as you are mine, Jadranko.” She threw herself back down onto the two men waiting eagerly on the grass.
Katherine watched, tucked in back of Adrian, just peeping around his arm to see—to see Thérèse as she began fucking them.
With deliberate movements, she grabbed a cock and straddled the man, making sure her audience could see every fleshy fold and glistening curve of her body. She smiled wickedly as she slid her silky sheath down over the hard length, moaning in delight as she was filled. “So good. You don’t know what you’re missing.”
Adrian shifted. “I can’t move, dammit.”
Katherine tried too, although she had no idea how to accomplish something as definitive as movement when she existed solely in a dream state. “Neither can I.”
A laugh followed her words. “You are mine. As are you…” Thérèse reached for the second man and to Katherine’s horror, she pulled his chest to the fangs that gleamed so sharply. “Jadranko. Do you remember? Why do you not come to me in the—dare I say it—flesh?” She chuckled.
“That’s it. She cannot harm us, Kat. We are not real. She wants us, but does not know how to find us. She attempts to lure me, she always has.” Adrian’s whisper was firm and his body a barrier between Katherine and the evil in front of them.
But he could not stop the sight of Thérèse from branding itself into Katherine’s brain.
Fucking one man and biting another.
The feeding had begun, a slurping, greedy sound emanating from Thérèse’s mouth as she began to drain blood from her victim.
Her hips rose and fell, grinding her pussy into the sex of the man beneath her. The man in front of her orgasmed as she fed, his seed flying from his cock to dapple the limbs in front of it. He cried out, his head falling backwards and his mouth wide, shaking with the force of his climax, his balls hard, cock throbbing and spurting gleaming milky strands of life towards the woman who drank so copiously from his breast.
His hands fluttered limply, and yet she continued. His eyelids fell, covering his eyes as they rolled upwards, and yet she continued.
His body sagged, but Thérèse held him erect. And she still continued.
She drank and drank and sometime during her feast she orgasmed around the cock beneath her. Katherine could see the shimmers and spasms of climax as they rippled through Thérèse, and the thighs of the man beneath her twitched and heaved as he cried out his pleasure.
And still she fed, fangs buried deeply in her victim’s chest.
Katherine’s breath all but left her lungs as Thérèse finally ripped her face free and let the man fall in a heap to the ground. Blood coated the beautiful face, dripping freely down to spatter the white skin and the full breasts. An expression of pleasure crossed Thérèse’s face, a grimace of satisfaction that chilled Katherine more than anything she’d ever seen.
“Mmm.” Thérèse licked her lips, savoring the droplets of blood that remained. “So good. So tasty.” She narrowed her eyes and stared at Adrian and Katherine. “And to think I have dessert waiting for me.” She glanced over her shoulder at the man lying prone beneath her, then looked back up.
“I can’t wait until I have the two of you here with me. ‘Twill be the sweetest feast of all. And we shall take our time, shan’t we, my love?” She stared at Adrian. “We shall relish each and every moment of your little friend’s pleasure. You shall fuck us both, and perhaps I might even let her fuck me with her tongue while you watch. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, darling?”
Once more the fangs shone, this time against the dark curtain of blood that draped her face. “You will come to me. It may take time, but you will come. You cannot resist my powers. And I have all the time in the world. And if you do not come to me…why then perhaps I shall come to you. As I said, we have plenty of time.” She looked at Katherine. “Of course, she doesn’t. So you’d better come soon, Jadranko. Come find me. I want to play with you again.” Thérèse sighed. “It’s more fun when there’s someone to share it with, don’t you think?”
She lifted herself off the second victim and stretched. “Mmm. Fucking and feeding in the moonlight. Soooo very nice.” The man blinked at her, as if in some kind of stupor. She smiled. “And now to continue. This meal will strengthen me, Jadranko. I chose these two carefully. Lots of lovely fresh blood and hot desires. You know what that does to our kind.”
She slid her hands between her legs and smoothed her pussy, sighing with pleasure as her hands reappeared coated with a mix of juices and semen. Leaning down, she wiped them over the naked chest of the man lying helplessly before her, an expression of lust and fear on his face. She knelt beside him and dropped a bloody kiss on his lips. “Don’t worry, darling. I shall not hurt you. I could never hurt you.”
The obvious lie grated all the way down Katherine’s spine and she sensed a matching shudder of horror cross Adrian’s flesh. This was truly a demon from Hell come to earth, and Katherine wished for something—a cross perhaps—to intervene. To possibly save this unfortunate man from the fate that had already ended the life of his friend.
But it was to no avail.
Adrian and Katherine were helpless, caught in the appalling agony of this nightmare they shared, forced to watch this evil and wicked creature destroy two innocent lives.
Katherine tried to close her eyes, but even then she could not stop the images from flooding her mind.
Thérèse, licking the liquids from the man’s chest as she rubbed her breasts over his body.
Thérèse, fondling his cock, bringing it from its flaccid state back to a full erection and making him whimper as she did so.
Thérèse, bending her head to his breast and resting her ear there for a moment or two as if listening.
Thérèse, opening her mouth wide—so wide—inhumanly wide—and biting, a harsh ripping of flesh and muscles and cartilage.
And finally, Thérèse, her mouth overflowing with that which had once been a human. Her eyes were wild and burning as they sought the two who watched. She wanted to make sure they could see her. Could see her feed and swallow and drink some more.
She made absolutely sure they had a perfect view of her final triumph.
She dipped her hands into the chest cavity of her victim and tugged.
She withdrew his still-beating heart.
Katherine’s scream boiled from her gut to her throat, and with a horrid lurch she awoke, nestled deep in Adrian’s arms.
She tore herself from the bed, staggered to the far side of the room where the customary screen stood, dashed behind it and vomited.
Chapter Thirteen
Sidney frowned, his thoughts disturbed, his emotions roiling with anger as he listened to what Adrian related. “She wants you, doesn’t she? She thinks of you as hers. Hers to command at will.”
Katherine stared from the window into the darkness. “I had no idea such evil could exist. No idea at all.”
Adrian moved to go to her, but Sidney stayed him with a gesture. Katherine needed a little time to come to terms with all this. As much as Adrian wanted to comfort her, as indeed did Sidney himself, nothing would be gained at this point by pushing the physical on Katherine. She needed to sort out the mental first.
“Sadly, evil is always present in one form or another, Katherine. This—this creature—is the worst of the worst, however.” He steepled his fingers together, as was his habit, and stared at her over them. “Now you know what happened to Adrian. Why he cannot move around during the day. Why he does not enjoy meals the way you and I do. And why I am working so hard to find something—anything—that will counteract the poison Thérèse infected him with.”
Katherine turned at that. “Poison? You think she is—venomous?”
“A good word for it…yes.” Sidney nodded. “No matter what the myths would have you believe, Adrian is alive. Blood circulates through his body, although at a greatly reduced speed. His heart beats, but barely, and slower than I had thought humanly possible.”
His gaze fell on Adrian, who remained still in his chair by the fireplace. “It is my belief, backed up by some of my research, that this Thérèse woman contaminated Adrian when she bit him. Her poison—venom, if you like—is strong, very strong indeed. Possibly because she has been doing this for countless eons. Neither of us have any idea how old she might be.”
Katherine nodded. “What you say makes a sort of sense, so far…”
Sidney smiled a little, pleased that Katherine could grasp the essentials so quickly. “Well, I have tried to counteract this agent, this foreign matter that runs through Adrian’s blood. I’ve had some small success. He can eat a little, drink wine and is certainly more human—if you’ll permit the expression—than he was when he arrived.”
Adrian looked up at that. “There is something else, Father.” He paused and glanced at Katherine. “Forgive me, Kat. I have to be completely honest with my father. He must know all there is to know if he is to be able to bring me back to the human race.”
“I understand, Adrian. But what…?” She tipped her head in inquiry.
“Father, when Kat and I were—together—earlier tonight, I felt a greater return of…of…my sense of…taste.”
Sidney’s lips twitched as Katherine turned back to the window with a strangled sound of embarrassment. He turned a laugh into a cough. “I see.” Wisely he let the subject pass, merely noting the incident for future consideration. “And you said when you accidentally scratched Katherine’s hand…?”
Adrian frowned. “Yes. That was most odd. Kat jumped, my teeth nicked her skin by mistake and I found a drop of her blood in my mouth.” His eyes turned to the woman just as she turned to him.
Sidney nearly gasped at the emotions they both unwittingly revealed at that moment. Truly, they were meant for each other. Now all he had to do was get them to realize it and figure out a way to keep them both alive. Or as alive as possible.
He sighed. “And?” He prompted his son, recalling him from whatever lustful fantasy he might be enjoying.
“Oh. Er…yes.” Adrian blinked. “It was as if some sort of odd heat danced across my nerve endings. I scarcely had time to examine it, because Thérèse went for Kat, and I was worried…”
“You held her away.” Katherine took up the narrative, turning to Sidney with an arrested expression on her face. “He held her back, Sir Sidney. She wasn’t expecting it. It was as if—as if—that drop of my blood had given him powers of some sort…” Her voice tailed off.
Adrian raised an eyebrow. “Powers? Over Thérèse? I doubt it.”
“Don’t be too quick to arrive at that conclusion, Adrian.” Sidney pursed his lips as his mind churned furiously over the possibilities. “The introduction of Katherine’s blood into the situation seems to have made quite a difference. And, of course, it’s the blood link between you and Thérèse that has held you under her control for so long. No, we definitely shouldn’t dismiss the possibility that Katherine could make a difference.”
The woman herself swallowed. “It seems most unreal. But there is one thing that keeps coming back and haunting me.” She closed her eyes and shuddered. “Beyond that final horror, of course.”
Now Adrian went to her side. “What’s that, love? Tell us.” His arm slipped around her and she leaned into him almost absently.
“This Thérèse. She knows where we are.”
Sidney blinked. “What?”
“I said…I said…” Katherine bit her lip in frustration. “I let our whereabouts slip out.” She looked up at Adrian. “Don’t you recall? I said I wanted to wake up. To return to St. Chesswell.”
Adrian closed his eyes. “Fuck.”
Sidney rose. “Ordinarily, I’d tell you what I thought of such language in front of a lady in no uncertain terms.” He moved to stand in front of the couple. “However, in this instance, I’m inclined to echo the sentiment. Fuck indeed.” He tugged on his lower lip. “Katherine, I would like to ask for a little of your blood, if you’d be so kind. It would be a great help and might answer some questions I have.”
“If it will help Adrian—and me now, I suppose—then of course.” Katherine nodded her agreement and got a hug from Adrian in return.
“Good.” Sidney turned to his desk. “I have much to do, and time is now a factor. We shall have to work under the assumption that this Thérèse creature might come here when you fail to obey her summons and her power over you lessens, Adrian.”
“And then what?” Adrian moved away from Katherine and paced the room. “I have placed you all in danger if that is truly the case. Perhaps I should leave. Go to her. Settle this for once and for all.”
“No.” Katherine’s voice was firm. “What good will that serve? You will slide back into the Hell where she lives, Adrian. It’s what she wants. Company in her vicious and violent misery. Is that what you want? I don’t think so.” She walked to his side and gripped his arm. “Like it or not, I’m at your side now. I arrived here by accident, but I shall stay on purpose. I know all there is to know. I choose to be here, to be with you. You are not alone in this fight, and if we can emerge victorious because we work together, then that’s what we’ll do.”
“Kat…” Adrian’s voice was husky, and Sidney gulped down a lump that had crept into his throat as he watched them. They had to resolve this now, to make decisions now that would affect what lay ahead.
Katherine straightened her shoulders. “I’m a redhead, Adrian. St. Chesswell is riddled with legends about women with my hair color. It’s time to put a new one on the books. The one of how this redhead helped the prodigal son find a cure for his illness and walk in the sunshine again.”
“You’d risk so much?” Adrian lifted a hand to her face, delicately touching her cheek as she stared into his eyes.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Her clear blue gaze remained fixed on Adrian’s face as she answered. “You know why.” She held out her arm to Sidney and pushed up her sleeve as he prepared to take her blood.
- - - -
A slight sting, a pinprick of sensation, and Sir Sidney had the vial of liquid he needed. Katherine barely felt it. What she did feel was her heart thundering in her breast at the look on Adrian’s face.
She was in love with him. Totally, madly, completely in love with this man who might not be a man, yet was nothing like the demon he thought he might be. She knew it, knew her face was telling Adrian how she felt, and could see the emotion rise inside him as she bared her soul.
Destiny, fate, whatever unseen forces existed, had brought them together at this time at this place. Nothing, no evil or madness from Hell, would pry them apart.
The knowledge settled in Katherine’s soul like the foundations of a new building, firm, solid and unmovable. She guessed her life would be built on these foundations from now on, and that Adrian would be a part of it.
How, she did not yet know, nor was she certain they had a future together, but she was ready to face what lay ahead as long as he was by her side.
His gaze heated as Sidney touched her arm with a cloth and declared himself done. “You both need rest.”
Adrian glanced at his father. “I will not let her leave my side from now on, Father. It’s vital. I need to know she is protected at all times.”
His face was firm, his suggestion outrageous, but his father nodded in agreement. “Quite right. We do not know if an attack will be forthcoming, or when. It’s best to be prepared for any eventuality, I think.”
Katherine cleared her throat. “Er…there may be some talk…”
“Damnation, you’re right…” Adrian turned to her apologetically. “Look, I…”
She stopped his words with a finger on his lips. “I don’t care. Not one whit. Nor does anybody else in this world, Adrian. I am free to follow my heart, and it has come willingly to your side. Naught else matters. I just wanted to point out that your household must needs be told something to explain our…closeness…”
Adrian’s eyebrows rose arrogantly. “Really?”
Katherine sighed and looked at Sir Sidney. Who smiled and nodded. “I’ll think of something, my dear. Don’t worry. My staff is loyal to a fault, and we keep ourselves to ourselves down here. Adrian’s nocturnal habits have put a crimp in a lot of the social interactions, and our naturally unwelcoming natures have done the rest.” He grinned.
“I doubt that.” Katherine smiled back then yawned.
“We need to sleep, Father. Katherine is tired.” Adrian stepped to her side.
“I know. Go now, and rest. I have a lot to think over, and some experiments to run. I’ll know where to find you.” He patted Adrian’s shoulder. “Rest well, my son.”
Katherine dropped him a small curtsy. “Thank you, Sir Sidney.”
He nodded back. “It may be a case of us thanking you before all this is over and done with.” Carefully bearing the glass vial, Sir Sidney ambled from the room.
“Come to bed, my sweet.”
The words were whispered low and sent a chill of delight down Katherine’s spine. “Now there’s an invitation I am hard pressed to refuse.”
Her hand was seized and held against something very rigid beneath Adrian’s dressing gown. “And I have something else that’s hard. Just for you.”
“Mmm. So you do, sir. So you do.” She turned to face him. “I would explore this strange hardness. Should we retire so that I may begin my investigations?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Everything blurred as Katherine was swept into Adrian’s arms once again and hurried through the house to his suite. The thought flashed through her mind that she could get very accustomed to this mode of transportation.
Used to his nocturnal lifestyle, the servants had already been in and remade the bed, tidying the rooms for their master’s daytime repose. It was darkly welcoming and Katherine tumbled onto the smoothed covers with a laugh, rolling until Adrian was beneath her.
They’d pulled on robes in their hurry to find Sir Sidney earlier this eventful night, so the amount of actual undressing was reduced significantly. Something Katherine was very grateful for, since she wanted to get her hands on Adrian’s body as soon as maybe.
And she wanted to hold his cock immediately thereafter. Her hands tugged at his belt, undoing the knot in the cord with ease and spreading the rich fabric wide. His chest was bared as she slid down his legs, revealing his muscled torso and—oh my—everything else as well.
“Adrian.” The word escaped her without volition as she stared at this rigid muscle, rippling with strength and moving a little as she gazed at it. Thrusting from a nest of dark curly hair, Adrian’s cock was magnificent, and she licked her lips absently as she studied it.
“Um…Kat?”
She jumped. Her concentration had almost distracted her from the fact that this muscled rigidity came with a man attached to it.
“Are you done looking yet?”
Naughtily, Katherine ignored him. For the first time in her life she had a fully aroused male at her disposal, and she wanted to play. She wanted him. She wanted to do all the things she’d heard whispered behind fans and over teacups, but had never completely understood—until now.
Now she could comprehend the meaning of the phrase “he made my mouth water”, since hers was doing just that. And Adrian was very ready—the fact that he wanted her made him all the more attractive.
She felt secure in her desires, unfettered by inhibitions, free to explore a side of her personality that was new and unexpected. This rush of heat to her womanhood, the accelerated heartbeat, the urge to devour Adrian with every fiber of her being—all surprising, all wonderful, and all to be examined more intently at another time. Right this minute there was only one thing she wanted to examine.
And it was bobbing as she neared it and reached for it with a gentle hand.
“Amazing.” Katherine let her fingers wrap around Adrian’s cock in a way that seemed natural. It fit perfectly, and when she slid her hand along its length, Adrian sighed in a most satisfactory way.
There was something empowering in having a man respond so enthusiastically to a mere caress.
She followed her thought logically to the next step. What would he do if she did this? She lowered her head and licked the swollen tip, running her tongue around the ridge of flesh that flared so neatly.
A choked grunt emerged from the man beneath her, something that was very close to a groan.
“Am I hurting you?” Katherine pulled away only to find her wrists gripped by two hands that clamped down tightly.
“No. Not at all. Do not stop.” There was just a tiny bit of pleading beneath the tone of command and Katherine did her best to hide a grin.
Obviously she failed. “Yes, I like it, woman. More. Please. Dammit. Now I’m begging.” Adrian clenched his teeth.
“Since you asked so nicely, Mr. Chesswell…” Katherine parted her lips wide and took his cock into her mouth, this time surrounding it with her lips and letting them slide around his velvet skin in a slow and delicate motion.
Quickly, she found her rhythm, her saliva moistening Adrian’s length and facilitating the ease with which she suckled him. She loved the tightening of his muscles around her, the tiny flickers of pleasure that rippled over him, and the involuntary clenching of his fingers against her skin or her hair or whatever he happened to be touching at the time.
And one particular spot seemed to elicit that reaction—a place beneath the enlarged and purpling head, a tiny area she found and returned to, time and time again. And every lick, every brush of her lips, every breath made Adrian squirm even more.
This was a whole new experience for Katherine. Up to now, she’d never imagined pleasuring a man this way, never imagined that she’d even want to, let alone have the opportunity thrusting towards her. But this was Adrian.
It wasn’t sucking some man’s cock. It was loving Adrian. It was showing him how much he meant to her, it was arousing him and enjoying the feeling of delightful power such actions produced, and smiling around his length as he moaned out his responses. It was giving pleasure to somebody special in an intimately special way, and Katherine shocked herself by how much she enjoyed it.
The whole activity felt natural, an extension of the simmering emotions that already existed between the two of them. A part of their involvement, their desire for each other and the passion that could only grow hotter as their lives and fates became further entangled.
“Kat…” A strangled sound emerged from Adrian’s throat as his lips peeled back from his gums. Tiny pinpoints of light shone in the shadows.
She released his cock and spoke the words that flowed from her heart. “Do you need to feed? If you want to…I’m here, Adrian.”
It was a moment that seemed to freeze time. In her own way, Katherine was offering Adrian everything she had—everything she was.
She was offering him her life. And her blood. And she knew no hesitation in that offer, since both were irrevocably his.
“My Kat.” Adrian’s voice trembled as he stroked her head. “My Kat.”
Katherine gazed at him and saw his eyes fill with what could well have been tears, before he blinked them away. “No, I will not feed this night. But I do need to come.”
He was so straightforward with her, another thing Katherine was growing to appreciate. There was little artifice, no prevarication, much humor and an honesty that sometimes surprised her.
As it did now. He was telling her of his body’s arousal in words that matched the state of his erection.
He was going to come. Statement of fact.
What was she going to do about it? Katherine thought briefly about the possibilities, then smiled. “Then come you shall. And I shall help. Much as you did for me earlier this evening.” She huffed out a breath. “Or perhaps it was eons ago. So much has happened since.”
She filled her mouth with him once again, hearing a slight gasp as she suckled him more strongly, taking as much as she could across her tongue without gagging.
Once—twice—she slid up and down, pulling the soft silken velvet over the tensile steel beneath. It took no more than that for the throbbing pulsation of his muscles to tell her Adrian’s orgasm was about to erupt.
The thought flashed through her mind that she could stay this way and have him come in her mouth, but her curiosity overrode that consideration. She wanted to see, to watch him as he came, to hold his orgasm in her hands and experience his release with him.
So she did. At the last moment she slipped her mouth free and cradled his cock with her palms, stroking him still and amazed at the ferocity of the explosion building deep within the rigid tissue.
He cried out as she held him, hips thrusting upwards, and she moved to hold on, riding his bucking orgasm with him. The tiny slit at the end of his cock twitched and then spurts of his seed emerged, glittering and shiny in the low light of their room. Soft and cool, the semen dappled Katherine’s hands like dewdrops, and she gasped as Adrian emptied himself into her care.
It was over all too soon, the miracle of climax leaving Adrian a limp and sated mass of exhaustion quivering beneath her.
She sighed and reached for a nearby cloth to tidy herself. “Astounding, Adrian.” There was wonder in her voice, she knew. Tonight she’d experienced something she’d never imagined could be experienced in such a way, and it obliterated all other memories and terrors.
The joy of holding her man as he came was unsurpassed and it was with a delighted grin that Katherine willingly snuggled into Adrian’s welcoming arms.
“You’re pretty astounding yourself.” Adrian’s voice sounded tired but content.
“Not really. I think that together we are greater than the sum of our parts.” It was a somewhat pedantic way to express the emotions she was feeling, but Adrian seemed to understand.
“No doubt about it.” He yawned.
“Adrian, will we dream?” Katherine’s concern crept into her tone. “I don’t know if I could face more horrors this night.”
“Not this time, sweetheart. She’s not foolish enough to exhaust either herself or us. One visitation in a night is all I’ve ever experienced with her.” He pulled the covers over both of them. “Sleep now. We both need our strength.”
Katherine nodded, her eyelids lowering. “Yes, Adrian.”
She could have sworn that before she fell into unconsciousness she heard him whisper something.
Something that sounded suspiciously like “I love you”.
But perhaps that was wishful thinking.
Chapter Fourteen
Adrian awoke that evening refreshed and with the unusual sensation of fragrance in his nostrils.
The fragrance of his Kat.
He breathed her in, taking her deep into his lungs, smiling at the delightful sensation of being able to simply smell her. There was a quiet pleasure in the reawakening of yet another sense denied him for so long.
He opened his eyes, aware that he was alone in the bed, something that did not make him a happy man.
She was sitting by the fireplace, wrapped in a blanket, gazing silently into the fire, a pot of tea on a tray by her side. She looked up as Adrian rose, and smiled.
“Good morning.” She blinked. “Or should that be good evening?”
“Either will do.” He strode naked across the room and seized her, leaning in for a kiss that left them both breathless. “You are not in bed with me. How can it be a good anything?”
She drew back regretfully. “Adrian, I…well, I…er…” She floundered.
“What?” He frowned, all his instincts leaning towards Katherine and sniffing like a whole pack of hounds. He wanted her, desired her, needed her, whatever else he could think of—and wasn’t in the mood to wait.
Not now. Not when he’d found the woman who was truly his mate.
“Well, when I awoke, I felt a little odd.”
“Are you ill?” Adrian’s hand flew to her forehead in a gesture as old as time. “You don’t have a fever—”
She chuckled. “No, silly. I’m not ill. I’m…”
“You’re what?” Exasperated, Adrian stood with his hands on his hips, heedless of his nudity. All his senses were focused on the woman curled up in front of him.
Her scent was very strong, a mixture of woman, and heat—and blood—a blend that reached inside Adrian and gripped his organs from balls to heart to throat.
He blinked, suddenly realizing what she was trying to tell him. “You have your woman’s courses.”
Katherine’s blush confirmed his conclusion before she could open her mouth. “I’m sorry. Yes. When I awoke…” She gestured downwards at her body. “It was my time.”
Adrian sighed. “Don’t be sorry. It’s natural and not your fault.”
“I know. But still…the timing is appalling.” Katherine bit her lip as she confessed her desires with that one simple phrase.
Adrian knelt beside her chair and took her hand in his. “We have time, Kat. Time to explore things and learn things and be together. I have waited ten long years for you to find me and for me to find you. Do you doubt I can wait a few more days?”
She reached for him, stroking his hair away from his eyes. “I don’t want to wait. I’m greedy. And I have waited longer than ten years.”
Adrian wanted to question that, to find out what she meant, but to his horror he felt his gums shift as his fangs emerged. “Mmmff.” He shut his mouth hard.
Katherine stared. “It’s the scent of me, isn’t it? The…the smell of my body at this time? My blood?”
Adrian jerked away from her and crossed the room, grabbing a robe to cover his nakedness. The effort of moving from her side was almost a physical pain. He hungered worse than he’d ever hungered before.
“Perhaps.” He could not look at her for a few moments, and when he finally gained sufficient control to turn, his fangs were still slightly extended. “I do not know, Kat, I swear. This has never happened before.”
She stood. “I should leave. Go back to my own rooms.”
He shook his head. “’Twould not help. I would find you even there.”
“I don’t care.” She raised her head and looked him straight in the eye.
“I do.” Adrian stared back. “I will not risk hurting you.”
“You will never hurt me.”
“I might. I won’t chance it.” He spun on his heel and started pulling clothing from drawers. “I have some unfinished explorations in the Chyne. I will be there for the next few days if you need me.”
He paused as he heard her sniffle. “Very well.”
He closed his eyes, a shirt crumpling in his grasp as he clenched his hands. “Kat, I do not go willingly. Please understand that.” He drew a ragged breath. “I cannot trust myself around you right now. I will not risk hurting you, and there is so much we do not yet understand about the way things are between us. I won’t jeopardize any of it by failing to control my own foul lusts.”
“Don’t be an idiot.” Katherine’s voice was harsh. “Or a martyr. I’m not impressed with either.”
Adrian’s head jerked up and he turned to look at her. She stood proud, wrapped in the comforter, her eyes wide, her lips firm. “You are the best thing to ever happen to me, Adrian Chesswell. We have something strange and unique together. Whatever we do to and with each other will be done from the heart.”
A lump rose in Adrian’s throat as he absorbed her words and the sight of her.
“We may well end up sharing more than a bed. If we do, it is something I shall welcome, because it will be you taking from me, and me giving to you. I shall get much in return, I know. It’s what people do who—who—care about each other.” She lifted her chin defiantly. “I understand what you are trying to say. You are wrong, but I respect you for it anyway. Go to your caves. I will stay here and wait for you to return.” She dropped her gaze. “My time runs about four or five days. Then I shall be…ready.”
“I will know.” Adrian’s fangs had retracted, but he swore he could feel something odd in the area of his heart. A beat perhaps, or just the simple sensation of being cared for. Whatever it was, it strengthened his resolve. “And when I return, my Kat, there will be much to settle between us.”
Katherine smiled tremulously. “I certainly hope so.”
A bundle of clothes tucked beneath his arm, Adrian once again risked nearing her, reaching for the back of her head and bringing her lips close. Her scent made him dizzy with need, but he fought it, simply dropping a kiss on her mouth. “Depend upon it.”
Wrenching himself away, Adrian left his Kat, heading for the darkness and relative quiet of the Chyne. He would be alone, but he cared naught for that. He’d been alone before, and for so long it had become second nature to him.
But this would be the first time a woman waited for him to return. The first time he would be eager to return. The first time he could ever remember feeling this way. Perhaps his father had been right.
Perhaps he was actually falling in love.
Then a fleeting thought of Thérèse crossed his mind. He wasn’t sure if falling in love was a risk he could afford to take.
- - - -
The next few days were long and lonely for Katherine. She missed Adrian fiercely, his absence an almost physical pain. She caught herself watching the doors of rooms to see if he entered, and at night she reached for him even in her deepest sleep.
But he did not come. Neither did the dreams. No terrible visions, no Thérèse, no horrors visited Katherine. She was simply alone.
She eagerly sought Sir Sidney’s company and found to her delight that they had much in common.
Both enjoyed reading, although Sidney’s library was on a scale much larger than any Katherine had previously encountered. They enjoyed discussing their favorite books, and when Sidney discovered that Katherine had a natural inquisitive bent, he was ecstatic and immediately started discussing his scientific investigations with her.
Much went over her head, but she loved to listen to his enthusiasm. One evening he told her of St. Chesswell.
“You’ve heard the tale, I’m sure. A brave and holy man defying the Devil himself.” His lips curved into a grin. “And being sanctified for it.”
Katherine poured herself more tea. “Yes indeed. Quite a local hero, I’m told.”
“Well, I think the locals made him into more of a hero than he actually was.” Sidney looked thoughtful. “I found a very old manuscript recently and the contents were fascinating and—“ He glanced pointedly at Katherine, “—more than a little disturbing.”
“About St. Chesswell?”
Sidney nodded. “Yes. It was an account of his removal from the Priory and his banishment, if you will, to the Chyne.”
“Was it not his interest in the darker arts that got him moved away from his order?” Katherine watched Sidney’s face over the rim of her cup.
“That definitely had something to do with it. But apparently he was also rumored to have succumbed to the lures of a woman.”
“Oh dear.”
“Quite.” Sidney blinked. “A red-haired woman.”
It was Katherine’s turn to blink, and her hand went involuntarily to a stray curl. “Good Lord. That’s an amazing coincidence.” She stilled for a moment. “Perhaps that accounts for the whole myth of the Chesswell redheads. Mrs. Tooting told me a story about that—how red haired women are said to change the course of Chesswell history or something?”
“Maybe.” Sidney remained thoughtful. “Many times coincidence is responsible for legend. I place little credence in most of it. But this tale—well, if our St. Chesswell refused the advances of this woman, or even if he didn’t, there seems enough evidence to suggest he was indeed involved with her in some way.”
There was something in his tone that caught Katherine’s attention and she turned the subject over in her mind, arriving at an unpleasant assumption. “You aren’t suggesting—“
“That it might have been Thérèse? Who knows?”
“But Sir Sidney—St. Chesswell lived hundreds of years ago, didn’t he?” Katherine’s jaw dropped. “You can’t possibly ask me to believe she’s that old?”
Sidney shook his head. “I don’t know, my dear. And that’s the truth. She shouldn’t exist at all, logically, so who’s to say how long these creatures can survive?” He tapped his fingers against his lips. “Evil has no time limits. It doesn’t expire as we humans do. Perhaps when a body wears out, as it inevitably must, the evil within moves on to another. I cannot even begin to guess how.”
Katherine’s skin chilled. “What you are suggesting—it could have the most terrible ramifications.”
“I know.” Sidney was somber. “Any sort of connection between this—this thing and St. Chesswell bodes very ill for Adrian.”
“I cannot believe it.”
“I’m having a hard time believing it myself. However, I cannot simply ignore it.” Sidney stood. “Would you be interested in seeing my laboratory? I have an experiment about to conclude and should be there. I’d be glad of the company and perhaps we could continue our discussion.”
Katherine rapidly rose to her feet setting her now-cold tea aside. “I would be most interested, Sir Sidney.”
It was the truth. Katherine had always been fascinated by science, by nature and by life in general. Even her experiences as wife to the somber Matthew Byerly hadn’t completely squashed that interest.
Now she was glad of it. She’d need every ounce of intelligence just to stay abreast of Sir Sidney’s simplest explanations and experiments. She doubted her ability to understand the more complex nuances of his work.
But it affected Adrian. That was more than enough for her.
- - - -
Sidney was amazed at Katherine’s comprehension. She seemed to grasp so much of what he was telling her about the constituents of blood, the differences in chemistry that he’d observed, and how he was working to counteract them.
“So Adrian’s blood is still essentially human?” She was staring into his microscope at the droplets he’d carefully placed onto glass slides.
“Yes. When I compared it with mine, there were many similarities. It’s the differences that fascinate me, though. They are what makes him unique. And when I looked at some other examples, ones I took from people with a variety of illnesses, I see a few correlations there. That’s what makes me think this woman has a disease. She’s a carrier, if you will. She infects those people she bites. Most, she kills. But the ones who survive…”
“So there would be more than just Adrian?”
“I think it highly likely.” Sidney took a breath. “Pretty awful thought, too. Lost souls out there, wandering, feeding…being tortured by this horror for God knows how long.”
“Hmm.” Katherine pulled away and rubbed her eyes. “It’s amazing in a way, isn’t it?”
“It is.” Sidney sighed. “I have no hope of understanding how it affects longevity, however. That is beyond my abilities. I have noted that many of these alien constituents disintegrate in full sunlight. Which accounts for Adrian’s nocturnal lifestyle. But further than that—“ He spread his hands helplessly.
“So.” Katherine paced the laboratory, idly touching a flask or turning a page here and there. He could almost see the wheels in her brain turning. “What happens to Adrian’s blood when it’s mixed with mine?”
Sidney looked at her. That was indeed an absorbing question, and he wondered if he should, in fact, reveal the answer.
She gave him no choice. “Sir Sidney, I may not be a scientist, but I am not a fool. I know that there is some special kind of link between Adrian and myself. That just a touch of my blood gave him the strength to resist Thérèse. And that was only in some dream vision. If there is, in truth, something I have that he can use…some component of my blood that alters or enhances his powers…”
“Sit down, my dear. You have asked the most difficult of questions.” He waved her to a chair and took a matching one across from her. They sat in a small bay surrounded on three sides by windows that overlooked the Chyne and the ocean. Sidney glanced out, taking solace as always from the familiar view.
Katherine tilted her head. “Tell me?”
“Very well.” Sidney gathered his thoughts. He would do everything in his power to cure his son. He hoped sacrificing Katherine wasn’t going to be part of that cure, but if it was…so be it.
“I looked at your blood the same way I did Adrian’s.”
Katherine nodded. “A good first step, I would assume.”
“You’ll be pleased to know your blood is quite normal.” He smiled. “Then I put a drop or two on a slide and put Adrian’s in with it.”
“Ah.” Katherine leaned forward. “And?”
“Katherine, I ventured a suggestion to Adrian some time ago. When he first told me of the unusual link you two seem to share.”
“All right. What was the suggestion?”
Sidney took a breath. “I am of the opinion that when two people are—mutually attracted shall we say—it’s because of some chemical lure that exists between them. There are precedents in the natural world, I believe. Scents that attract mates to each other.”
“I understand.” Katherine nodded. “I’ve read of such things.”
“Then you are indeed unusual.” Sidney grinned. “Most women would be horrified at the thought that they emitted a smell designed to attract a male. They would prefer to attribute their success to their looks.”
Katherine brushed his comment aside. “So about Adrian and me…”
“Yes. Well, it would appear that your blood is a natural complement to Adrian’s. I believe this is because you both are destined—and believe me I hate to use that unscientific term, but it’s the best I can come up with—destined for each other.”
Katherine blinked. “Oh.”
“Strange, isn’t it? One has to wonder how many disastrous alliances could have been avoided by such an examination of blood prior to the marriage.” Sidney pushed away the question that always arose when he considered this assumption. What would Josephine’s blood have shown? Would it have curdled his on the slide? He did not know, nor would he ever be able to find out.
The pain still hurt, but he ignored it. It was in the past. This was the present—and possibly the future of his son. “Anyway, when your blood was mingled with Adrian’s, the result was a new blend that certainly seemed stronger. Many of the strange chemicals in Adrian’s sample seemed to dissipate or change—I know not what the final effect is, since I was dealing with droplets, not a human body.”
Katherine stared at nothing in particular, clearly trying to make sense of Sidney’s words. “So, if I understand this correctly, because Adrian and I are—mutually attracted—the scent we emit means that our blood enhances each other’s?”
Sidney shook his head. “That I cannot say. I do not know what the effects of Adrian’s blood on you would be. If he were to feed from you, yes, his blood would be strengthened. But you? I do not know. I can say this.” He fixed her with a sober gaze. “You two together are unique. Adrian’s condition is also unique. I have to assume that this set of circumstances doesn’t occur very often, simply by virtue of who and what Adrian is.” He steepled his fingers in the way he found most comforting. “I’m sure that couples find each other in the normal way of things with the help of their chemical scent. But the overall effect probably just helps the process along. For you and Adrian—well, it’s different.”
“Of course. It would be, given Adrian’s situation.” Katherine nodded, then looked straight back at Sir Sidney. “You have probably guessed that I return Adrian’s affections. If I may be blunt here, it took no more than a meeting of our eyes, a touch of skin to skin and I knew.” She colored a little, a flush of awkwardness rising into her cheeks. “It has never happened to me before, Sir Sidney. I have been wed, but…I have never been in love.”
Sidney felt his heart turn over. “I am happy for Adrian, my dear. And for you. He’s a fine man in spite of everything that is happening to him. And so I shall say something to you that I would like you to think about. Don’t answer me, just think about it.”
Katherine tipped her head. “What?”
“It is my considered opinion that to resist this evil that controls him, Adrian needs your help.”
“You’re saying—“
“Yes. To overcome Thérèse and her dark powers, Adrian must feed. From you.”
Chapter Fifteen
Before she could respond to Sidney’s shattering words, Katherine’s attention was distracted by a fuss outside the laboratory. To her surprise, Cheverly entered looking rather harassed. “Forgive the interruption, Sir Sidney.” He straightened his jacket. “There is a—person—in the library, who insists on seeing you. Rather vehemently, I might add.”
Sir Sidney frowned. “At this time of night? It must be urgent indeed.” He stood. “Did he say who he was, Cheverly?”
The butler’s eyes drifted to Katherine. “He says his name is Byerly, sir.”
“Oh dear.” Katherine’s heart stopped beating for a moment, then resumed in an unpleasantly rapid fashion. This was not good. Not good at all.
Sidney nodded at Cheverly. “I will come at once. The poor man must be told about the unfortunate accident.”
“Sir Sidney—wait—“ Katherine stayed him with a hand. “There is something you should know—“
The door burst open. “In here is he? I will not be put off. Out of my way.” A loud voice preceded the entrance of a big man, who shouldered his way past a scared-looking maid to slam through the door and into the laboratory.
“There you are, you faithless bitch.” He ignored Sir Sidney and strode across the room to Katherine. With frightening ease he raised his arm and backhanded her across the face. “How dare you attempt to thwart me?”
The unexpected blow made her cry out and provoked a shout of protest from Sidney. “Sir, I must protest. Stop this at once.” Sidney was furious, tugging impotently on the arm of the bulky body. “Mrs. Edgeworth is my guest. I will not have her treated so in my house.”
“Mrs. Edgeworth? Is that what she’s calling herself?” The man turned and looked at Sir Sidney for the first time, leaving Katherine shaken and with the taste of blood on her lip.
“She’s Mrs. Katherine Byerly, sir. I have no idea what faraddidle she’s been telling you, but it’s probably all lies. Even her declared identity is a lie apparently.” He drew himself up to his full height, dwarfing the older man by close to a foot. “I am Arthur Byerly, cousin to this woman’s late husband Matthew. She is pledged to me.”
“I am most certainly not.” Katherine hissed the words from between her teeth, a red haze of fury creeping up her body from her toes. “I would no more wed you than wed a viper. And well you know it. I’ve told you often enough.”
“Pshaw. A woman’s fancies, no more. Matthew intended for me to have you after his death. We both know it. We’d be wedded and bedded by now if you hadn’t been so unutterably stupid as to flee with that idiot wench of yours. I suppose she’s been aiding and abetting you?” He looked around.
“Jessie’s dead.” Katherine spat the words. “As I wished to be at the thought of marriage to you.”
“Dead, is she? She deserved no better.” He shrugged. “Get your things. You’re leaving with me. Tonight.”
“Sir, I must protest.” Sidney finally attracted the big man’s attention. “Your behavior is cavalier to say the least. You are in my house. Please treat it with the respect it deserves.”
Arthur Byerly blinked. “You are Sir Sidney Chesswell?”
Sidney drew himself up to his full height, which brought him about chest level with the other man. “I am.”
Katherine watched, realizing that the dignity of Sir Sidney rendered him the larger man in this encounter. She was not surprised. She’d experienced Arthur’s brand of civility before.
Arthur finally dipped his head. “I apologize. My behavior has been less than acceptable. I will mention how distraught I’ve been while searching for dear Katherine. It seems my wits have become a little disordered with worry.”
“I quite understand.” Sidney showed his teeth in a smile that wasn’t exactly welcoming. “May I suggest you join me for something warming while Mrs.…Byerly gathers her thoughts? Cheverly, brandy in the library please.” Sidney chattered on inconsequentially as he shepherded Byerly from the room.
He glanced over his shoulder at Katherine and made a brief motion with his head. Katherine understood.
Fetch Adrian.
There was nothing she’d like to do more, but Arthur forestalled her. “You. Katherine. There’s nothing to gather that the servants can’t handle. I’m not letting you out of my sight again.” He snapped his fingers at her like she was a dog. “You come with us.”
Hell and damnation. Katherine could do nothing but agree. She did not want Sir Sidney subjected to Arthur’s brutality, and did not trust him to keep such instincts in check if his wishes were thwarted. “Very well, cousin.” She emphasized the family connection on purpose. “Allow me a moment to instruct one of the maids.”
Arthur frowned but then nodded. “Certainly. You have five minutes.”
It would take much less than that to have a servant run to the Chyne, and probably only seconds for Adrian to return. When he did, only God knew what would occur. Or, thought Katherine wryly, perhaps the Devil might be in a better position to hand out that information.
There were explanations to be made and a nasty situation to work out. She spoke hurriedly with the maid in the hall then followed the two men into the library. The knowledge of what she’d done sat heavily on her shoulders.
She’d lied. Lied to the only two people she could fully trust. Would they be able to trust her in return? She had no idea, but realized she was about to find out.
- - - -
For his part, Sidney was shaking inside with a variety of emotions. Unused to such rough violence, Arthur Byerly’s treatment of Katherine outraged every instinct he had. Coupled with that disgust, was the nagging worry that Katherine might have lied to avoid a situation not to her liking. That was understandable, but if she was indeed legally pledged to another, then Adrian’s future was in jeopardy.
And that, Sidney knew with a bone-deep certainty, was unacceptable.
He squared his shoulders and followed the man into the library where Cheverly was pouring brandy into crystal snifters. If there was a battle to be waged here, then he’d fire the opening salvo.
“Mr. Byerly. I haven’t had the opportunity to formally welcome you to St. Chesswell. How did you find Katherine?” His tone was conversational and—he hoped—noncommittal. It wouldn’t do to let this brute know he’d like to shoot him right between the eyes.
“I asked around. Followed the trail of two stupid women. It took me some little time to realize dear Katherine had actually fled the sanctuary of her home—a silly move indicative of a fragile female mind.” Arthur took the glass from the tray Cheverly was offering him without a blink.
“Thank you, Cheverly.” Sidney was quite pointed in his acknowledgement as he took his own glass. “Well, you found us. Quite fortuitous. Now please tell me about this business? What is Katherine to you?”
Sidney sat easily in his favorite chair, crossed his legs and looked curiously at the large man. He refused to act as if this was anything more than a casual conversation between acquaintances. If he could keep it up for a little, then perhaps Adrian would arrive in time. Part of his mind sent up a prayer that this would be so.
A little off-kilter at Sidney’s courteous behavior, Arthur sat awkwardly. “She was wed to my cousin Matthew. The poor man suffered an attack of some sort close to a year ago and passed on to his reward.” He stared down at his glass. “His physician said it was his heart. Not uncommon apparently.”
“An older gentleman, was he?” Sidney continued to maintain his “interested host” demeanor.
“Well. It all depends on your point of view, doesn’t it?” Arthur refused to answer directly. “What matters now, Sir Sidney, is the disposition of his estate.” He paused. “And his widow.”
“Ah yes. You would be acting in the capacity of executor?”
“I am.” Arthur straightened. “My cousin’s estate is deeded to me. Along with the property came his express wish that I take care of Katherine.” His eyes drifted over to where Katherine sat, partially hidden in the shadows at one side of the library. “I intend to honor Matthew’s last request.”
“A noble gesture.” Sidney nodded sagely. “How do you intend to accomplish it?”
Arthur raised his eyebrow. “By wedding her, of course. What else?”
“What else indeed.” Sidney pursed his lips. “It would appear, however, that the lady herself has other ideas.”
Arthur humphed a sour laugh. “That scarcely matters. She will do as she is told. She is a woman, a widow, and needs protection. I shall wed her and that will be the end of it.”
“I don’t think so.”
- - - -
Katherine’s head jerked around as she heard the quiet words interrupt the conversation between Arthur Byerly and Sir Sidney.
He’s here. He’s come. Her heart jumped and she couldn’t resist folding her hands tight to her breasts as if to keep that organ from leaping out and thundering its excitement for the entire room to witness.
Adrian stood tall in the doorway, his eyes hot and burning with an odd light. They crossed her face and lit with fury. He strode to her and ran a finger over the developing bruise on her cheek. “He did this?”
Katherine swallowed. “Yes. He has done it before. Often. It means nothing.”
“You are so wrong.” The tension all but radiated from Adrian’s body and Katherine sensed the fire rising within him.
She reached out a hand. “Be careful, Adrian. He is…not a gentleman.”
An odd smile crossed his handsome lips. “Perhaps we have something in common then. Because when it comes to you, my Kat, neither am I.” The smile faded. “But I have never struck a woman.”
He spun on his heel and fixed Arthur with a look from his unusual black eyes. Katherine was amazed to see the larger man shift uncomfortably in his chair.
“Who are you?” Arthur’s bravado was still there, but tempered a little under that darkly threatening gaze.
“Adrian, this is Arthur Byerly, Katherine’s late husband’s cousin. He is here to claim her according to the conditions of the will.” Sidney stood, offering a formal introduction.
Katherine was grateful that Adrian responded to his father. Sidney’s calm words had tamped down the anger. Just a little.
“Really?” The word was a drawl, just inches shy of insulting. “How interesting that Katherine never mentioned you.”
Arthur stood, clearly trying to gain some confidence from his dominating size. It might have worked with Sir Sidney, mused Katherine, but it failed completely with Adrian.
“I’m not surprised she didn’t mention me. She’s lied her way through life thus far. Why should she change? I swear she betrayed my cousin during their marriage and drove him into an early grave.” Arthur’s color rose in his face as his list of grievances poured out.
Wrong time, wrong man, Arthur. Katherine was guilty of many simple sins, and yes, lying was one of them. But she’d never cheated on Matthew Byerly and everybody in that household knew it. Something inside her told her that Adrian knew it too.
But foolishly, Arthur kept talking. “She owes her existence to the generosity of the Byerlys. She should be on her knees thanking Heaven Matthew wed her, and grateful I’d even consider taking on his leftovers. She’s vicious, got a nasty mouth on her and is nothing particular to look at with that whore’s hair.”
“And you want to marry her—why?” Sidney interposed the question in a flat tone.
“I will honor my promise to my cousin.” Arthur raised his chin, portraying the very image of noble sacrifice. “We Byerlys stand by our word.”
“I see. More for honor than to legally fulfill the terms of a will.”
The intensity of those words, spoken quietly and with great force, rocked Arthur back on his heels and he stared at Adrian as if surprised and not a little puzzled.
Quickly, he regrouped himself. “So you understand then. As men of the world, I would expect you to do no less.” Dragging his gaze away from Adrian he turned to Katherine. “Get your things. We’re leaving.”
Adrian ignored him and in his turn looked at Katherine. “Are you promised to this man?”
“No.” The word was out of her mouth in a split second, and spoken from the heart.
“Did he make you an offer of marriage?”
“Yes. Many times. I refused each one. Even those that were accompanied by…physical threats.”
“And…?” Adrian’s mind was tickling around the edges of Katherine’s. She could sense him, feel him stroking her thoughts, reading her soul.
“And when those offers failed to achieve his desired results, he attempted to rape me.”
“That’s utter nonsense.” Arthur blustered his way into the exchange. “I did no such thing. Your wanton ways led me to believe my attentions would be welcomed. It’s not as if I was intending to throw you by the wayside. I will marry you, wench. By God I shall.”
The last statement was roared into the room with the full force of Arthur’s anger behind it.
“You will not. She is already married. To me.”
Adrian’s calm response stopped Arthur dead in his tracks. His jaw dropped and Katherine could see the pulse throbbing furiously in his neck. She tensed, knowing that symptom of old.
“You wanton whoring bitch.” Arthur lunged at her, hand raised to strike her, but this time he was intercepted.
Adrian was between them in a blur of movement, his hand grasping Arthur’s arm in a grip that seemed as if it could easily break it. “Do not move a step closer to her if you ever want to use this arm again.”
Arthur seemed confused. He looked at Adrian and tried to wrench free, but found himself unable to do so.
Katherine watched, her heart in her mouth. There was little difference in height between the two men, but Arthur had a good deal more bulk. On the face of it, he would be the victor in a trial of strength.
Apparently, Adrian had hidden resources. Slowly, inexorably, he forced Arthur backwards, pressuring his arm into an unnatural position above his shoulder until the larger man whimpered.
“I can snap this bone like a dry twig. And your neck the same way.” Now there was no mistaking the fury in Adrian’s voice. He never raised it, never shouted or cursed or betrayed his emotions with anything other than his eyes.
But it was enough.
“Perhaps I should do just that.” He pushed a little more and Arthur paled. “Perhaps I should end your pitiful existence right at this moment. What use to the world are you? A man who brutalizes helpless women in the name of honor. I’m not surprised you attempted to force Katherine. How else could you get a woman in your bed?”
Arthur was now up against a large bookshelf, staring fearfully at Adrian as if confronted by a dangerous animal. Which, realized Katherine, was very close to the true state of affairs.
“Adrian. Please do not kill him.” Sidney’s voice crossed the room, staying Adrian’s inexorable progress.
“Why not?”
Arthur gasped and whimpered once more. “No.”
“I say again, sir. Why not?”
“Because he is an ill-mannered fool. Not worth the effort.” Katherine came to stand by Adrian, feeling the waves of anger shimmering from him like heat from a roaring fire. “He is nothing to me, Adrian. I am your—wife.” She emphasized the word deliberately, and was pleased to notice Adrian’s grip ease a little.
“I am yours, Adrian. Heart and soul. He has no claim on me and never will.” She snapped her fingers in Arthur’s face. “You. Arthur Byerly. You desire Matthew’s estate and all that goes with it. Well, it’s yours. Run it into the ground, burn it, do what you will with it. I care not.”
“I-what-you-“ Arthur stuttered.
“I realize you cannot conceive of somebody wanting something more than money, more than property. Especially a woman.” Katherine moved away from him towards Sir Sidney. “He has always been envious of Matthew’s holdings. He waited patiently for Matthew to die, believing he was the heir. Something he still believes. In this, he was incorrect.”
She spun on her heel and stared at him in distaste. “Contrary to your allegations, I never cheated on Matthew Byerly. And in exchange Matthew named me his heir. I was saddened by his passing and grateful for the legacy. But he was thirty years older than me. It was inevitable.”
She sat quietly next to Sir Sidney and arranged her skirts. “I have found the husband of my heart now, Arthur. I shall ask my new father-in-law—“ She laid one hand on Sidney’s arm. “If he will be kind enough to advise me on how to legally deed that legacy to you. I never wish to see it or you again.”
“I shall be happy to assist you, my dear.” Sidney covered her hand with his own. “And may I say how happy I am to have you in our family.” He squeezed her fingers, telling her he understood what she was implying.
“So basically, you’re telling me I can’t kill him?” Adrian sounded almost wistful.
“I’m afraid not, darling.” Katherine felt the absurd urge to giggle. She was now the declared—if unofficial—wife of Adrian Chesswell, and possibly free from the shadows of the Byerlys forever.
This was turning out to be quite a night.
Chapter Sixteen
Adrian wanted to kill Arthur Byerly. He wanted to let his fangs loose and for once in his curiously twisted existence just kill for the sheer and simple pleasure of it. To avenge the wrongs this bastard had done to Katherine, and prevent such wrongs from ever happening again.
Apparently, Arthur could read that particular goal quite clearly, since he was now sweating, and Adrian could smell his fear.
“Well, Mr. Byerly. It seems you are to live through the night.” He smiled, knowing his expression did nothing to reassure the man now trembling in his grasp.
He could have snapped those bones as easily as he’d promised, and would have taken pleasure in doing so. He fought the urge to do just that.
But when he thought of this oaf attempting to rape Katherine—to even think about him touching her body—the fury rose in him once more. He would not allow Arthur to escape unscathed. He simply couldn’t live with himself if he did.
Gently, and with great deliberation, he peeled his lips into a snarl and allowed his fangs to emerge.
Arthur sobbed out a gasp and turned ghost-white. “What are you?”
It was a strangled sound of horror, and gave Adrian the utmost pleasure.
He barely heard Katherine as she spoke. “Adrian—don’t—“
Sidney’s voice was a mere murmur in his ears. “Control yourself, my son.”
His entire focus was on the quivering mass of ugliness he held with his gaze. He knew what the man was looking at. He knew there would now be fiery lights dancing in his eyes—he could feel the energy himself.
He shifted so that the light could catch his fangs. He wanted there to be no doubt in this man’s mind about what he was seeing.
“Listen to me and listen well, Arthur Byerly.” He neared his prey, fangs hard against his lips but his words crystal clear in the silence that now surrounded him. “I could kill you but I won’t. However, if you ever come near my wife or my family again, I shall not be so merciful. Do you understand?”
Arthur’s mouth worked but no sound came out.
Adrian shook him slightly. “Nod if you understand me.”
That, Arthur could manage. He nodded, eyes wide enough to show the whites all around his pupils, mouth lax, a drop of spittle oozing from one corner.
“Very good. You will also never raise your hand to a woman again. Ever. If you do, I shall know. Do you believe me when I say this, Arthur?”
Once more the terrified man nodded.
“Just so that we are absolutely clear here, I’m going to show you how I shall kill you if you violate your word to me.”
Adrian leaned in to the man’s neck as a vague sound choked from Arthur’s throat.
“This is how I shall kill you, scum. This is how you will die. In agony. Thrashing on the ground like a gutted fish. And I shall enjoy every minute of your demise.”
The blood hunger thrummed through Adrian’s veins like a musical symphony, blinding him to everything but the throbbing pulse of his victim. He was filled with an overwhelming fury, but it was tempered by something—something bright and clear. Something a part of him knew came from his Kat. Yes, he would feed from Arthur Byerly. But he would not kill him.
He sank his fangs deeply into the skin and pierced the fountain of life’s essence, letting it flow over his tongue and down his throat. It was sharp and bitter, a little unpleasant to the taste, making it no hardship for Adrian to pull away after a very short time.
“Euuuccch. The sourness of your disposition is echoed by the sourness of your blood.” Adrian wiped his hand across his mouth, stepping back as Arthur’s eyes rolled wildly and he slid unconscious to the floor.
“Oh dear.” Adrian considered him. “You didn’t mention he had a weak bladder, Katherine.” He stared at the dark stain on the front of the limp man’s breeches.
Sidney sighed. “Dammit, Adrian. Did you kill him?”
“Of course not. He’s unconscious. All he’ll remember is a horrible nightmare. At least I think that’s all he’ll remember.”
Katherine came to his side and reached for his hand. “Thank you. Thank you for not killing him. He’s a bad man, but you showed mercy.”
Adrian pulled her to him. “You were in my mind, Kat. You showed me how to be merciful. If it wasn’t for you, he’d be dead now.”
They both looked down at Arthur once more. Adrian wrinkled his nose. “And by God he tasted awful. Like a cheap wine that has soured.”
The sound of Katherine’s giggle brought an answering smile to Adrian’s face and he held her closer. “Father, I think it’s time my wife and I retired for the night.” Feeding from Arthur had been done in anger. The arousal he felt now was partly fueled by the blood, but mostly by the woman in his embrace.
“Oh lovely.” Sidney snorted. “And I’m left to clean up your mess, I suppose.” He sighed theatrically. “Such is the lot of a parent.”
Adrian shrugged. “Have Cheverly call a couple of our lads to take him to one of the St. Chesswell inns. He’ll wake on the morrow with a headache and a need to be gone from here. If I handled things correctly he’ll scurry back to his hole and not darken our doors again. If not…” He licked his lips. “Then I’ll finish it next time.”
“Hmm.” Sidney rang the bell for Cheverly. “I might toss one of my special brandies into his carriage. The one with the dash of laudanum in it. If he’s going to have nightmares, he may as well have a couple more to go with them.”
Adrian laughed. “Nice touch, father.” His gaze fell to Katherine, still standing comfortably in the circle of his arm. She blushed, as if knowing his thoughts stripped her clothing from her.
“We will see you on the morrow. There is much to settle now, I’m thinking.”
“Yes, very well.” Busy with Cheverly, Sir Sidney absently waved them away, and Adrian lost no time in sweeping his Kat from the room.
“To bed, wife.”
“Um, Adrian?” Katherine panted as she almost ran behind him. “Should we not discuss this?”
“Discuss what?” Adrian dragged her along, hurrying her into his suite and closing the door firmly as she stumbled over the threshold. “You’re my wife. You said so. I said so. Let’s go to bed.”
“But…” She tried ineffectually to bat his hands away as he quickly and efficiently undid her lacings and freed her from her clothing.
“But nothing. Your woman’s time is finished. There is nothing to bar our way.” He paused. “Unless you’re having second thoughts, Kat.”
Katherine looked at him, pushed his hands from her shoulders and finished dropping her undergarments to the floor. She stood nude in the rumpled silks and laces, proudly meeting his gaze.
She smiled. “I am not having much of any thoughts at all, right now, Adrian, save for one.” She lifted her hands slowly to her head and withdrew the pins securing her hair. In a cloud of red warmth it tumbled down her back, framing the whiteness of her shoulders and making Adrian’s mouth water. “I need to tell you of my former life. I need to ask your forgiveness for the lies I have told.” She moved to the bed and sat down. “But I’m thinking such a conversation can wait.”
Slowly and with a degree of lasciviousness that made Adrian dizzy, Katherine lay back on the covers and relaxed. She let her legs fall apart naturally, the tuft of red hair topping her mound a brilliant jewel against the cream velvet of her hips and thighs.
Adrian easily slid from his own clothes. “I want to play with you, Kat.” His cock bobbed in agreement, hard and already moist with a drop of liquid desire at its tip.
“Then play, my love. I’m all yours.”
- - - -
For a fleeting moment, Katherine wondered if she really was a wicked and wanton creature. Then she saw the lust and desire in Adrian’s eyes and thrilled at the knowledge she had put it there. This was not wicked, this was exciting. It was not wanton, it was loving. No matter what they did, whatever happened between them was part and parcel of that love.
She waited, the air of the room soft and cooling against her hot pussy.
Adrian’s gaze roved over her body, an arousal all its own. Her nipples beaded as he looked at them, and her sex throbbed with the knowledge he was looking between her legs. She didn’t care. Everything she had, everything she was, belonged to him now. She’d made that pledge before Arthur and Sir Sidney, and—in her own mind—God.
They were as good as wed. There was no going back. She needed this, needed to love him and to show him how deeply those feelings ran. Because when the night came for her to offer him more than just her body, she knew she was going to have a hard time persuading him to accept.
So for now, she would seduce him with her heart and her flesh. And hope that later on he would also willingly take her soul.
She was a little surprised when instead of joining her on the bed, he took a step back and crossed his arms over his chest, cradling his chin in one hand as if in thought. “Hmm.”
“What?” She colored a little as his thorough inspection continued unabated.
“I must consider this delectable treat that is in store for me.”
“Oh.” She blinked. “Must you?”
“Absolutely.”
A devilish smiled crossed his face. “Normally, I’d be inside you by now. My urges are not always this controllable. Especially where you’re concerned.” He moved to the foot of the bed. “But thanks to that worm Arthur, I’ve taken the edge off the blood hunger. I intent to enjoy the few benefits his foul taste has brought me.”
“Ah. So you won’t be—feeding from me?”
A fleeting frown creased his brow. “No, Kat. I will not risk you that way. I will not risk your immortal soul. I—I dare not.” He unclasped his arms and reached for her ankles, pushing them even wider apart. “But I can relish the sight of you. Drink your scent like fine wine. Savor your body. Taste your honey. I can do all those things.” He smiled once more. “And I will.”
Katherine closed her eyes against the fire that burned in his. Something about Adrian dragged away the years of schooling in what was “acceptable” behavior. With him, she could be the sensual woman she yearned to be.
“Oh good.” Two words. Two small words she could never have imagined herself ever speaking to a man under these circumstances. Two words that were the utter and absolute truth. She wanted him to do all those things and more. And she’d be there with him learning how to reciprocate. How to make love to a man with her heart and soul, not just her body. “Can I do them too?”
“I hope you will.” A rough note crept into his voice and he cleared his throat. “I sincerely hope you will.” He leaned against the bedpost. “Will you teach me about you, Kat? Everything there is to know about you. I want to give you pleasure and I need to know how.”
Katherine managed a snort. “I think you already do.”
“Not quite. I don’t know exactly where to touch you. How to bring you the most delight. Will you show me?”
She blinked. “How?”
“Touch yourself. Put your hands on your body and show me what excites you.”
“You excite me, Adrian.” Katherine stared at him. “You know you do.”
He smiled. “That’s good. But there is so much more. Just do it, Kat. It would please me greatly.”
She thought for a moment, not quite sure what he wanted. Then she realized. He hadn’t asked to see what he wanted, but what she wanted. With awkward moves, she lifted her hands and rested them on her belly.
The heat in his eyes told her she was on the right track.
“I don’t know…” She hesitated.
“Yes you do. Show me where you’d like me to kiss you.”
Slowly one hand rose to her breast, gently cupping it. “Here?”
“Don’t ask. Show me.” He was insistent, leaning against the wood and staring at her with intensity. “Show me how you’d like my lips to touch you there. That spot where your skin turns to dark rose and there’s a little center bud getting hard as you listen to my words…”
He was right. Katherine’s fingers found her nipple beaded to the touch, shrinking and peaking as she moved her hand upwards, cradling the lush curve that felt strangely warm beneath her palm. It was an erotically charged sensation, multiplied ten times by the man standing and looking at her.
“How does it feel, Kat?”
“Strange.” She daringly squeezed her nipple between her thumb and forefinger. “Like…like…as if somebody is piercing me with a hot dart.”
“And where is the dart going?”
Once again she blushed as her other hand traveled down towards her mound and rested just above the curly hair. “Here.”
“There? Really?” She could hear the laughter in his voice. “I think you’re a little off…”
Katherine closed her eyes. She could do this, but not with the sight of him right in front of her. “Very well. Here.” And her hand slid between her legs, through the fronds of hair and to the hot folds of swollen and moist flesh.
“Ahh. Better.”
The bed dipped as Adrian’s weight shifted it. She sensed him between her outspread thighs. “This is treasure indeed.”
He placed his hand over hers and guided her fingers in between the folds. “Do you feel this, Kat?”
She snorted back a choke of disbelief. “Of course I do.”
“But do you feel the wonder of it?” He kept the pressure up, pushing her hand into and around her pussy, moving it gently and bringing a gasp of pleasure to her throat.
“Exciting, isn’t it? Arousing? Makes you feel wild and wanting and sends your muscles into a dance of need?”
“Yes. Oh yes.” Her buttocks clenched involuntarily and Katherine found her hips lifting off the bed a little as the feelings intensified.
“Don’t forget your breasts. Touch them both. Find what you like—do what you like. Help me learn you, Kat.”
He was continuing his instructions as he moved her hand, and Katherine fell into his spell, one hand seeking out her breasts, kneading, squeezing, lifting the curved weight high as her desire grew.
The other hand was being controlled, rubbing now, and Katherine let her fingers spread to drift over places that were hotbeds of sensitivity. One spot—yes there—and she gasped as her touch slid through her own slick juices over a small bud of lightning within the flesh.
“Adrian…”
“Yes, Kat, yes…” Adrian continued to force her hand into a ryhthm, a flow of sensation from his hand to hers to her pussy. “Let go. Give to me. Share with me…” His free hand grasped one thigh and pulled it even farther from the other, baring her and stretching her to her limits. The extra taut skin between her legs amplified the sensations he was urging her to release.
“Oh God…”
Frantic now, she found her own pace, almost angry when his hand didn’t permit her the touch she desperately needed. It was a runaway carriage and Katherine could not even think of pulling her horses.
Her heels dug into the bed, her knees bending a little to take the strain. She was blind to everything but the welling volcano within her abdomen and the red tide burgeoning through her veins.
Suddenly her hand was torn from her body and before she could scream out her fury, it was replaced by something else.
Adrian.
Thick and cool, his cock forced its way into her welcoming body, riding the high levels of arousal and taking over the thrusting movements, copying what her hand had been doing with the strong pounding of his hips. Now her entire lower belly felt him, and as his groin abraded hers to withdraw and then repeat the action, her inner secrets learned his hardness, solid and ridged within her, rubbing places that she could never have imagined being so sensitive.
“Adrian…” Katherine screamed his name, lifting her thighs to embrace his body against hers, pressing herself into his need and deeper onto his cock. She looped her legs around his waist, lifting herself to him, opening herself, giving him all she had and taking all he had to offer.
“Yes, my Kat…yessss…” He yelled back, his muscles tightly cording against her thighs.
She opened her eyes at the last moment, needing to see him, to watch him as they claimed the heights together for the first time. His face was lowered and he was staring at their bodies melding, parting and meeting once again. His weight was all on his hands, broad shoulders knotted with the strain, and his expression—he raised his gaze to meet hers.
There was a fire burning inside him, darts of light flickering behind his fathomless pupils. His fangs were emerging a little, shiny points gleaming white against his lips.
She yearned for his bite. She yearned for the sensation she knew his feeding would bring.
Then he thrust deeply into her burying himself to his balls and she lost the capacity to yearn for anything else at all.
She simply shattered.
- - - -
Shards of ice that had formed around Adrian’s heart and soul cracked and fell away as Kat shuddered and screamed her way into release beneath him. He rode the bucking hips with fierce control, letting the waves of her climax flood the space between them and wash heatedly over his brain.
He felt her spasming around his cock every bit as clearly as he felt her mind soaring to indescribable heights, and the combined sensations tipped him over into his own orgasm. It had thudded against his balls with insistent demand the minute Kat had slid her hand to her pussy and built to agonizing levels as she’d aroused herself under his gaze.
He wanted to sink his fangs into her but knew he couldn’t. The knowledge was bittersweet but controllable, thanks to his earlier feeding. Instead, he focused on the woman—her responses, her cries, her scent, the indescribable joy of knowing he’d brought her to this peak. His woman was sobbing out her ecstasy beneath him, around him, within him.
It was pure bliss for Adrian, and he let himself fall into it head first.
And he drowned.
Drowned in her pleasure, her body, her sex. Drowned in the sensation of her muscles as they clung lovingly to his cock, draining it as he pumped himself into her, emptying his balls and his heart at the same time with a wrenching groan.
He could not remember a moment like this in his entire life, neither before he’d been savaged by Thérèse nor after. He wanted to hold this second in his hands, to examine it, to experience it over and over again for the duration of whatever life he had left. Eternity would be too short to fully encompass the magnitude of this physical and emotional release.
But, as always, nature would not permit such liberties, and the woman beneath him fell back onto the bed, gasping for air, her legs sliding loosely from his hips, and her eyes closed in exhaustion.
His cock throbbed once more, reluctant to admit that his orgasm had passed. His balls were loose and empty, and for once he could have sworn that a warmth percolated from them to ease the icy ache of his loins.
Her scent was soothing, relaxed now, redolent of Kat and sex and her woman’s body. Adrian knew his own scent was blended with hers, but all he could detect was her as he breathed the unique fragrance into his very soul.
She was his. Kat. Come what may, Adrian had no doubts that they would lie together like this forever. Fate, in all its twisted and unfathomable brilliance, had delivered his woman to him. His salvation.
His Kat.
His cock softened and with a sigh he pulled himself regretfully from the slick silk of her sheath. It was as if he was leaving home, emerging from a cocoon of passion a new man.
Moisture welled beneath his eyelids as he closed them tiredly, and he tumbled down onto the bed beside her, gathering her into his arms, heedless of the sticky wetness that dappled them both.
“Kat.” Her name slipped from his lips as she snuggled close.
“I’m here.”
“I love you.”
“I love you too. More than you can imagine.” A warm tongue gently flicked at his shoulder, tasting him. “I shall always love you. To the edge of madness, I think.”
She eased herself away a little, raising up on one elbow to look into his eyes. Wonderingly, she stroked his face. “Adrian, you’re in my soul now. Do not ever leave me. Do not ever doubt me. I don’t care what lies ahead, because I know we’ll face it together.”
She reached down for his hand and interlaced their fingers, lifting them and showing their clasped hands to him. “This, Adrian.” His hand was squeezed hard. “This is us. This is our strength. Each other. Joined—we are invincible.”
His lips curved at the fierceness in her voice as she released him and yawned. “Yes, my Amazon queen. I know. And we’re also tired from our joining. Sleep now.”
She obeyed him without demur, closing her eyes and slipping easily into her rest.
Tomorrow, she would be his. His wife. It might not be the wisest move for one such as Adrian, but he knew he could do nothing else.
He’d found his heart. He would never willingly let her go.
His pulse slowed to almost nothing as Adrian also surrendered to his rest, content that although his heartbeat might be negligible, there was another beating for him within the woman wrapped in his arms.
Chapter Seventeen
The bride was given away by her new father-in-law, the ceremony was held at night—lit by hundreds of candles—and there were no attendants or groomsmen to clutter up the proceedings.
But all present, which included most of the Chesswell household, agreed that the occasion could not be improved upon.
Katherine wholeheartedly agreed as she allowed Sir Sidney to bestow her hand in marriage to Adrian Chesswell, the love of her life. She cared little about the formalities, smiling as Cheverly, chest expanded with pride, passed the ring to Adrian. She squeezed Sir Sidney’s hand as he gave it to his son, knowing that she’d not only found a husband, but a father who would care for her as if she were truly his own.
His capacity to love Adrian, in all his turmoil, was astounding. She knew she would receive no less and the thought warmed and comforted her. She was truly home.
And when the bemused vicar finally pronounced them “man and wife”, telling Adrian he might kiss his bride, she was amazed at the gentle touch of his lips…almost reverently resting on hers.
It was a far cry from the hot and passionately searing kisses that had awoken her from their deep sleep. Hungry for her touch, Adrian had already begun arousing her as she lay beside him, half-awake and wanting as much if not more than he did.
He’d turned her onto her stomach, kneading her buttocks, nipping them, reaching beneath her and lying on her, crushing her mound into his hand and forcing her to move with him. It was hot, erotic and wonderful, and Katherine found her body willing and able to follow him down the road to bliss. He’d parted her buttocks and rested his cock against her tight opening, a shivering delight of surprise, arousal and nerves. He hadn’t claimed her there, but had played, teaching her of the amazing pleasures she had yet to experience.
In truth, by the time he’d finished touching her, strumming her like a virtuoso on a favored instrument, she would have taken him into her body any way she could get him. But he’d satisfied them both by raising her onto her hands and knees and pressing his length deep between her legs, filling her, and just stopping still for long moments.
“Yes, Kat. This is where I belong.”
“I know. There isn’t a doubt in my mind.” She’d breathed her answer as he began to move, once again pushing her body up the still-new slope of desire and passion. Each time was different, each time was wonderful, and Katherine wondered if each time with them would be as the first time—exquisite and incredible.
They cried out together, exploding into a shivering mass of muscles and flesh, Kat scrabbling for a grasp on the linens as Adrian’s arms pulled her ever deeper onto his cock. She swore she heard him sob, even as she herself struggled for breath.
This—this—whatever it was between them shocked her with its intensity. And as she tumbled bonelessly beneath him, the love she felt shocked her with its fierce protectiveness. She would move heaven and earth for this man, should the need arise.
And she had some matters to settle between them.
He pulled her close as he seemed to like to do after their loving, cradling the length of her body against his. “Are you all right? I didn’t hurt you?”
She chuckled. “Not a bit. I feel rather like a contentedly buzzing bee.” She stroked his chest. “Adrian…I need to tell you about the Byerly business. I need to tell you the truth.”
Katherine sighed. Now would come her confession, the admitting that she’d lied.
Adrian’s voice was encouraging. “Very well. Tell me.”
“First…” she paused, seeking for words to express herself. “I must apologize to you, as I must to Sir Sidney. I lied. To both of you.” Katherine swallowed. “I am a weak and godless woman, and I ask your forgiveness.”
The only answer was a snort. “Kat, you are cuddling a man who cannot tolerate sunlight, feeds on blood and may possibly have killed at some point over the last ten years. I have no identity, a fake father and I will quite brutally and unapologetically dispose of that piece of offal Byerly if he comes within ten miles of you. What the devil do you have to apologize for?”
“’Tis not quite the same. You were forced into all of that through no choice of your own. I lied consciously, deviously, with no other goal than to mislead you.”
Adrian humphed and tugged her even closer, resting his chin on her head as it lay against his shoulder. “We could debate our degenerate natures and who’s worse for hours and not agree. So perhaps you should just tell me and be done with it.”
“Very well.” Katherine relaxed a little. “It began when I was not quite eighteen. My parents were extremely strict, and I was raised knowing little of life other than what was permitted by them. We were not poor, but not of the aristocracy either, a fact which seemed to trouble my mother more than my father. She worshipped at the altar of good Ton, he worshipped at the altar of the Lord. When Matthew Byerly came to our district for a visit, he seemed the answer to both their prayers.”
Something must have betrayed her tension, since Adrian began a gentle stroking of her shoulder and her arm. It soothed her and made it easier for her to continue. “Matthew was wealthy, possessed of substantial holdings and a devout man. He was also looking for a wife, having buried three. He wanted children, of course, not having produced any thus far.”
Katherine turned her head and touched Adrian’s chin in an affectionate gesture. “He was not a bad man, Adrian. He treated me with courtesy and gentleness, although his nature was Spartan and his devotion to the Church and the Bible quite sincere.” She sighed. “He visited my bed regularly, although briefly, and I think he was sad I never bore him a child. But it was not to be. We were wed for more than seven years.”
“Seven long years, Kat.” Adrian spoke quietly as she paused.
“Yes, they were long years. Quiet, dark years of worship and good deeds. Spent with a man who was intelligent and kind, but…but…”
“Passionless?”
Katherine turned fully and looked at Adrian. “Yes. Oh yes. There was no passion there, nor was I allowed to betray any on my part. It was hard. Many times I wished I could run to the fields and laugh or sing or dance. Or just shout out loud to remind myself that I truly lived.”
“And then he passed away.” It was a statement, but a leading one nonetheless.
“Yes. A seizure of the heart. And then things went from bad to worse thanks to Arthur Byerly and his greed.” She took a deep breath. “I knew he coveted Matthew’s estate and assumed it would be his. I honestly had no idea that it wasn’t until Matthew’s will was read. Arthur’s fury knew no bounds. He could not overturn the will, so he determined on a course of action that would get him what he wanted—marrying me.”
“The worm-faced vermin.”
“Quite.” Katherine giggled. “And very apt, too. He spread the rumor that Matthew had wanted us to wed. Of course my refusal turned him into a rather angry worm-faced vermin, since apparently women didn’t turn him down. Especially ones he considered needy widows.”
“Hence your mad flight from Byerly and your arrival here?”
She nodded. “It became too untenable. I couldn’t spend every night of the rest of my life with a bureau in front of my door to protect myself. I refused to live like that. So I fled. With Jessie.”
Her thoughts turned mournful until hard lips claimed hers. “I am saddened by that loss.” Adrian kissed her in between his words. “But you are here now. With me. Where you were always meant to be.”
She kissed him back. “So you forgive me?”
He snorted, which—since his mouth was now against her breast at the time—made her laugh. “There is nothing to forgive and much to forget. Your life begins now, my Kat.” He sucked strongly on her nipple, making her sigh and squirm with pleasure. “As my wife.”
- - - -
And it was as his wife that Katherine Byerly Chesswell walked proudly beside Adrian Chesswell into the dining room where a small but festive meal was to be served.
Adrian hadn’t wanted any fuss, Sir Sidney was simply happy that the son he’d come to love as his own had found happiness, and Katherine—well, Katherine just glowed. The Vicar joined them, along with his wife and the two guests who had served as witnesses. The conversation was cordial, those outside the family managing to politely suppress their curiosity, even though Adrian could almost hear the questions humming around their heads.
“I’m glad you feel well enough to take on the responsibility of a wife, Mr. Chesswell.” The Vicar’s wife glanced delightedly at her plate, piled high with a vegetable soufflé. “Oooh, lovely. Local beans, I’ll warrant. Nothing tastier, Sir Sidney.”
Since she obviously enjoyed a lion’s share of beans along with everything else, Sir Sidney merely nodded and took a mouthful of his own meal.
“My wife is more of a help to me than a responsibility, Ma’am.” Adrian answered politely, winking quickly in Katherine’s direction and watching her bite her lip against a laugh.
“Just as it should be, lad. Glad to hear you say so.” The Vicar nodded sagely. “So few couples these days have an appreciation of just how to go on after marriage. I try to point them along the right road, but the Good Lord knows it’s most challenging.”
“Well, there’ll be quite a few tears shed at the news of your marriage, I’m sure, Mr. Chesswell.” Mrs. Entwistle smiled archly, secure in the knowledge that both her daughters had married well. “’Tis not often anybody as well-featured as yourself appears down here in St. Chesswell, and even rarer for his bride to be delivered to him atop a gate.”
Adrian swallowed a retort, knowing the woman meant well, even if her words were heavy handed. “Indeed, Ma’am. A wonderful series of coincidences that has served to unite me with my heart’s desire. Who are we to rail against the vagaries of fate?”
“Well said, my son.” Sidney smiled and tipped his head in approval.
“Speaking of railing against the vagaries of fate, there’s some talk about a bluff and unpleasant man holed up in St. Chesswell, at the Lazy Pig I believe, ranting on about nightmares and horrid creatures.” The Vicar looked somber. “A tad too much liquid refreshment, I’m thinking. Ernest Wallingford tells me the man reeks of brandy.”
Adrian contrived a sympathetic expression. “How sad.”
“Indeed, lad. To see a fine mind turned rotten by the pervasive evil of strong drink.” Ironically, the man nodded his approval as his wine glass was refilled, but completely missed the connection and continued his dialogue, unaware that his dinner companions were doing their best not to laugh. “Anyway, he’s packed and said he’s to be on the road home tonight. Good riddance, I say.”
Everyone agreed, and Adrian couldn’t help a quick glance at his father and his wife. An unpleasantness had been removed from their lives with a minimum of fuss and bother. He hoped others would be removed as successfully, but couldn’t guarantee it. Threats still hung over their heads, but Adrian felt strangely at peace.
One glance at his new wife, her hair shining, her thoughts shimmering hot and sensual and revolving totally around him—well, it might not be forever, but it was damned good right now.
His thoughts wandered down avenues of erotic delights, and he pondered various ways of claiming her once this dratted meal was over and they were alone. Perhaps tonight they’d bypass the bed in favor of one of the pieces of overstuffed furniture that adorned his room…or even better, outside on a deserted balcony. He wanted to see her body naked in the moonlight. He wanted to take her against the roughness of a stone wall and know that it was nothing compared to the hardness pounding into her.
He wanted to hear her sigh and cry out once more as she peaked—that delightful joyous sound she made. He wanted to know he’d forced her there, ever higher, and he wanted to join her as they both plummeted into that vortex that only lovers know.
He was besotted, hard, desperate for her body and her heart. He grinned at himself. He was, in fact, the perfect picture of a bridegroom anxiously awaiting his wedding night.
The meal seemed to drag on forever, but eventually the final teacups were emptied, the farewells said, and Adrian watched Cheverly close the door after their guests.
“Thank God.” It was a sentiment from his balls as much as his heart, and he would have taken Kat right then and there had it been possible. The look in her eyes told him he wasn’t alone in his desires. She smiled, a wanton and lustful smile, which set his blood churning and his cock throbbing with anticipation.
He grabbed her to him and the words of parting were already trembling on his lips when a side door burst open into the hall and a servant hurried in.
“Forgive me Sir Sidney, but summat dreadful’s occurred.”
Sidney frowned. “What? What is it, Tommy?”
The man gulped. “A terrible thing is what it is. A body. Mauled real awful. Like some wild animal savaged him. Down by the turnpike crossroads.”
A footman entered behind Tommy. “Now lad, don’t be going scaring people.” He turned to Sir Sidney. “Nothing to be done, sir. The Vicar’s taking care of things. He was one of the first ones there. Left here and almost drove over him on the road home I understand.”
Katherine swallowed. “Do you know who it was? Not one of our people, I hope?”
“No, Mrs. Chesswell, thank heavens.” The footman bowed respectfully. “It was that man that was down at the Inn making a nuisance of himself.” He shook his head. “Sometimes it seems fate has its own punishment in store for them that deserves it.”
“An animal, you say?” Sidney pursed his lips.
“So I’m told, sir. Although I’m doubting a fox or a badger could do that to a man. Throat ripped clean out and—ahem—other parts was missing too.” He blushed and looked at the floor. “The Vicar says to lock up tight tonight until the locals have had a chance to institute a search for the creature.”
“We will certainly do that.” Sidney waved them off. “Thank you for the news, lads, sad though it is. Cheverly—see that all is locked tight tonight, will you? Double check the doors and windows? It’s unlikely such an animal would venture near an inhabited dwelling, but it never hurts to be on the safe side.”
As the hall emptied, Sidney followed Adrian and Katherine as they walked to the stairs. Adrian needed to think, needed to plan and needed some time alone with his wife.
Sydney seemed to sense his son’s state of mind. “Don’t worry too much. We know nothing for certain at this point.”
Adrian nodded at the realization they were all thinking the same thing. From the servants’ description of Arthur Byerly’s fatal injuries, there was probably only one cause, and it wasn’t a wild animal.
It was a walking evil that had found the Chesswells.
It was Thérèse.
- - - -
Katherine watched Adrian as he paced their room. “Will you be still? There is nothing we can do right now. Sir Sidney agrees.”
He whirled on his heel, eyes full of pain. “I brought this—horror to St. Chesswell, Kat. This death is on my head. If there are more—“ He stopped.
Katherine seated herself correctly on a chair by the fire, spine straight. “If there are more, we shall deal with it. We have yet to ascertain that Arthur was killed by Thérèse although I’m inclined to agree with you that it seems most likely.” She lifted her chin. “I counsel caution, Adrian. Right now it looks as if she is here. If she is, we will face her together. I do not wish to give the local people yet another shock or—“ She swallowed awkwardly, “—another target.”
He paused at that. “You mean me, yes? Another creature of the night, another monster walking amongst them pretending to be human?”
Katherine’s heart ached and she flew from her chair to his side. “I love you, Adrian Chesswell. You love me. Monsters don’t love, they destroy. Thérèse has no idea of what the word love means. She is possessed by evil. You are no more a monster than I am.”
Adrian shook his head. “I wish that were true.”
Katherine clenched her teeth in anger and shook his arm. “Damn you, Adrian.” She racked her brains for some way to pierce his pain. “Look at me.”
He did not move.
“Look at me.” She all but shouted at him as she stepped away from his side and released her carefully-coiffed hair. “This hair is red. Do you see it, Adrian? See my red hair?” She shook the curling mass free and hurriedly unlaced the ties to her gown. It fell in a froth of cream silk to the floor, revealing a tiny corset over a lace chemise.
Katherine lifted the hem and parted her thighs. “Do you see this hair, Adrian? It’s red too. I am a real red head. No artifice, no henna, just me.”
Adrian’s gaze rested on her pussy. “Yes.”
“So, because I have the same color hair as Thérèse I am a monster, according to your thinking.” She tore off the undergarments and stood nude before him. “You tell me. Am I a monster?”
He gulped, his throat moving as his gaze roamed her body.
“Go ahead, answer me, Adrian. You think because you have fangs and need blood to survive that you are the same as Thérèse. Therefore, if we follow your reasoning, because I have red hair, I’m also the same as Thérèse.”
“No, I didn’t mean…”
“Yes you did.”
“Didn’t.”
“Did.”
Adrian sputtered an ill-suppressed laugh. “All right. I surrender.” He lifted his hands in the classic fencing gesture of defeat. “I did not realize I’d married a woman who could out-argue me.”
Katherine smiled seductively and let her hips slant forward. “You wouldn’t have me any other way.”
“I’ll have you any way I can get you, Kat.” He slid rapidly from his clothes, letting them pile on the floor as well.
“You can have me any way you want, Adrian.” Katherine blushed. “And why I’m saying things like that to you, I cannot fathom.”
He neared her, cock erect and hard, balls aching. “You’re saying them because they’re the truth. You want me, desire me, yearn for me as much as I want and desire you. I can feel it, almost see it shining from you.”
Adrian’s hands reached for her, lifting her breasts high in his palms. “I love your breasts. All womanly and round. I love how just my voice can make your nipples rise into these peaks.” He strummed them with his thumbs, smiling as Kat purred her delight.
He let his hands roam over her skin, loving the silk slipping beneath his fingertips, and the little shivers of pleasure he caused with his caresses. This woman charmed him like no other and he knew he’d finally found his lifemate. She was bright, beautiful, loving and giving, and everything he had convinced himself he’d never find.
And she was touching him back.
Her hands slid between them, finding and cradling his cock, a gesture of interest and fascination that riveted him.
“We are so different.” Her voice registered her amazement.
“You’ve seen a man before, Kat.”
“Yes, but he wasn’t you. He wasn’t anything like you.” She continued her exploration, splaying her fingers around his length and gently cupping his balls. “He wasn’t…manly, like you. He wasn’t this long or this hard or this—beautiful.”
Adrian held his breath, afraid to move, afraid to break the spell building between them.
“I love this, Adrian. I love being able to touch you and know you’ll put this inside me. That I’ll feel—magic when you do. Once upon a time I thought I knew about men and women. Then I made love with you and everything I knew turned out to be so very wrong.”
Adrian smiled. “You made a believer out of me too.” He raised his hands to her shoulders. “Turn around, love.”
She paused and tilted her head, then did as she was asked. He knew she’d see their reflection in the long mirror beside the bureau. Tall and dark, he towered behind her, a shadow against which her body glowed in shades of cream and fire.
He grasped her hands and placed them over her breasts. “There. Keep your hands there for a minute.”
Slowly and deliberately he let his own slide down over her curved belly to her mound watching her eyes as she followed his movements. He spread his fingers through her pussy, parting the folds and exposing the gleaming pink flesh. “See your desire?” He smoothed her juices around, a slick shine of honey moistening her skin.
“Mmmm.” Her eyes closed and her head lolled backwards against his body. “That feels so good.”
He aroused her slowly, slipping a fingertip gently around and over her clit, letting her indrawn breaths guide his touches, gauging which places brought her the most pleasure. Her liquids soaked his hand, scenting the room with Kat and sex and need.
Without stopping his movements, he leaned over. “Your nipples, Kat. Pinch them. Squeeze them. Do the things I’d do if I had more hands. You make me wish I did.”
She giggled, a sound of sheer joy that once again eased the ice within Adrian and cracked even more of his reserves. He moved his other hand behind her and spread her buttocks apart.
“Do you like it when I touch you here?” His finger found her tight ring of muscles and pressed on it.
“Oh God. Yes. When you do that…”
The trickle of moisture between her thighs became a flood and her hips swayed slightly, inviting him to do more. To drive her higher up towards the crest.
He slicked the juices over her to coat the crease between her ass cheeks, daringly slipping a finger gently through into her darkness then withdrawing it. All the time he continued to play with her clit. She began to moan, pushing back against his hand, tugging at her nipples, and biting down on her lower lip as she struggled against a cry of pleasure.
She welcomed him, encouraged him, crying out softly as he invaded her body. Gently he urged her onward, his cock aching fiercely, awaiting the moment when it too could share in this loving madness.
“Adrian…”
He shuddered at her moan, the sound a plea and a prayer intermingled with passion.
“More. Give me more. Give me everything.” She was nearly frantic now, moving against him wantonly, her breasts swollen and hard within her cupped hands and her legs wet from her own liquids.
He would not refuse her, but would not hurt her. He would never hurt her. The reflection of their bodies twined in the mirror, a concert of colors and movements painting a picture of their passion.
Trembling at the edge of her limits, Kat pushed herself hungrily back into Adrian. “Please. Oh please. Adrian. Bite me. Feed from me. Take me and let us both fly.”
And there it was. The moment when Adrian knew without a doubt that Kat loved him, and would love him for eternity. She trusted him to feed from her, and offered herself without hesitation.
He could not hold back.
With the greatest care, he let his fangs emerge to rest against her neck and the pulse that thundered just beneath the skin. At the same time, he moved his cock to rest against her anus, slick and moist and stretching already in welcome. This would be no savage claiming, but a heated and passionate loving fueled by their emotions and their blood.
Cautiously, Adrian dipped his head and pressed his hips forward just as his fingers administered a loving final pinch to Kat’s clit.
Her skin parted and her blood flowed. Her ass flowered for him, allowing him entrance into her hot secrets. And she cried out with pleasure as both intrusions sent her into the abyss.
“Yes…oh God yessssss…”
Her climax was an eruption of every muscle she had, shaking and shuddering in his arms, and clenching around his cock like the grip of a drowning man on a piece of driftwood.
He wanted to shout as well, but the taste of her silenced him, even as it sent him into his own orgasm. Bright and clear, her life’s liquid teased and tantalized him, burning his lips and his throat with the joyful flavor of her loving warmth.
Forcing himself to pull back after no more than a few drops, Adrian licked the tiny pinpricks and let his balls empty themselves into Kat, overflowing and soaking them both. She was still riding the waves of her peak, leaning against him now as her legs lost the capacity to hold her weight. He felt her ripples of pleasure through his body and his brain as her thoughts whirled high atop a mountain of sexual satisfaction in a blazing inferno that pierced his mind like lightning.
As she eased, Adrian did something he’d never done before. He ripped his wrist with his fangs and let a trickle of blood flow free. “Taste me, Kat.” He held the wound to Kat’s lips. “Taste what you have done to me.”
Tentatively, Kat licked at the droplets of his blood, and Adrian gasped as he was suddenly flooded with Kat’s thoughts, Kat’s mind, her receding orgasm and her heart’s thundering beat.
It was as if the act of sharing an orgasm and blood had opened the gates that stood between their psyches. They were now truly joined.
“Adrian—can you—do you—“
“Yes, my Kat. I feel it too.” He swept her up in his arms as his softened cock fell away from her, and they both sighed as he found the bed and tumbled them into it. “Something strange and wonderful exists between us.”
Kat licked her lips and cuddled close. “You taste so good. The finest wine, the best flavor. Isn’t it strange? I couldn’t imagine ever doing that.”
Adrian chuckled. “Doing what? Doing which? I didn’t hurt you, did I?” His hand slid around to caress one soft buttock.
“No to both. And yes to both. I think.” She yawned. “Lord, I’m so tired I don’t know what I’m saying.”
“Then rest love. It’s our wedding night and we can sleep as late as we want. We have all the time in the world now.”
“Mmm.”
Kat was already half-asleep when Adrian tucked the covers over them both. It was early for him to be abed, but he had a feeling his sensual adventures with his wife would be ongoing and he needed all his strength.
A good night’s sleep was just the prescription for a newlywed, even a vampire newlywed.
Unfortunately, a good night’s sleep wasn’t in the cards. For either of them.
Chapter Eighteen
There was a fog all around her and she could not see her way. Grey and impenetrable, the mist swirled at her feet, a cloying heavy thing that dragged wetly against her naked body.
Katherine knew it was a dream, but still she shivered.
“Hello—bitch.”
The accented voice came from behind her and she spun around, heart thudding with the shock. Thérèse stood there, nude and beautiful, her body shining against the darkness.
“You!”
The woman circled Katherine. “Did you think you could claim him? That some words spoken by an ignorant peasant in a black robe would make him yours for eternity?” She laughed, a sweet sound that grated on Katherine’s nerves. “You are wrong. You are as the merest fly on a wall, to be swatted at my pleasure. He is mine, make no mistake about it. He always will be.”
She paused in front of Katherine and reached out to her, grasping one of Katherine’s breasts in her hand and squeezing it hard. “Although I will admit he has reasonable tastes in women. He could have done worse.”
Frozen in that strange and powerful black-eyed gaze, Katherine could only shiver as Thérèse fondled her body, sliding her palms over nipples that beaded involuntarily at the touch. Thérèse’s hands slid lower and she probed between Katherine’s thighs, seeking, searching, intruding into the dark and secret places that made Katherine gasp.
“Mmm. Very nice.” Thérèse licked her fingers as she closed the distance between them and rubbed her naked skin against Katherine’s in a sensual gyration of cold flesh. She angled her hips and ground her pussy into Katherine, closing her eyes as she did so and obviously enjoying the sensation. “I think I may play with you a little.” She stepped back and considered Katherine thoughtfully.
The air changed, and Katherine found herself prone on some sort of couch with Thérèse looming over her.
“Now. Let’s see…”
A cool tongue swirled around Katherine’s nipple, biting it and tugging at it with sharp teeth. It was so close to being painful that she braced herself, but apparently Thérèse was too skilled to push her into agony—yet.
Fighting her body’s automatic response, Katherine concentrated on thoughts of Adrian. Of how he must have felt when this evil wickedness seduced him with her eyes and her magic and her white flesh.
Cold hands roamed over Katherine, squeezing, pinching then caressing, stimulating the nerve endings that would arouse, finding the places that made Katherine sigh and bite her lip with anger that she could not fail to respond to such wicked lust.
“How delightful. Such hot juices…” Thérèse’s mouth had worked its way to Katherine’s mound and lower, discovering the liquids that her touch had stimulated. She sucked on Katherine’s clit, unerringly and skillfully sending shudders into Katherine’s groin.
“Shall I make you come, I wonder?”
“No. I will not.” Katherine forced locked neck muscles to move and lifted her head, staring down at the fiery tumble of curls and the face that stared at her over her own pubic hair.
“If I desire it, you shall.” Thérèse licked her again, a harsh and forceful stroke with her strong and cold tongue. “But maybe I don’t desire it. Maybe I shall just arouse you to the peak and leave you there. It would be a modest punishment for your presumption.”
“I…I do not understand.” Katherine blinked against the anger that blazed from Thérèse’s inky eyes.
“You presumed to take the one you call Adrian from me. To claim what is mine. I do not permit that. Ever.” She returned to Katherine’s clit and attacked it with lips and tongue making Katherine cry out and writhe beneath her.
“He is not yours.” Katherine hissed out the words as she battled her orgasm, held—as Thérèse had threatened—on the brink but going no further. This was sensual torture of a kind foreign to Katherine. She had few, if any, defenses against it, and thoughts of Adrian weren’t helping. Imagining him between her legs instead of Thérèse simply aroused her more.
She gulped back a groan and focused on her anger. This creature was evil personified, a sexual and sensual evil, to be sure, but dark and ugly beneath the seductive touches.
“Mmm.” Thérèse hummed as she sucked at Katherine, obviously enjoying what she was doing.
Katherine was stunned that a woman could gain pleasure from doing this to another woman, and perturbed that she could not move, could not escape from those cool lips and that fluttering tongue.
“You taste hot. Human. Good.” Thérèse lifted her head and smiled wickedly, her mouth shining and her lips red against the white of her face. “I wonder what it would be like to drink from you. Suck you dry and discard the empty shell.” Lasciviously she lifted herself up, sliding towards Katherine’s face and rubbing her breasts against any part of Katherine’s body she could find.
“It’s your turn now. Make me come. Then perhaps I shall slake my thirst. From you.”
Trembling and weak as her body thrummed with unfulfilled tension, Katherine could only stare, paralyzed, as the vampire slithered up her body. She came to rest at Katherine’s chin, her pussy inches from Katherine’s mouth.
“Suck me, bitch. Use that hot tongue of yours. Fuck me with it or it will be the worse for you. I can end your life quickly or make you linger and scream for the release that only death can bring.” She lowered herself onto Katherine’s face. “It’s your choice.”
Katherine held her breath as the other woman pushed her sex towards Katherine’s mouth. She would not do this. She could not do this. It violated everything Katherine had been raised to believe, and made a mockery of her love for Adrian.
As the cool flesh touched her lips, Katherine closed her eyes and prayed for strength.
She prayed for courage to fight this horror, and she prayed for some sort of answer as to how to defeat the undefeatable. A solution to the question of how to destroy this unspeakable evil and the woman it possessed.
And she finally thought of Adrian. And how very much she loved him.
At the very last moment, Thérèse gasped and her weight was pulled from Katherine’s chest and face.
Her prayers had been answered.
Adrian was there.
- - - -
He’d heard Katherine calling him and fought his way to a sort of wakefulness, seeking out her voice, following her thoughts and feeling her terror.
He knew, without a doubt, who was with her. The sense of darkness that he always felt in Thérèse’s presence loomed large over him, and this time it was filled with dread that she now had Katherine in her toils.
Stumbling through the mist he reached them, Katherine with her eyes closed tight, Thérèse about to push her pussy into Katherine’s face. It was an erotically charged image that sent a frisson of sheer agony through Adrian. There was no way he would permit his wife to be tainted by this ugliness.
Silently he moved to Thérèse and grasped her by the hair, yanking her backwards and off Katherine with one vicious tug. She spun and hissed as he released her, fangs emerging to lie harshly over her full lower lip.
Adrian ignored her. He moved to Katherine and bent over her. “Are you all right?”
Her eyes opened and incredibly she smiled at him. “I am now that you’re here.” She raised a hand with difficulty and Adrian grasped it in his, relishing the warmth that flooded him at her touch.
“Well, isn’t that just the sweetest thing. A husband come to comfort his wife.” Thérèse sneered the words past her fangs, a faint flush of anger and arousal staining her cheeks.
“You will not touch her.” Adrian stood tall, holding Katherine’s hand and quietly issuing the order.
“I shall do as I please. If I please to take her, I will. Just as I shall take you, my sweet, if it pleases me.” Thérèse chuckled and caressed her own breasts. “I feel needy. I feel the urge to have her mouth suck me. She will make me come, and then—if I feel like it—I will fuck you too. She can watch.” Deadly dark eyes flicked a casual glance at Katherine. “Then perhaps I shall come to her in the flesh and feed from her.”
“I don’t think so.” Adrian tugged on Katherine’s hand, feeling some sort of resistance, as if a weight rested on his wife’s body, holding it down. He turned to look at her. “Katherine, concentrate. Ignore her and concentrate. Stand up, my darling. Stand next to me.”
Thérèse’s light laugh echoed into the mist. “She is mine now, Adrian. Or should I call you Jadranko? Should I remind you of the night you fucked me in the gardens of Rogaška? The pleasure we shared? The blood we shared? You are mine. You always have been since that night. Perhaps there may be room for a third in our games, but only if I decide it shall be so. You have brought her to me. She is mine to do with as I wish.”
Again, Adrian ignored her, pouring his strength through his arm and into the woman clinging to his hand. Katherine swallowed, met his gaze with her own and slowly rose from the couch. “Thank you, my love.” She stood beside him and smiled.
Thérèse hissed. “How dare you?” She frowned at Katherine. “You are mine. I have control here.”
Adrian tucked Katherine’s arm in his and pulled her close, turning to the vicious and angry creature confronting them. “I think not. There is more here than you can ever imagine, Thérèse. You live for death and violence and your own pleasure. Those days are over for me.” He leaned over and kissed Katherine gently, ignoring the gasp from Thérèse. “I have found a new power.”
A shriek of rage shattered Adrian’s ears and Thérèse grew bright and fierce, a swelling vision of fury. Her teeth gleamed sharply as she shimmered in front of them, an illusion of evil and hatred.
“You will regret this, you fool. I could have shared it all with you, but you continually ignored me. I cared little for that. Given time I could have…” She scowled at him. “This is the last insult I shall take from your hands. Turn your back on me? Turn down immortality? The eternity of pleasures I could have given you?”
She moved away, a shadow of her former image, a threatening storm of fire that gave no heat, only horror. “You have cast the dice, you poor pathetic creature. You have chosen someone else to share your miserable existence. There will be no quarter now for you, or for those around you.”
Her words were screeched in tones that made Adrian wince, and he felt Katherine tremble against him as Thérèse continued her vituperative diatribe.
“Beware, one who calls himself Adrian Chesswell. I know where you are. I know where you live. I know—now—who you think you love.” It was a curse, spat into the mists between them. She faded into a mere glimmer. “I shall see you both soon. And then I shall see you in eternal hell.”
She vanished.
A peal of thunder woke Katherine and Adrian and they both sat up in bed with a start.
“Oh dear God.” Katherine turned worried eyes to Adrian. “She means it. She will come here, won’t she?” Shivering, his wife threw herself into his arms.
“Yes. I think she will, if she’s not here already. That was a strong vision, which usually meant she was close to me.” He sighed and tucked Katherine into his shoulder, surrounding her with his arms. “I avoided her in the past, Kat. She taunted me in my sleep, but I have not seen her in the flesh for many years. I swear.”
“I believe you.” She dropped a light kiss on his chest. “But it would appear she still considers you her property, Adrian. And I’ve taken you away.”
“You’ve claimed something she could never have, Kat. My heart. She’s vengeful, jealous and vicious. She sees that we have something she wants. She could never possess it, though, since she has no heart of her own.”
“Do you know anything about her, Adrian? Where she came from? How long she has been…this way?” Katherine sighed. “It must be a terrible existence. Feeding from people, drinking their blood, killing them perhaps, having…sex like that.”
“She shocked you.” It was a statement not a question.
Katherine thought for a moment. “I was not unaware that sexual interactions can take place in many different ways. But to have a woman touch me like that—expect things from me I couldn’t imagine doing—well, yes, I suppose it did shock me.”
“And yet the two of us were able to pull free of her control. That’s something that really surprised her.” Adrian spoke more to himself and yet Katherine heard him.
“I think…” she paused, “I think it might possibly have something to do with the fact that we shared—well, we fed from each other, Adrian. Just a little, but we exchanged our blood. I’m not like you, you didn’t turn me, if that’s the right word. But it was enough…”
“Enough to give us the power to withstand her?” Adrian pursed his lips as he considered the idea. “It’s possible, Kat.”
“Or maybe it was as simple as the love that exists between us.” She sighed and ran her fingers down his chest to his navel.
Adrian’s hand did some wandering of its own. “Maybe.” Her body distracted him and he found her wet and hot, a residual effect of their nightmarish experience. “Hmm. It seems I am being an inattentive husband.”
He rolled her on to her back and slipped between her legs. She smelled warm and sensual, a blend of their earlier lovemaking and her own heat. With a smile, he dipped his head to her pussy, seeking out her clit. He wanted to replace the bad memories with good ones.
And he wanted to make her come—just because he loved it when she did.
It didn’t take too long, either. He kissed her and found her clit with his tongue as she moaned out her pleasure. She was ready, swollen and clearly aching for him, since she spread her thighs wide, welcoming him home.
“Adrian, oh God, Adrian…”
They were whimpers of delight and Adrian drank them down as he licked her into a frenzy, her muscles clenching beneath his hands as he stroked her thighs from knee to groin. She was all silk and wet velvet and within moments he felt her spasm her way into an explosion of orgasmic contractions.
“Adrian…” Her scream rang around the room and he held her tight, letting her come in wave after wave of ripples around his face.
This was his heart’s delight. To be able to taste and smell his woman as she fell apart in his hands. This was an experience that outweighed everything he’d done, everything he’d felt and everything he thought he’d lost.
Until Kat.
The dawn was breaking as she eased into a relaxed and limp state, sighing with exhaustion and pleasure.
My wife. My heart.
Adrian slipped in beside her and hoped he wouldn’t be the cause of her death. Losing Kat would destroy him, he knew. Without her there would be nothing on earth for him—nothing to hold him here. Somehow he would find a way to follow her if she left him. As he fell into the abyss of sleep he did something he’d not done for quite a while.
He prayed.
Chapter Eighteen
One look at the faces of his son and new daughter-in-law, and Sidney knew something had happened. He had news for them as well.
“Tell me.” He skipped the preliminaries.
“Not good, Father. She’s definitely near. She didn’t mention Arthur Byerly, but I’ll bet anything that she was responsible.” Adrian sighed as he took Katherine to a seat near a low table set with tea and scones.
“She knows where we are, too.” She added, pouring herself a steaming cup. “She’s very angry that Adrian and I are wed.”
Sidney nodded. “I’m not surprised. From what you’ve told me, she wouldn’t take such news easily. This is a creature that relishes the control she has. The victims that now jump at her command.” He stared out of the window. “She can’t stand the thought of losing one. Of surrendering the power she has over you, Adrian, to somebody else. Or even to yourself.”
“She made that clear.” Adrian’s voice was somber. “I am concerned, Father. If she’s here, and if she killed Byerly, then I am afraid more deaths may come.”
Sidney took a breath. “One already has.”
“What?” Katherine’s teacup rattled as she jumped at Sidney’s words.
“A local maidservant. On her way home from the Inn where she worked. She’d been seeing a lad and he’d been delayed. She was alone—a dark path—just the right place for vermin to prey on the innocent.”
Adrian swallowed. “Was she—“
“Yes. Completely exsanguinated. And mutilated too, by the sound of things.”
“Oh dear God.” Adrian rested his head against the window. “It’s all my fault.”
Sidney squared his shoulders. “You take too much responsibility for this, Adrian. Yes, she has come looking for you, but she has been here before. Long ago. I verified that fact while you were sleeping. Old manuscripts confirm what was called a flame-haired succubus. It emerged from the caves beneath the Chyne hundreds of years ago to seduce unwary men and turn them into slaves.”
“Good lord.” Katherine’s jaw dropped. “Exactly how old is she?”
“I have no idea.” Sidney turned to her. “But it’s quite possible she has some history with our original St. Chesswell. He closed off the caves with a few well-placed rock falls, and sent her back to the depths of the earth. I’m supposing that there are other exits elsewhere, and probably more legends too. How she ended up in Europe is anyone’s guess.”
“Did you find out anything else? Like how to destroy her?” Adrian’s gaze was intense and Sidney felt the agony that lay behind it.
“I’m working on that, my son. Never fear, that is very high on my list of priorities.”
“Should we—is there anything we should be doing?” Katherine asked Sidney.
“I can’t think of anything. Nor can I find anything to protect us in the old documents. Back then, of course, she would have been viewed as a tool of the Devil.”
Adrian snorted. “She still is. I have no problem looking at her that way.”
Sidney crossed to the window and put his hand on Adrian’s shoulder. “She is certainly possessed, Adrian, that is true. Possessed of a great evil that preys on innocent humanity. But…” He paused, searching for the words to express his scientific beliefs. “It’s my opinion that she was once human. That someone did to her what she now does to others. Given that assumption, it follows logically that she can be destroyed. Or at least incapacitated. I just have to discover how.”
Katherine put her teacup down on the tray with a clatter. “Well then, let us help. We can all read, and what we don’t understand you can translate. It will go faster with three pairs of eyes.”
Sidney smiled at her. “A wonderful suggestion, my dear, but these manuscripts are in medieval Latin. I don’t know how extensive your education was, but I doubt it covered this particular language.”
Katherine swore. Fluidly and indelicately. Then blushed. “Sorry.”
Adrian relaxed enough to grin at her. “Well, at least you have some language skills, my love.”
“Yes, but talking like a dratted stable hand isn’t going to solve our problem, is it?” She stood and shook out her skirts. “Sir Sidney, there must be something we can do. Some measures we can take to protect ourselves and the residents of St. Chesswell.”
Sidney paced the room. This was a question he’d asked himself over and over again to no avail. There were old wives’ tales, certainly. Wreaths of garlic at the doors, crosses, the usual kinds of things people did to ward off evil witches, spells and so on. But this power transcended the norm.
It went much deeper than a simple curse.
“I have already suggested that nobody walk anywhere unaccompanied at night. That doors are to be double locked and checked, and that people stay together in groups of at least two or three. From what I’ve heard, Thérèse likes to catch her prey alone. She seldom ventures indoors, unless she is unknown to those within, as she was when you met her, Adrian. She could mingle in that ballroom without occasioning comment. Here, she’d stand out like a sore thumb.”
Adrian nodded. “Agreed. All those precautions make sense, Father. Good thinking.”
“There’s something else.” Sidney reached his desk and lifted a small jar of liquid. “I’m not sure if this will work, but it’s holy water from the font in the Church. The Vicar dropped by today to discuss this business and brought it with him. It’s his only suggested defense, other than prayers, which he is offering up with increasing regularity.”
“I can imagine.” Katherine sighed. “This is so terrible, Sir Sidney. I feel so helpless.”
“Perhaps we could test it.” Adrian stared at the liquid in the jar. “Put some on my hand, Father.”
Sidney hesitated. “Are you sure?”
“What’s the worst that could happen? I will disappear in a puff of smoke?”
Katherine made a distressed sound and rushed to his side. “You can’t imagine that would happen, can you? Adrian…” She reached for his hand.
“Don’t concern yourself, Katherine dear.” Sidney’s voice was calm. “It would take a lot more than that to destroy either Thérèse or Adrian. I doubt it would kill either of them if they took a bath in the stuff.” He uncapped the jar. “No, my hope is that this might serve as a delaying tactic, nothing more.”
Gently he lifted a drop onto his finger and looked at Adrian who held out his hand, palm down. “Go ahead, Father.”
- - - -
Adrian wanted to close his eyes as his father dabbed the drop of holy water onto his hand. He had no idea what to expect—if anything—and wasn’t sure he wanted to watch if the whole exercise was a failure.
But he couldn’t. His eyes, along with those of his wife and his father, were focused on Sir Sidney’s fingers and the shining drip of liquid.
It fell and Adrian jumped a little. “Ouch.”
Sidney tilted his head. “Explain.”
Adrian examined his hand. There wasn’t a mark on it, but he’d definitely felt something. “’Twas a tiny pricking sting. Odd really. Sort of tingled through my hand.” He looked up at Sidney. “That was just a drop, and on me. I’ve been taking your noxious potions.”
Sidney nodded, following Adrian’s line of thought. “Yes. A good-sized dash of this on somebody like Thérèse…well, we might just have something here. This is most fortuitous.” He bustled to his desk and jotted some notes in his journal.
Katherine still looked worried, and Adrian smiled at her. He held out his hand. “Want to kiss it better?”
Bravely she grinned back. “Put a drop of that stuff somewhere else and I might consider the notion.”
Adrian coughed back a laugh. “My goodness, Mrs. Chesswell. You naughty girl.”
Katherine blushed. “Yes. It would seem you’re having a rather dreadful effect on my thoughts, Mr. Chesswell.”
Adrian’s body clenched. “I do hope so.”
Sidney rejoined them. “I think you should both carry a small flask of this with you at all times, Adrian. We should expect a visit from our flame-haired evil shortly, I expect. She’ll not want to let you sink deeper into Katherine’s toils.”
“She’s…bloody furious, isn’t she?” Katherine glanced at her father-in-law.
“Yes. I can’t imagine her being anything else. You’ve taken something she considered hers. I don’t even know if anyone has done that before. Challenged her superiority that way.”
“I didn’t know anybody could.” Adrian was thoughtful. “She always seemed so…so in command of everybody and everything in her orbit.”
“Up until now she has been. Which means that none of her other victims have dared to think about taking up arms against her.”
“And none of them have fallen in love.” Katherine rested her head on Adrian’s shoulder. “’Tis truly a blessing we found each other, in so many more ways than one.”
Silence followed Katherine’s words, broken shortly afterwards by the distant mumble of thunder.
“There’s a storm coming. A big one. Been circling all evening.” Sidney narrowed his eyes. “It would make good cover for any nefarious activities Thérèse has planned.”
“Right then.” Adrian straightened. “First we need to ensure the safety of everybody at St. Chesswell. Make sure the doors are locked and barred, that the servants are in groups, and the windows secured.”
Sidney nodded. “Already seen to.”
“Then I think it’s time I went out to take care of Thérèse, face to face. Once and for all.”
- - - -
Katherine snorted. “I don’t think so.”
Adrian stared at her. “What else can I do? I cannot wait here, like a rat in a cage, until she decides to savage some other innocent just to make her point.” He turned to Sidney. “Don’t you agree with me?”
Katherine’s heart thudded painfully in her breast at Adrian’s words. She deeply sympathized with Adrian’s pain, but her own pain was clawing at her as she considered the possibility that he might lose this battle. “Adrian, let’s think before we rush into anything.”
Sidney nodded. “A wise course of action. These storms take time to build and break…we have a couple of hours at least. Give me time to work up some kind of defense—a plan maybe that might stand a chance of success.” He laid his hand on Adrian’s arm. “Give me that much, my son. I need to know we’ve done all that we could. I should not be able to live with myself otherwise.”
Katherine saw Adrian’s throat move as he swallowed. “You have done so much already, Father.” In an unashamedly emotional gesture, he put his arms around Sir Sidney and hugged him. “No one could have done more. If there’s a chance for us to defeat this evil, I know you’ll find it.” He turned his gaze to Katherine. “Take those hours. I will spend them with my wife.”
For a split second, Katherine and Sir Sidney exchanged looks, and Katherine needed no words to read his message. It was time. Time for her to embark on the biggest adventure of her life, and the most difficult challenge.
She had to persuade Adrian to feed.
From her.
The little group separated, Sidney going directly to his tomes and notes, and Adrian leading Katherine to their rooms. She made no demur, her mind busy with the job ahead of her. Somehow she had to overcome Adrian’s scruples and his fear that he’d hurt her.
Somehow she had to seduce him into taking as much of her blood as he needed.
And perhaps the key was in seducing him. The last time they’d shared droplets of each other’s blood had been during lovemaking. It was a time when Adrian’s resistance to her was low and his need for blood high.
She could capitalize on these two facts perhaps—her thighs were damp at the thought before they’d closed the door behind them. Yes. It would work.
It had to.
- - - -
“I’m afraid.”
Adrian wasn’t quite sure where that had come from, but it was the truth. He was deeply and profoundly afraid.
“I know. So am I.” Katherine came up behind him and hugged him. “But we are together. That means more than any of Sir Sidney’s potions.”
He sighed. “I wish I had your faith in our combined strength.”
She eased his jacket from his shoulders and slipped her hands around him to find his bare skin beneath his shirt. “It’s not our strength, Adrian. It’s our love. Our love that gives us not only strength, but courage. And fear. All these things work together and make us more than what we are apart.” She teased at his chest, raking him gently with her nails. “And it’s so much more than Thérèse could ever imagine. I doubt that she believes such a thing possible, let alone being prepared to face it.”
Adrian sighed. “I hope you’re right.”
She turned him and finished unbuttoning his shirt. “I’m sure I am. Just as I am equally sure…” Her fingertips found his nipples and played with them, scratching them gently until they beaded into hard peaks. “I am equally sure I have a husband who drives me wild.”
He watched the blue fire in her eyes as she stripped his clothes from him, touching him with her lips, seducing him with little licks of her tongue, and smiling all the while.
“Enjoying yourself?” His eyebrow rose as he grinned at her.
“Immensely. Sit down.” She pushed him back on to the bed and dodged his arms as he reached for her. “Not yet, dear sir. I think you shall have to wait a little.”
“Aaahh.” He recognized her intentions—to distract him from his fears and concerns. It probably wouldn’t work, but who was he to stop her from her fun? Perhaps she would find a measure of forgetfulness as well.
“What next?” He folded his arms and waited.
“Well…” She chewed her lower lip for a moment, then snapped her fingers. “Of course. Silly me. I need to undress.”
“Yes, you do.”
With great attention to detail, Adrian’s wife began a leisurely removal of her clothes. Button by button, lace by lace, agonizingly slowly, Kat divested herself of her garments. Adrian was hard as a rock before she’d shed her chemise, and when she did—leaving her clad only in stockings held above the knee by tied garters—he nearly lost control.
She was beautiful in more ways than one. Her eyes shone with love and desire, her body moistened and scented the air as she lusted for him, and her lips were wet and swollen from the passage of her tongue seductively over them as she undressed.
His wonderful, unpredictable mate was seducing him. And it was working. Extremely well.
Adrian shifted on the bed, his cock a heavy throbbing length resting along one thigh. He saw Kat’s gaze drop to look at it, and once again that tongue swiped a path over those lips.
His body responded, and silently Adrian parted his knees, giving her a better look.
“Mmmm.” She sank down before him and gently took him in her hands.
“Kat…you don’t have to…” His words stopped short as Katherine sucked him fully into her mouth and back as far as she could down her throat
Heat flooded him, an unusual sensation that made him gasp. Every time they loved, he found more and more of his capacities returning. This was a slow sweep of desire that he could swear warmed his blood above its usual chilly temperature.
His fangs responded to the sensual act, breaking free of his gums and lying hard on his lips. He did not try to hide them—Kat knew who and what he was. It was liberating to be able to enjoy her mouth like this and not pretend. Not fight for control nor feel the need to conceal his nature from her.
Her tongue learned him, sucking hard then gentling the ridges and veins that rippled over his cock. She tasted the tiny drop of moisture he could feel oozing from the tiny slit and slicked her mouth over him with enthusiasm, making him groan and move with pleasure. Every now and again she dared to let her teeth scrape against his skin just for a second or two, adding a little almost-pain to the mix of sensual ecstasy she was creating.
She ventured further, finding his balls with her hand and cupping them, holding them delicately and moving the sac as if weighing it. The twin sensations drove Adrian wild and he groaned once more. “Oh God, Kat…so good.”
His head fell back and he closed his eyes, his entire world narrowed down to one woman, one mouth, one tongue.
She took him to the brink—then stopped.
Adrian gasped and panted and waited…waited for the next loving lick that he knew would send him over the edge.
But it never came.
He opened bleary eyes, tried to focus on her, and moaned. “Shit, Kat. What are you doing to me?”
A light chuckle answered his words. “Driving you insane?”
“It’s working.” He pushed himself up on his elbows, cock erect and glistening. “Take me, woman. Touch me. Climb on top of me and fuck me—God, do something. I’m begging you here…”
Soft breasts rubbed over his bent knees, an erotic sensation he didn’t expect.
“I want it all, Adrian. Everything you have.”
“Put your mouth back where it was and you shall have it. That’s a promise I know I can keep.” He gritted his teeth at the mere thought.
“That’s not enough.” She slid her body over him, being careful not to arouse him any more than she had already. His cock was free between them, hard and anxious now for release.
“What more do you want, love? Name it. It’s yours.” He panted as her breasts grazed his chest and she straddled him, still holding her body high above that hard piece of flesh she’d loved so skillfully.
“I want your trust, Adrian. I’m your wife. I want it all.”
Slowly, oh-so-slowly, she slid her silky-slick sheath down onto his cock, wedding them in the perfect melding of male and female. It was a hot cradling of his body, a wet glove encompassing him and enfolding him fully within her.
Amazingly, she sat on him, holding herself erect, and squeezed him with her inner muscles.
He swore his eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “Jesus Christ Almighty, Kat.”
“Mmm.” She grinned. “D’you like that? I do. It feels…good.”
“Yessss…” He sighed as Kat began to move—too slowly. “Kat…faster, my love. Please…don’t torture me like this…”
She laughed, a low seductive laugh that made Adrian want to rip into her and drink everything that she was.
His hunger was building along with his need to explode within her. She was playing with fire and he wasn’t sure how long he could keep his personal damper over the chimney.
“You can take it, Adrian.” She rode him at a leisurely pace, each downward thrust a deliciously agonizing tease of that which was to come.
He reached for her, pushing her thighs wide and lifting his head to watch her pussy as it rose and fell on him. She was wet and swollen and pink, gleaming with her sweet honey.
He licked his lips, feeling his fangs ache as he did so.
Another lift—another drop, and he was so close to screaming he shuddered with the force of it, and yet she did not allow him the final moment, pulling herself away again with maddening skill.
“Enough.” He cried out the word, barking harshly as his balls solidified beneath his cock and his body trembled with the onrush of his orgasm. “Enough Kat.”
He rolled them both, strong limbs tumbling her pale flesh beneath him. He was lost in her scent, the feel of her and his need to take her, pound into her pussy until he spent his last drop.
“Yes, Adrian, do it. Do it, my love.” She cried out too, words that made no sense until she grabbed his head at the last moment.
He exploded inside her just as she thrust her neck into his mouth, his fangs scratching her skin and finally breaking through.
“Drink, Adrian. Feed from me. ‘Tis the only way. I want this. I want all of you.” She clenched her inner walls around his cock, milking his seed. At the same instant she thrust her skin deeper onto his fangs letting her blood flow over them and into his mouth.
He was totally unable to resist the lure of her body—or her sweetly wonderful blood.
Adrian broke his promise to himself. He fed.
On his wife.
Chapter Nineteen
Katherine felt a split-second of exquisite agony and then her orgasm roared over her, coupled with the lightheaded and erotic sensation of Adrian’s fangs in her neck.
She could feel him drinking, sucking from her and sending shivers of sensual lightning bolts to her breasts and her pussy. Her climax shattered her, propelling her into a vortex of pleasure where there were no boundaries, no dimensions—only colors and the mad bliss of release.
She merged with Adrian in an inexplicable way, his feeding opening his thoughts and his heart to her as she opened her veins to him. They linked souls in that moment, and she felt the pulsations of his cock as clearly as if they were her own. She felt her own body as it clamped on him, and tasted herself as her blood flowed across his tongue.
Her breasts swelled against his chest and her nipples were almost painful as her whole body tumbled through a massive spasm of sexual release. She wondered if she’d survive. If Adrian would be able to stop before the end.
At that moment, she did not care. He could take what he needed to survive, to defeat the evil confronting them. He would be able to save more innocent souls. What did anything else matter next to that? And next to Adrian’s survival, hers was less than important. She realized in that instant how deeply she loved him.
She was, quite literally, giving her life for him and to him.
And it would appear he knew it. The moment his cock eased he tore his mouth from her with a cry from his heart that brought tears to Katherine’s eyes.
“Nooooo…”
“Yes.” She whispered the word as she fell limply back onto the bed, tired to her very core and weak now that he’d fed.
“God fucking damn. What have I done?” Adrian pulled free of her body and dropped down beside her, lifting her in his arms and cupping her cheek. “Kat—why? Why did you let me?”
“I wanted you to, Adrian.” She swallowed, fighting a darkness that began to blur the edges of her vision. “It was the only way. You had to be strong, strong enough to defeat Thérèse. That’s what matters. You must save…save St. Chesswell.”
Her heart was pounding, working harder now that there was less blood to pump. The sound was deafening, and she closed her eyes against the insistent drumbeat as it threatened to overwhelm her.
“I won’t lose you, my Kat. I’ve just found you. Please—stay with me. I need you more than anything in this world—“
His words penetrated the fog surrounding her and she managed a smile. “I love you, Adrian. I always will.”
“I love you too.” His hand turned her chin. She could feel it, but was now powerless to move, her life fading as she lay in his arms. “I love you more than life itself. I can’t allow this to happen. I will not. You are my wife…” It was a sob, a plea and a prayer.
The pain she felt was his and hers. She tried to shake her head, but her muscles were locked, useless bunches of flesh that simply held her bones together.
Then something forced her lips apart and she sensed—tasted something sweet and rich…
- - - -
The storm was closer now, nearly breaking over St. Chesswell, as Adrian strode in to his father’s study.
“I am ready. I don’t care where she is, I shall destroy her tonight.”
Sidney stared at him, amazed at the vitality radiating from every pore of Adrian’s body. “You fed, didn’t you? From Katherine?”
Adrian gulped. “I didn’t want to, I swear. It was never in my heart or my plans, father. She…she drove me to it. It was as if…”
“She knew what she had to do, Adrian.” Sidney touched his son’s shoulder in a gesture of comfort. “The blend of your blood with hers is quite extraordinary. We discussed it. And we both knew there was no other option.”
Adrian’s face creased with a look of distress. “And neither of you thought to tell me?”
“What would you have said?”
“I would have refused. Utterly and completely.”
Sidney nodded. “We thought so. This was Katherine’s decision to make, Adrian, not yours. Respect the love she has for you. Understand her need to protect you in any way she can. She is a good woman. And she knew what had to be done.”
“I can’t like it, father. I cannot condone it. If I’ve caused her death…” Adrian shivered.
“Is she…” Sidney couldn’t finish the question. In spite of his love for Adrian, he’d grown to admire and care for Katherine as well.
“She’s sleeping right now. Still alive, but barely.” Adrian’s voice was brusque, but Sidney could detect the pain lying beneath the words. His son shrugged it off. “Another debt I owe Thérèse. She shall pay in full this night. I am off to the Chyne. The bitch will be there, I can feel it.”
“Yes.” Sidney reached for his coat.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Adrian stood with his hands on his hips as his father slipped on his coat and carefully loaded two dueling pistols.
“I’m coming with you, of course.” Sidney didn’t look up from his task until both pistols were primed and ready. He put them into each large pocket. “There. Now we’re ready.”
He snapped his fingers. “Damn, no. One thing more.” He reached for two small glass vials and passed one to his son. “The holy water. A little insurance, but I still put my faith in good old fashioned gunpowder.”
“Father…you know I cannot permit this.” Adrian stood firm. “You can’t hope to take on Thérèse. She is not…human.” He swallowed. “I will not risk you too.”
Sidney’s heart turned over. Truly Adrian was his son. He could have asked for no better had he sired this man himself.
“I am no fool, Adrian. Believe me, it is not my intent to take her on myself. I merely intend to provide a distraction, to call her attention elsewhere at the right moment, and hopefully give you the opening you need to end her existence.”
He crossed to the door and opened it, waiting for Adrian to join him. “Have you any idea how you’re actually going to dispose of her?”
“Er…” Adrian thought for a moment. “Good question. D’you have an extra pistol or two?”
Sidney rolled his eyes. “I should’ve guessed. If not, I suppose you’re planning on wringing her neck bare handed, are you? Come with me.” He led Adrian down a series of passages to a dark part of the house, dusty and obviously not used much. “I found this recently. I’m not absolutely convinced of its authenticity, but it might come in handy.”
He pushed open the door to a small storage room and Adrian coughed as a cloud of dust welcomed them.
“Sorry.” Sidney ignored the grime. “I don’t clean in here. Neither does anybody else. Now…where was it? Ah…yes.” He strode to one corner and pulled out a large package, tearing away the rotting fabric that covered the contents. “Here.”
He held it out to Adrian, who blinked. “What the hell?”
“It’s St. Chesswell’s broadsword.” Sidney shrugged. “Or so ‘tis said. I cannot vouch for it, of course, but…”
Truly it was a thing of beauty, even coated with the dirt of centuries. Adrian reached for it and Sidney watched as he hefted it, moving it and weighing it.
“The balance is excellent for a weapon this size.” Adrian thoughtfully tried a few moves, finding he needed both hands to wield it. “And the workmanship is superb. Whatever it is—or was—father, it’s a weapon to be reckoned with.”
Sidney nodded. “I agree.” He led them both from the room and locked the door behind him. “I would feel better had I found some hint of a suggestion as to the best way to destroy this evil, Adrian, I won’t hide that from you.”
“I know.” Adrian shouldered the sword and marched forward like a knight heading for a Crusade—which in many ways he was. Only this Crusade was for the souls of so many innocent beings, as well as his own.
It was strange, thought Sir Sidney as they opened the door to the outside and began the short walk to the Chyne. Adrian looked bright, surrounded by a soft aura. The sword lay against his shoulder, seeming to nestle comfortably against the breadth of the muscles. There were no shadows within him this night, no darkness, no self-loathing. If there was such as thing as an avenging angel, Adrian would fit the bill quite well.
It was truly miraculous what love could accomplish.
Sidney prayed that it would be enough. Because if it wasn’t, disaster would surely come upon St. Chesswell. And the Chyne would be well and truly cursed.
- - - -
Adrian’s emotions were roiling as he walked silently over the grounds of St. Chesswell towards the rough cliffs that marked the Chyne. Thunder boomed in the distance, mirroring the state of his mind.
He felt—uneasy, afraid, determined and yet oddly at peace. There was something inside him now that gave him strength and courage in a way he’d not known before.
It was Kat. The essence of the woman who loved him more than her own life. A gift like that could not be measured, nor could its effects be anticipated. He’d truly been cursed the night he’d met Thérèse, but whatever sins he’d committed had been expiated by the rush of Kat’s blood down his throat and into his soul.
She’d shed light into his darkest places and made him realize that there must be something left inside him worth loving. If she could love him, then everything was possible. Even the destruction of an ancient evil like Thérèse.
“Wait for me.” Sidney panted as he followed Adrian, who slowed his steps so that his father could catch up.
“Are you sure?” Adrian knew Sidney would understand the question.
“I’m sure.” The older man stared forward. “This is a threat to my life as well, Adrian. It could easily be a threat that has menaced the Chesswells for centuries. I don’t know all there is to know. But I know enough.”
“I could wish it otherwise, father.”
“Me too.” Sidney stopped and stared at the Chyne, its depths illuminated by the occasional flashes of lightning. “Is she near, d’you think?”
Adrian let his senses roam the land around them, seeking that dark scent that he associated with Thérèse. There was a faint trail, but nothing definitive.
“She’s been here. I can say that. But more, at this point, I will not promise.”
Sidney nodded. “She wants us down in the Chyne. It makes sense. Visibility is poor there, the surface uneven, and the stream which runs through it can make the footing slippery. It’s where I’d choose to fight.”
“Very well, then. Let us go and face her. There is nothing to be gained by delaying.” He glanced at the storm. “And much to be lost if that breaks over us at an inopportune moment.”
Sidney glanced too. “Don’t worry. It will go out to sea.” A huge peal of thunder rolled over the soft landscape.
“Really?” Adrian’s skepticism was clear
“Yes. Really.” Sidney remained resolute. “I know these lands. I know the weather. It will be a fierce storm but it will go out to sea. We might see a raindrop or two and get a bit of noise out of it, but that will be all. Trust me.”
“I do.”
And that statement, thought Adrian, was the other part of the puzzle that was his life. The love of his wife and the trust he had in Sir Sidney Chesswell. These things had come together at this time—this very moment.
There must be a reason. It was too hard to accept that sheer coincidence had put his feet on this particular path.
And at that moment his feet slipped on his path—on damp grass perhaps—and he slithered downwards, hearing Sir Sidney catch his breath behind him.
Adrian staggered, catching his balance at the last moment and striding down to the floor of the Chyne accompanied by the tumble of loose pebbles and gravel. A splashing sound alerted him to the presence of the stream, and a flash of lightning showed him that his father was making his way more sedately down to join him.
As the thunder died away, Adrian’s skin chilled at another sound.
A low laugh.
Thérèse.
- - - -
“Good evening, Sir Sidney. Come to visit me, along with my dearest Adrian, I see.”
Sidney blinked as the woman seemed to materialize on the far bank of the stream. He could see her clearly even though the rest of the area was dark, lit only by the storm.
The wind picked up and howled down the Chyne, lifting the silky darkness of her skirts and blowing her long red hair around in a cloud of fire.
“You must be Thérèse.” He bowed politely, coming to a standstill next to Adrian.
“I am indeed. And I owe you a debt of gratitude for saving my precious child here.”
“I am no child of yours, Thérèse.” Adrian’s tone was scornful.
“Really? Did I not create you? Make you what you are? Gift you with immortality? That sounds like you are my child, does it not, Sir Sidney?”
Sidney clasped his fingers around the comforting stock of his pistol. “No, Ma’am. With all due respect, it does not. You did not gift him with anything. You stole from him that which was rightfully his.”
“Pah.” She tossed her head. “I do not call it stealing to replace that dreadfully mundane human existence with one such as mine. I am a goddess, Sir Sidney. You mortals are but the merest flashes of life. To live and die so quickly. How empty. How futile.”
“How wonderful.” Adrian met her, look for look. “How divine to love. To touch another and have that love returned. Something you’ll never know, Thérèse.”
She shifted and in a flash was confronting Adrian, mere inches between them. “I care not for such things.” She raised her hand and made to touch the sword, then frowned and stepped back.
Sidney could have sworn she had to work to produce her customary smile. “You assume that this…” Again she gestured to the sword. “This weapon is enough to stop me? How foolish.”
Adrian lifted it from his shoulder and swung it, point away from him, leveling it at Thérèse. “Really?”
She took another step backward.
Adrian took a step forward. “Perhaps it’s not as insignificant as you’d like us to believe, Thérèse. Perhaps there is something in this sword—or in those who have used it before—that you find distasteful?”
Sidney held his breath as Thérèse let her fangs emerge. They were sharply brilliant knives of light that gleamed from her face. Truly she was a formidable creature, a blend of sensual attraction and vicious desire. He understood what had lured Adrian in the first place.
She hissed and moved once more, dancing around Adrian, teasing him with her words and her body, but always staying out of range of the sword.
Sidney slowly pulled his pistol from his pocket trying not to alert her to his intentions. Unfortunately, he had underestimated her ability to detect his movements.
“I think not, dear Sir Sidney. Not that it would damage me, but I do detest firearms.” The pistol in his hand flew yards away and exploded as it fell against the walls of the Chyne. The report was loud in the confined space and yet no louder than the thunder which echoed the sound of the gun.
“And the other one, yes?”
Sidney cried out as his pocket exploded and pain seared his leg. She had detonated the second pistol in his jacket and the bullet had creased him, sending him groaning to the ground.
It was enough to distract Adrian for a second or two and he turned, only to have Thérèse grab for his arm and attempt to push the sword away. She seemed unable to touch it, though, since she continued to struggle with him, to force him to drop the weapon.
Sidney watched the battle through a haze of pain, gasping as his leg felt like red-hot pokers were being driven through it.
“I’m all right, Adrian. Don’t worry about me. Take care of business, my son.” He yelled the words, hoping that Adrian would hear them and focus on his enemy. This was no time for distractions, or caring for wounds. That would come later.
If there was to be a “later”.
Once again, Sidney Chesswell offered up a prayer to whoever might be watching or listening. He prayed that Adrian would be able to defeat this evil and find his salvation in the arms of his wife.
He prayed that Katherine had survived and would live a life of love with Adrian.
And he prayed that he could move just a little and get the damned rock out from under him where it was digging into his backside.
His last prayer was indeed answered. And as he moved he felt—to his everlasting surprise—an unbroken vial of holy water still residing in his inside pocket.
Perhaps there were such things as miracles after all.
Chapter Twenty
Adrian was breathing hard. Not so much from his movements, but from the sheer mental effort of keeping Thérèse away from him and his sword.
Thus far, it was working. She would not touch the metal, but tried her best to make him drop it. He fought her will, feeling it curling around his mind like a dark wraith, tugging him this way and that, urging him to her bidding.
She was failing, and she knew it.
With Sir Sidney incapacitated, Thérèse redoubled her efforts. “Come, Adrian. Remember our joining. Remember how good it was.” Her clothes fell from her and vanished. Naked she taunted him.
“Remember my breasts? How sweet my nipples felt between your lips? Do you remember how you took me? Standing up? Pounding yourself into me until we were both beside ourselves with passion?”
She spread her thighs lasciviously, showing him her brilliantly red pussy hair and the shining lips beneath. “Even now I’m ready for you. I could take you and fuck you right this moment. Right in front of him.” She nodded at Sidney. “And you would not care. Neither would I.”
Adrian’s lip curled with distaste as he watched her finger her pussy and suck the juices she discovered with evident delight. “I don’t think so.”
“Oh you’re wrong. I could make you hard with a look.” She snorted as she stroked her breasts. “Come to me, Adrian. Fuck me. Let me suck that lovely cock of yours. Then we shall feed and find our own lust, our own little universe. Together.”
“No Thérèse. Not now. Not ever.” Adrian raised the sword and his resolution strengthened as he saw the look of uncertainty in her eyes.
“You think to scare me?” She took a step to one side.
“No. I think to destroy you.”
“With that?” She stared scornfully at the sword. “Stronger men than you have tried and failed.”
That might well be the truth, mused Adrian as he watched her circle him warily. Perhaps as far back as the Saint himself. “It seems you are not overly pleased to see this weapon, Thérèse.”
Lightning flashed once more, revealing her nakedness, her nubile body—and the inky black eyes. “I care naught for such things.” She played with her nipples once more, trying to distract his attention.
Trying to seduce him. For the first time, Adrian realized she was trying her hardest to seduce him into fucking her, or at least lowering his guard. He knew she’d feed on him and probably kill him without a blink, but she was definitely trying to use her body to lure him.
She didn’t seem to have many other tools at her disposal. And he was, apparently, immune.
It was a heady feeling as he stood staring at her, seeing her clearly as if for the first time. “Well, well. It would seem your breasts are not as firm as I once thought.”
She risked a glance downward in concern.
Adrian kept up his attack. “And your pussy may weep, but I doubt there’s honey in those tears. No, Thérèse. I have no interest in fucking you any more. In fact, I had no interest in fucking you after that first night. Hard to accept, isn’t it?”
He was swinging the sword rhythmically, making it slice the air with a sharp whooshing sound. “You kept coming to me in dreams, luring me any way you could, showing me the most erotic images you could create. Because you knew that I would see you as you are if we met in the flesh once more.”
Adrian pressed her backwards into the water. “And I do.”
“Don’t be too sure.” She raised her chin. “You see what I want you to see.”
“Really?” Adrian let his blade touch the water and trail a line of droplets upwards into the stormy sky. “I see a hag. I see an ugly bitch with big teeth. I see a vicious bitch I could never imagine touching, let alone fucking. Your true nature, Thérèse. It’s revealed for all who care to see it.”
Adrian kept up his barrage of verbal attacks, playing on her vanity, her weakness for sex and men as he searched for an opening to pierce through with his sword. “I’ll wager I’m not the first, either, am I? Could it be that a holy man who once lived near here saw you this way, as well?”
“Nooo.” Thérèse hissed out the words. “You will not speak of him.”
Adrian’s eyes narrowed as he realized his shot had hit home. “St. Chesswell. A good man with an interest in things beyond his knowledge. An interest which included evil things. Like you.”
He focused his mind, combining it with the movements of his sword in a lyrically psychic dance that pushed Thérèse backwards until she stood knee deep in the stream.
Her gaze hardened and Adrian bit back a gasp as she grew larger and more threatening, red sparks of anger darting from her ink black eyes. “You foul little pest. As if one such as you could ever hope to defeat me. I have lived longer than you can possibly comprehend with that tiny mind of yours.”
The sword still held protectively in front of him, Adrian refused to backtrack, but held his ground as Thérèse gave full vent to her inhuman fury.
“I should suck you dry then snap your neck. I should grind your bones and cast them into the darkest pit. To think that I would even deign to touch your inadequate body now makes me ashamed of my own weakness.” She stood tall and frightening, a halo of fire surrounding her. “I shall scorch you to cinders for your presumption.”
She raised a hand and Adrian ducked as a bolt of heat shot toward him, narrowly missing him and searing his cheek.
Thérèse laughed and repeated her action, tossing unearthly missiles at Adrian at will. “You are lost, you poor vermin.”
Adrian ducked once more—the sword snagged on a lump of turf—and he fell, awkwardly, to his knees, the harsh pain numbing his legs as the jagged rocks battered his nerve endings.
“And that is exactly where you should be, in my presence. And a fitting position from which to die.” Fangs bared, Thérèse lunged forward, ready to finish off her prey.
There was a mighty bolt of lightning, thunder deafened Adrian and then another brilliant flash of light illuminated the one thing he never expected to see at that moment—or in fact ever again—Katherine.
- - - -
Seeing Adrian stumble and fall to his knees in front of Thérèse stopped Katherine’s heart for a brief and terrible moment. She’d awoken alone, groggy and disoriented, but aware that she was desperately needed somewhere by someone.
Her sense of urgency grew as she hurried from the house, not even pausing to grab a cloak or anything else to cover her hastily-donned nightgown.
She did not even realize she was barefoot.
All she could see was certain death bearing down on her husband. And all she could feel was a determination to prevent that from happening. She’d slithered down the side of the Chyne, noticed Sidney moving a little on the ground some distance away, and headed straight for the two combatants in this duel to the death.
With a strength that surprised her, Katherine grasped the sword from where it had fallen beside Adrian and before he could regain his balance she had it in her hands and was pointing it toward Thérèse.
“Move away, bitch.” Her words were redolent with the fury that flooded her.
Thérèse paused in her attack. “Well, well. The little woman come to rescue her man. How sweet.”
Katherine could see Thérèse clearly, the lightning barely necessary to illuminate the ivory curves of the other woman’s body. Strength flooded her limbs, a new and unaccustomed energy that robbed the sword of weight and awkwardness, letting Katherine wield it with all the skill of an ancient knight at a tournament.
“He’s not yours. He never will be.” She leaped fearlessly at Thérèse, blade held high, a mighty jump that cleared Adrian and soared towards the other woman through the crackling night air. To Katherine’s surprise Thérèse never avoided the blow. Perhaps she thought it impossible, perhaps she had faith in her own powers—at the time Katherine neither knew nor cared.
She crashed down onto Thérèse with the point of the sword before her, slicing into the very heart of the vampire.
The scream that erupted from Thérèse’s throat was deafening in its intensity, and Katherine staggered as her feet finally hit the ground. She moved backwards, wrenching the blade free of Thérèse’s breast.
There was a sudden silence as if the entire world held its breath. There was no thunder, no lightning, no sound from Adrian or Sidney. Even the stream at the bottom of the Chyne had ceased to burble.
Slowly, Thérèse lowered her head and looked at her own body. A ragged gash had marred the creamy skin, and small droplets of blood were oozing downwards towards her belly and beyond.
Katherine gritted her teeth. It would have been a deathblow to a mortal. What would it take to kill this evil creature?
Her ears detected a sound, and as they did Thérèse also turned her head. A gurgling rushing noise grew louder, and fast upon it came a shout from Sir Sidney.
“Katherine—move. Get away from the water.”
Instinctively, she moved backwards, leaving Thérèse standing in the stream, a stunned look on her face. Katherine tripped over rocks and finally ended up against Adrian who had managed to regain his feet and was coming to her aid.
“We have to get above the water.” He shouted the words over the increasing noise.
Katherine blinked. “What water?”
“That water.”
The rumble grew to a roar and with incredible suddenness torrents of water turned the small stream into a raging rush of liquid fury. The rains from the storm had not fallen on St. Chesswell, but they’d traveled to the Chyne and swelled the trickling brook to a flood.
“Stand back.” Sidney was fumbling with something and Katherine saw a silver spray arc over the angry stream.
It was the holy water, now bearing down on the wounded Thérèse with all the savagery nature had at its command.
The three of them turned as one to watch.
Thérèse was looking at the wound on her body once more, as if in disbelief. Then she too looked upstream, and opened her mouth to scream. She didn’t get the chance. The holy water had turned the rain-swollen rivulet to silver, a magical torrent of blessed liquids that crashed into her with a vengeance that made Katherine’s throat close.
“Noooo…” Thérèse howled as the river reached high around her legs. She braced herself, then—incredibly—rose above it. “You cannot do this—“ Her fury twisted her face into an angry mask of evil. “I cannot be destroyed. I am immortal—“
But not beyond the reach of the waters. They splashed and churned, sending glittering waves of pure and blessed spray over Thérèse. She screamed once more as they soaked her body and with a shudder she disintegrated, a flash of red fire lit by a stroke of lightning.
She simply disappeared, right in front of Adrian, Katherine and Sidney Chesswell. And the flood lessened, expending the last of its strength in a headlong flight to the sea.
- - - -
Adrian moved as soon as Thérèse disappeared. He gave Katherine a quick hug then hurried to find his father, hoping against hope that he would not find the old man had succumbed to his injuries and his last desperate gesture to save them all.
Katherine was right behind him. “Sir Sidney—where is he?”
“Over here.”
Adrian sighed with relief as his father’s voice crossed the small space between them, and he quickly found him lying on one arm.
“Don’t fuss. I’ll be quite all right. ‘Tis only my leg.” He whimpered a little as Adrian put his hands beneath his father’s arms and lifted him. “Hurts like the very devil, though.”
“Hold on, Father. I’ll get you home.”
With sure strides he negotiated the tricky footing carrying his burden close to his heart. These two people had risked everything for him, and what had he done? Bloody fucking tripped.
Berating himself, he walked rapidly back to St. Chesswell and the lights that beckoned them all to safety. He knew Katherine was behind him, and did not pause until they were all inside and the door locked and securely barred.
“My study. Take me there, lad. I have supplies.” Sidney’s voice was weakening, and Adrian could not but be aware of the warm dampness soaking his hands through the stout fabric of his father’s breeches.
Gently he laid Sidney down on a chaise. “Now, let’s see what the damage is.” He reached for a knife on Sidney’s desk and quickly sliced through the trousers. There was a gasp as the wound was revealed, although whether it came from Katherine or himself he could not have said.
Sidney’s leg was truly a mess. “Father, this is not good. I have no knowledge of how to help you.”
“Brandy first, lad. Give me a glass. A full glass. Then we’ll see.”
That was the easiest command to obey, so Adrian quickly poured the required liquid and held it to Sir Sidney’s lips. After a few moments, Sidney sighed.
“Better. Now I need you to clean up any bits of my breeches left in the wound. Can you do that?”
“Yes.” Adrian gritted his teeth. He must.
“I can help.” Katherine was beside him, horror in her voice.
“Get me clean cloths. A bowl of water.” He looked around. “And my father’s chest over there. It has some healing herbs in it.”
He heard her move from his side, feeling her hand lightly brush his shoulder as he bent to his bloody task. Gingerly he cleaned as much as he could without hurting his father, biting his lips as he removed tiny particles of cloth and dirt, leaving only the harshly jagged gash that had ripped Sidney’s leg open from thigh to calf. “You’re damn lucky you didn’t bleed to death, father.”
“Didn’t hit anything vital, thank God.” Sidney hissed the words. “More brandy. Damn thing burns.”
More brandy was rapidly administered as Adrian finished cleaning the wound and took the wet cloths Katherine had procured. He heard her speak to Cheverly, but wisely she did not allow him in. The old retainer would have been gravely upset by his master’s condition. No reason to add to their worries at this particular moment.
“Now if you can ease the skin back as close as possible and then sprinkle on the herbs from the pue blacket…” Sidney’s voice quavered. “I mean the blue packet. Fuck. Never could hold my drink.”
Adrian smiled in spite of their situation. “Never mind, father. Get drunk. It will hurt less, I’m thinking.’
“Good idea.” Sidney finished off the last of the brandy as Adrian began to gently wrap bandages around the leg, keeping them tight and making sure the healing herbs were where they needed to be.
“There.” He sat back on his heels and surveyed his handiwork. “I have no idea if I’ve done it right, but thus far there’s no blood soaking through.”
“Goo’ sign, my son.” Sidney burped a little. “Ver’ goo’.” He turned his head more comfortably. “I’ll be right ‘s rain now.” He giggled a little, an unexpected sound. “Right as rain. The rain did it, didn’t it? All our clever plans and it was the good ol’ rain that did the trick.”
“Perhaps.” Turning away from his father’s gaze, Adrian quickly used the knife to cut a small gash in his wrist. He let a few drops of his blood fall into the fresh glass of brandy Katherine held ready.
“Is that wise?” Katherine’s whisper reached his ears.
“It cannot hurt. He’s fed from me before with no ill effects. If it will strengthen him enough it will be worth it.” He bent to allow his father another draught of brandy. “There you go. That will speed your healing.”
Sidney licked his lips. “You’re a good boy, Adrian. My son. Never had one with Josephine, you know. Would’ve liked one just like you.”
“You’ve got one now, father.”
“I know. Gift from God, you are.” Sidney’s voice faded as his eyelids drifted lower. “Gift from God. Strange how things work, isn’t it?”
He slept.
Chapter Twenty-One
Adrian soothed Cheverly with reassurances that Sir Sidney would be fine after some rest—something he wasn’t absolutely certain of, but that went a long way to calm the household.
He also mentioned that the doors should be kept locked, but he hoped the danger was past.
That he wasn’t convinced of at all.
He voiced his concerns to Katherine as they reached their suite. “I don’t know, Kat. I don’t know if we destroyed her or not.”
“We hurt her, Adrian. I know that for sure.” Her words were calm, resolute and a balm to his troubled soul.
He turned and looked at her for the first time since they’d faced down evil together.
And his breath caught in his throat.
“What?” She stared at him.
“Your—your eyes—“
They widened as he gazed at her, unable to stop looking into the deep midnight blue orbs that had once been as bright as the noontime sky.
“Oh my God. What have I done?”
Katherine crossed the room to the mirror and checked herself in the reflection. “Well, at least they’re not black. I wouldn’t have liked that at all.” She tilted her head to one side and studied the change. “And I did like the amazing strength I find I now possess. It came in very handy when I grabbed your sword, didn’t it?”
Adrian’s voice cracked. “Kat.”
She held up her hand to halt his agony. “Stop. Stop right there. We did what had to be done. We are both here.” She moved to him and gripped his hand with her own, a tight almost painful grasp. “We’re alive, Adrian. So is your father. That is all that matters.”
He felt an unusual stinging sensation as he looked at his wife and saw what he had made of her. He’d turned her, created a new being out of the loving woman he’d married. He choked. “Is this alive? I don’t know, Kat. I’ve made you into what I am, a shade of a human, a creature of the darkness.”
With amazing aplomb, Katherine began to undress. “Oh stop being so dramatic.” She slid from her nightgown and began to brush her hair, letting it fall over her naked back. “I fell in love with you, Adrian. I didn’t care what you were—darkness, light, whatever it was, it was you.” She put down the brush and turned, unconcerned about her nudity. “Do you now no longer love me?”
He was before her in two strides. “Don’t be silly. Of course I still love you.”
“Well, then. I see no problem. We have been keeping to a night schedule. Our lives are already set on a path that met your needs—now they meet mine as well. We have Sir Sidney who will doubtless pry blood from both of us at regular intervals and mix us more horrid potions.”
She ran her hands over Adrian’s chest. “We love, Adrian. What does it matter how we live? We love. Nothing can take that away. It makes us unique. We are not monsters, nor terrors that prey on the innocent. Yes, we have needs.”
She smiled and then looked a little surprised as two fangs emerged from her gums. “Mmmpf.” She worked her lips cautiously around them. “Thethe may thake a widdle gewwing uthed thooo…”
Adrian astounded himself by bursting out with a spurt of laughter. He caught Kat to his body, holding her in a crushing embrace and running his hands over as much of her body as he could touch at one time.
His palms came to rest on her buttocks and his desire flared. It heated up considerably more as two tiny pinpricks punctured the skin around one nipple which she’d bared as she spread his shirt apart.
“And there are advantageth…”
“Yes there are.” Adrian’s fangs emerged and he moved away a little, stripping off his own clothing, yearning to feel her nakedness against his own.
“Love me, my husband.” She leaned into him, rubbing herself against his hardened cock. “Love me the way you’ve always wanted to…”
“That didn’t take long.” He grinned down at her lovely face as she found the correct way to converse while her fangs were free.
Her gaze heated to the blue of a distant star, darkly vivid and shot through with flashes of silver. “Love me, Adrian. I hunger.”
“So do I.”
He pulled her on top of him as he fell backwards onto their bed. “Ride me, Kat. Ride me like you did before, but this time, let me come when I’m ready. Don’t keep me hanging like that again. Please?”
“Hmm.” She straddled him and settled herself, a wicked gleam flickering across her gaze. “Let me see if I can oblige.”
- - - -
Katherine looked into her husband’s face and her heart ached for the punishment she knew he’d wreak upon himself. She was not afraid of being a vampire, not when it meant she’d be at Adrian’s side for untold centuries, perhaps, never to be parted by a mortal death.
He was her life now, and would be—God willing—for whatever time they were granted. And damn if she wasn’t going to make sure he enjoyed every minute of it. She would not allow him the luxury of self-recrimination when there was loving to be shared, sensual experiences unimagined, and a partnership that would last for eternity.
She daringly slipped one hand to her pussy. “I must see if I’m ready to ride, Adrian. Wouldn’t do to leap into the saddle too soon.”
Her fingers slid easily through her curly hair and down to the wet folds of her pussy, strangely cool to her touch now, yet soaked with her own desire. It was unfamiliar but intriguing, this change in her body and she was very anxious to explore it.
So, it seemed, was Adrian.
His hand rose to cover hers, helping her delve within the folds of her pussy, pressing her fingers inside to feel what he felt, to tease what he teased and to arouse what he aroused.
Soon she was panting and soaked, and it was her turn to beg him. “Adrian, enough. Your cock. Please. Now.”
“Hmm.” He quirked a teasing eyebrow at her. “I suppose I too should make sure your saddle is ready before your ride.” And his glistening hand moved from between her legs to his cock, smearing her juices over its length and readying it for her possession.
She reached to help him, but he stopped her. “Not this time, Kat. I’m too close.” His fangs were free, shining as brightly as the passion behind his gaze.
He pushed himself upwards, holding her where she was, until she was straddling his lap and his chest was squashing her breasts in the most deliciously abrasive fashion.
“Goodness.” Kat wriggled, examining the possibilities. “This is interesting.” She shifted her legs awkwardly, but then finding the perfect position as they enfolded his hips to lie on the bed behind him. Her sex was stretched wide open, a complement to his cock which already lay hard against her pussy.
He lifted her a little, stared deep into her eyes and thrust forward, seating his length inside her to his balls.
They froze, locked in each other’s gaze, joined in an age-old link that no evil could ever undo.
“I love you, Kat.” Adrian whispered the words as his hips rubbed against her, gently touching her protruding clit.
“I love you, Adrian.” She tightened her inner muscles, rubbing him back in her turn.
Katherine’s arousal deepened as Adrian moved, spreading upwards through her body to the very top of her head. She relaxed into it, realizing as she did so that a new and erotic element was now part of their loving.
She could feel Adrian’s thoughts. As she relaxed, her mind opened, admitting his emotions. Most of which were centered where their bodies were joined.
It was heady and amazing, and Katherine’s eyes widened as she felt him tremble in her arms. “I can feel you. Your mind…” She wasn’t sure if she’d spoken the words or thought them.
“Me too.”
“Oh Adrian…” His name fell from her lips as they moved together, each knowing the other’s responses and adjusting their positions accordingly.
It was a duet that became a complete solo performance, two bodies, two minds, two hearts linked as one.
And as Katherine felt the moment of release tickling the base of her spine, she instinctively followed Adrian’s lead. She leaned forward, opened her mouth and for the first time Katherine Byerly Chesswell bit her husband.
And fed.
They both exploded.
Adrian’s brain flew out of his head, or so he thought, as Kat sucked on him, tentatively at first, then with greater confidence.
He dipped his mouth and found her shoulder, permitting himself the smallest pinprick, yet unable to resist as her blood flowed freely. He drank, knowing that this was a shared privilege, a loving exchange that would never ever end.
His cock pulsed and throbbed and as her taste seared his tongue and spread its sweetness down his throat, he let go, flooding her shuddering channel with his seed. He thrust, fierce movements, guaranteed to push her higher, thundering into her clit and making her moan around his flesh.
He could feel her orgasm and knew she could feel his.
It was unique—this mutual explosion that rocked them both with an eruption of physical sensations so incredible that it mattered not who was spasming or who was spewing.
It was the two of them, sharing.
Loving.
As he eased away from her skin and licked the remaining droplets clean, Adrian released more than his seed. He released his pain at what he had done and how he had lived. He surrendered his anguish and forgave himself for that which was not of his doing.
He had not chosen to become what he was. He had simply chosen to fuck the wrong woman.
Now he had chosen to love the right one, and she loved him back. That love empowered him, lifted him from the darkness in which he’d existed, and revealed a new future before him, one that he’d not imagined could ever apply to him.
He held Kat tight as she too released her fangs, shaking a little in the aftermath of their shared passion. It was the beginning for them, when he’d truly believed he had no future left.
What lay ahead was in the hands of a greater power than his. He could now simply appreciate the gift he held in his arms.
And she was in the mood to do some appreciating of her own.
Stiffly, she moved her legs. “Good heavens, Adrian.” It was a sigh of exhaustion and they both tumbled into a sated lump of shuddering, useless muscles. “You do taste rather nice, you know.”
Adrian licked his lips tiredly. “As do you, my love.” He settled her more comfortably. “We won’t need to feed very often. Most of the time it’ll be just ordinary lovemaking.”
She chuckled. “My dear, lovemaking with you is never ordinary. If I had a jot of strength left, I’d demonstrate the truth of that statement.” She yawned. “And I am looking forward to making my point for many years to come.”
“Are you?” He couldn’t help the question.
“Adrian.” Kat dragged herself up on one elbow and leaned over him. “I want to be with you and love you for the rest of my life. If it turns out that we have an eternity together it still won’t be long enough. Do I make myself quite clear?”
He reached up and trailed a finger down her cheek. “My Kat. My fiery passion. How did I survive without you? And what did I do to deserve you?”
She snorted and tucked her head back down beneath his chin. “Go to sleep, silly thing. Even us vampires need our rest.”
All was quiet for a few moments, then she shifted back up onto her elbow and looked at him once more. “You know, this means I won’t have to endure all those endlessly awful vicarage tea parties. They always hold them in the afternoon. In daylight.” She giggled. “We’ll have to tell everyone that you infected me with your disease. They’ll assume the worst, of course, and never bother either of us again.”
Adrian grinned. “True.”
“This could actually work out rather well…” Kat’s voice faded as she drifted into the silent and unmoving slumber she would now enjoy.
Adrian prepared to follow her. He didn’t know if it would work out rather well, if it was a miracle sent from Heaven, or if it was part of the Curse of the Chyne. He didn’t know anything except that his father was alive, the woman he loved was cuddled in his embrace, and they’d vanquished the demon that had haunted him for so long.
For now, that was enough.
- - - -
Tucked securely in his study, Sir Sidney Chesswell was also sleeping, but not quite as soundly.
His dreams were a little perturbed.
“Nice job, there, Sidney.” A voice echoed hollowly around him, but he could not sit up.
“Who’s there?” Sidney blinked as a glow started in the vicinity of his feet and expanded
“It’s me.”
A figure took shape, tall and robed in a simple fall of white cloth, tied at the waist with a cord. The shaved tonsure and the large cross at his breast revealed his identity.
“Good grief.” Sidney felt his eyebrows lift. “It’s you. Er…Saint Chesswell.”
“Actually, my name was Torquil. But you can call me Saint if you want.” The man glanced around him. “Nice place you’ve built here. And thanks for the legend. I rather liked the tales that have grown up around my name. “
He moved to sit next to Sidney, resting his backside on the chaise and sighing. “I never did fuck that bitch, you know. She tried. Oh yes, she tried very hard. All her tricks and smiles and those breasts…” St. Chesswell coughed and stopped as he caught himself outlining an imaginary female form with his hands.
He looked a little embarrassed as he glanced down again at Sidney. “Well, I wasn’t a saint back in those days. And before I took my vows I had a healthy…er…nevermind.”
He straightened. “I never touched her. I knew she was evil, she stunk of it as clear as if she’d rolled in the midden.” His hand rested on Sidney’s knee, sending a soft white heat through his leg.
“And now she’s come back. I’m glad you found my sword, Sidney. You will need it again. Or somebody from this place will.”
Sidney found his voice. “Why? Did we not destroy her?”
Sadly, St. Chesswell shook his head. “Alas, lad, ‘t’will take more than that to completely destroy such a one. You’ve damaged her, pushed her back into her hole. She’ll not risk coming here again. But she still survives.”
He fiddled with his robes. “I have something for you. Now where did I put it?”
Sidney felt the glow from this apparition warming his face. Was it real? Was he dreaming?
“Yes, you’re dreaming. But when you wake, I want you to read this book. Pay attention to the third chapter, fourteenth stanza. Can you remember that?”
Sidney nodded. “Chapter three, fourteenth stanza.”
“Good lad.” Paternally, the Saint patted Sidney on the head. “You’ve done well by your son. He’s strong. There will be others just as strong. You’ve earned your reward, Sidney.”
The vision shimmered and was replaced by the image of Josephine, smiling and beautiful and holding out her arms to him. “Sidney, I’m sorry.” Tears trembled at the corners of her eyes, misting her smile. “Forgive me. I was a fool to leave you.”
“Josephine…” He croaked the words as she faded back into the light, to be replaced by St. Chesswell once more.
“Let her go now, lad. She’s in a better place. But she did regret her actions. I thought you might like to know.”
“Thank you.” Sidney blinked through his own tears. “Thank you.”
“Don’t forget…Chapter Three…”
“Stanza fourteen. I remember.” Sidney stared as the glow faded and he found himself alone.
With a start he awoke, almost expecting to find St. Chesswell still sitting and chatting next to him. Instead there was an old volume there, and Sidney awkwardly heaved himself into a sitting position.
There was a message for him in the text and he couldn’t wait to find out what it was.
The pages were fragile, the lettering old-fashioned and blurred in places, and it appeared to be another grimoire, but from where or when Sidney could not immediately guess.
He simply turned to Chapter Three.
And stanza fourteen…
”To Free The Mayde, The Mayker Muft be Un-Mayde.”
His brow wrinkled as he considered the words, but his fuddled and exhausted brain could make no sense of them. He was too tired, and in too much pain to think clearly. The message would simply have to wait.
He sighed. It would seem that their task was unfinished. So much horror, innocent lives lost, and still the evil survived.
Sidney leaned back and closed his eyes. That was a fight they would continue on the morrow. And with their new knowledge, they had a better chance of success.
For now, he simply wanted to rest and enjoy the warmth of knowing his own love hadn’t really left him for good. She had passed away, but he knew he’d see her again, some place and some time otherwhere.
There were some mysteries not meant to be known by mortals. That was one of them.
Love, however—well that was a mystery that defied all efforts to defeat it.
It would never, ever, be vanquished.
Epilogue
The sun was setting over London, casting its final rays through the smog and haze that drifted over the capital city.
A man stirred, lazily stretching, then stilling as his leg met warm flesh.
Sir Nicholas Blaine realized he was not alone.
He quietly moved, sliding from the bed with scarcely a whisper of cloth to mark his passage. Staring around him, the bile of disgust rose in his throat.
A whore lay snoring on the pillow, her snuffles a soft accompaniment to the noise from outside the stew where they’d lain. The room was sparsely furnished, filthy, and Nick knew at that moment he could sink no further.
This was the end.
His scientific brilliance had faded, his fortune had dissipated long ago, and his very existence had withered into the occasional nocturnal foray to sate his appetite–and his strange sexual desires.
He was cursed, doomed to wander the nights—a foul presence unfit to breathe the air of his homeland. Simply because he’d succumbed to the lures of one incredibly beautiful redhead. They’d fucked and slept and fucked once more.
It had been a night of vivid and violent sex, a night that had reshaped his thoughts about all things erotic, even while it was reshaping his destiny.
He hadn’t known that, of course, until he’d tried to rise the following day, only to learn what he now was. A horror, an abomination, a walking ghost of his former self.
And all because of one spontaneous trip—to a charmingly elegant and beautiful European estate called Rogaška.
As he dressed he felt a vague presence behind him. He prayed once more that it was not her.
“There are others like you. Find them.”
He spun on his heel, but there was no one there. Blinking, he tried again to relax his mind, a trick he’d begun to practice when he’d discovered that occasionally he could sense—something. Most often it would be the lust in whomever he was fucking at the time, but now…
“Go south.”
The voice was clear as a bell, and yet the room bore no traces of another, no sign that anyone was there. Least of all her.
Was it a vision? Or was it the result of his disordered brain finally breaking down into what he’d always feared—the depths of insanity?
His gaze caught a scrap of newspaper, torn to wrap some unspeakable piece of offal that the woman had probably shared with her colleagues. It was from several weeks ago, and he scraped off the grease to read the headline beneath.
“Curse of the Chyne claims a New Victim! Horrid Death in Hampshire!”
There was a short and lurid paragraph following, detailing the passing of one Arthur Byerly who had met his end in a particularly unpleasant fashion.
Nick read the piece through, frustrated that the final sentences had been ripped away. But there was enough information hidden between the exaggerations. Enough to tell him that perhaps he should indeed follow the voice’s instructions and head south.
To Hampshire.
And this strangely named, allegedly cursed place—St. Chesswell’s Chyne…
TO BE CONTINUED…
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