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Author’s Note
The “clothes pegs” mentioned later in this story are not the metallic-sprung, plastic or wooden clips we see today. In the past, our foremothers used pegs cleverly carved from a single piece of wood, split up the center and smoothed, with a knob on the top. They would be pushed down over the clothesline and a corner of the clothes, securing them in the fresh air to dry. They were often peddled by gypsies traveling the countryside in exchange for food and other goods. Today they are mostly collectors’ items, prized for their workmanship and the smooth patina of age, although many families still cherish one or two handed down from mother to daughter over several generations. These pegs are also sought after by craftspeople, since their shape is perfect for converting into small dolls.
Prologue
Somewhere in the south of England,
October 1816
“Sshhh…”
Tim Cooper obediently closed his mouth on the words he’d been about to utter. The stink of gunpowder enveloped him, his heart pounded as his ears rang with the echo of the shot and he knew without a doubt the blame would be assigned to him.
A harsh voice bellowed around the darkly shadowed patch of road. “Yer riches, man. Quickly now, lest there be more bloodshed this night.”
Inside the carriage there were faint sounds of distress, a whimper and a moan from a voice soft enough to be a woman’s. On the box, the driver sat immobile, eyes wide as he stared in shock at the five horsemen surrounding the coach.
Beside him—the ultimate horror. His companion, shot in the belly, crumpled in a still and bloody heap on the wooden seat.
The highwaymen held silent as the occupants of the coach readily saved their skins by divesting themselves of whatever valuables they had with them.
Finally it was over and the carriage waved away, accompanied by sighs of relief from just about everybody involved. It had been an abortive robbery involving bloodshed, something that had never happened in the past and shouldn’t have happened on this night either.
And it was all Tim Cooper’s fault.
“Back to the inn.” The voice was low and commanding. It was also tightly furious, and Tim felt a shudder of apprehension shoot down his spine. Then he lifted his chin. There was no way these unimportant country bumpkins would intimidate him. He’d get his share from tonight’s haul and be off in the morning to London. Somewhere his good looks and talents would be appreciated.
Firm in his resolve, Cooper turned his mount and followed the others as they swiftly took to forest paths only they knew, vanishing into the darkness like the wraiths from which they took their name.
The “Midnight Shadows” had claimed another victim—but this time they had broken their steadfast rule of no violence. Blood had been spilled. Their leader knew that such an occurrence would not bode well for their future as a functioning band of highwaymen. It would attract untoward attention, something they’d tried and succeeded in avoiding up to now.
The cellar beneath the inn housed many secrets, not the least of which was the cache of riches they hoarded, only taking what was needed and even then only using the most bland of their pickings. Jewels were carefully wrapped and stored, the first of their haul having been taken to London and fenced over a year after their acquisition. Gold could be melted down in small batches—and, in fact, was “cooked” quite regularly by the blacksmith in their midst.
Their leader knew the “Midnight Shadows” were neither criminals nor killers. They were men trying to survive—to keep food on the table and a roof over the head of their families. They were men who had returned from fighting Napoleon to a land that lauded them as heroes and then offered them nothing to keep them alive or even cared if they died.
Jobs were scarce, children starved and the winters would surely claim more lives amongst the newly destitute. Robbery wasn’t noble, by any stretch of the imagination, but it kept the little ones fed at the cost of mere baubles from those who would not miss them. And it brought hope to a few who had all but given up.
Including their leader. Who was, at this moment, wondering if the whip was still in its place, coiled against a far wall of the cellar.
Tonight, it would administer discipline and reinforce a rule that had never been broken until a weapon had misfired. A weapon that should have been cleaned, primed and ready—and wasn’t.
Tonight that whip would taste Tim Cooper’s blood.
Chapter One
Sir Nicholas Blaine slid from his tired horse and tied the reins loosely around a convenient post, glancing at the eastern sky where there were no signs of dawn light creeping beneath the scudding clouds. He knew it was getting near time for him to sleep. To seek the darkness that protected him from the rays of the sun—and extinction.
Or maybe, thought Nick, he should just lie down in front of this tiny inn and let the searing brilliance claim him. Roast his pale flesh to a crisp and boil the blood that still moved through his veins in a strange silent flow of hunger and shadows.
Maybe it was time to surrender the tiny spark of existence he had left. To depart in an inferno of exploding particles and finally attain a merciful—if unspeakably painful—death.
He was weary of riding, weary of seeking out gloomy dark places to shelter, weary of this hellish existence. Weary of being a creature lost in some vague world that neither permitted him his final rest, nor the ordinary joys that humanity took for granted.
He was weary of being a vampire.
And for the millionth time, Nick Blaine cursed his cock for getting him into this mess in the first place.
He hammered a fist on the closed door, uncaring if the innkeeper slept. This night he would spend what little money he had on a room. He would rest on something resembling a bed in whatever luxury this downtrodden place could offer.
In surprisingly short order the door creaked ajar onto a wavering candle and a bleary eye assessed Nick. “Wotcher want?”
“A thousand gold guineas, five women to pleasure me and an estate to rival the Devonshires. But I’ll settle for a bed.”
A snort that might possibly have been a laugh greeted Nick’s lightning-fast response. “A bed I can do. The rest—”
“Yes. I sort of assumed that.” Nick eased past the innkeeper into the ill-lit interior. “I care not about the room, man. I’m weary enough to sleep on a wooden settle in a corner, but I’d prefer a mattress in a dark and silent room. ‘Tis all I require.”
“‘Tis all ye’ll get. Come wi’ me.” He turned and led Nick up a set of dusty stairs to the second floor, pausing outside a thick ungainly door. “This’ll do yer, then. See the missus on the morrow about payment.” He pushed the door open and promptly departed, taking his candle with him.
Nick curled his lip, guessing that the innkeeper would derive some wry amusement from hearing his “guest” blundering around in the darkness. Probably trying to teach wayward visitors that the proper time to arrive at a hostelry was before the host had retired for the night.
In this instance, the man was doomed to disappointment because Nicholas Blaine could see in the dark. It was one of the many changes he’d come to accept since being savagely mauled and bitten by the most incredibly sensual woman he’d ever met.
He’d not known when he first saw her that she was one of the most evil as well.
- - -
It had been snowing, that delicate light snow that dusts the world with fairy magic and glistens in the moonlight that follows.
Sir Nicholas Blaine had attended a conference in Europe, invited by a friend he’d met in London at another meeting of like-minded scientists. Those who were fascinated by the workings of the human body but cared not for the job of healing it or dissecting it.
They were “pure” researchers, taking information from diverse sources and assembling it into patterns that made sense, theories that explained how humans lived, thought, reproduced and survived.
It was heady stuff for Nick, a man who’d grown up with a fascination for all things germane to human existence. He’d read the great philosophers, devoured scientific tomes from past ages and met current practitioners. He loved the idea that there was an underlying principle to life—an explanation that would perhaps one day make all things clear to him.
He’d delved into the workings of the human body—poorly understood at best, although improving. He knew things, he’d seen things—for his time, Nick Blaine was an enlightened young man with a remarkable intellect.
And he was also a handsome young man with plenty of money at his disposal. So his tour through Europe was one of gaiety, scientific discourse—and pleasure. There were always women glad to dance with the attractive Englishman, and always women glad to do even more.
He’d gone from bed to bed, enjoying life to the fullest, pleasuring his partners in the way he’d learned from his physical researches. Women, he’d discovered, were seriously maligned by the current way of thinking.
They could very easily orgasm—in fact he believed they should—provided they were stimulated in the correct physical locations. He saw nothing wrong with this notion, unlike many of his peers who made it plain they believed their wives utterly incapable of such improper and lustful responses.
He shrugged. ‘Twas their business, not his. He noted he was seldom without female companionship, however.
The one time he was alone found him on his way to a small eastern European resort—Rogaška. He’d heard of the beneficial mineral waters and thought he might stop there if he had chance.
An early snowstorm made the chance a necessity.
Tucked into a valley, the Rogaška estate had drawn him, lured him with its lights and the soft mist that wreathed its many windows and the trees, most now bare of leaves as the winter set in.
He wondered if the mist was from the hot springs—if there was a chance he might still be able to bathe in the waters—and gladly rode to the magnificent chateau where a warm greeting awaited travelers like himself.
There were many visitors, even at this time of year, and Nick found himself content to rest a while, explore the surroundings and enjoy the convivial atmosphere. He’d been there several days when he finally got to see the mineral springs. A quiet space had been designed around one of them, more of a cave-like surrounding than a formal bathing room. It was empty when Nick broke away from one of the several rambunctious parties to investigate. He’d had enough wine to last him for some time, and wanted nothing more than to ease his body—and the headache he’d probably have to endure the next morning—in the calming waters.
He stripped and slid into the little pool with a sigh of relief. It was really quite delightful.
“It is lovely, is it not?”
The soft voice surprised Nick and he jumped, only to sink to his chin in confusion as he stared at the woman on the far side of the water. “Er…I…”
She laughed, a lilting sound that shot through Nick’s body to his cock. He hardened beneath the steaming water, his gaze glued to the luscious curves revealed by the light silk chemise and the tumbling curls of ferociously red hair that framed her face.
“I’m sure you will not mind if I join you. Such pleasure is all the better for being shared, wouldn’t you agree?”
Nick was pretty much bereft of speech at this point, staring helplessly as the woman began to disrobe. The cloak she’d brought with her was tossed aside and with minimal effort the silk gown pooled around her shapely ankles.
She was nude—totally and completely nude—and the sight drove every other thought out of Nick’s head. When she stretched her arms high to pin her hair up out of the way, he thought he’d come right then and there.
Skin whiter than milk coated every single inch of her, reflecting the candlelight off what seemed like yards of glorious legs. Her breasts were full and rounded, lying softly against her body, distended downward very slightly from their own weight. A weight he yearned to learn with his hands.
Her nipples were hardening buds surrounded by a small island of darker skin, peaks that called to his lips. Nick swallowed compulsively, already imagining those breasts in his mouth.
From there it was no distance at all to her pussy—the fiery red curls on her mound illuminating the vee of her thighs where he swore heaven would be awaiting him.
As if she knew his lustful thoughts the woman smiled, a seductively welcoming expression, accompanied by a slight parting of her legs—a quick flash of pussy lips shining and swollen pink.
Nick ached. Cock hard and distended now, he squirmed on the ledge beneath the water, wondering if she was offering herself to him, promising things only to tease and arouse him, or if she would name a price before he could fuck her.
Whatever she asked, she could damn well have it.
Nick couldn’t remember a woman this magnificent baring her body so shamelessly—so alluringly. He couldn’t recall such an overwhelming sense of urgency grabbing him by the balls. He hungered—for her body, her breasts, her pussy—for everything he could lay hands and mouth on.
He wanted to take her with a fierce desire that threatened to erase his natural gentility. He wanted to fuck her, to take his pleasure in her. He needed to do this, whether she found pleasure in it or not. For once, his need to bury himself in a woman’s sex overrode every other instinct he possessed.
It was wild, it was hot and it got hotter as she stepped gracefully down into the swirling and steaming pool that separated them.
“What’s your name?” She stood still for a moment, water lapping around her thighs.
Nick had to unscramble his wits to answer her. What the hell was his name? “Nick. Sir Nicholas Blaine. I’m from—”
She waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter, Nick Blaine. You’re here now. That’s what’s important.” She paused. “That—and this.”
Slowly, she raised her hands from the water and poured little rivulets down over her breasts. “You want to fuck me, don’t you?” The slight accent made her words even more appealing.
Nick nodded, then cleared his throat. “Of course. You are incredibly beautiful.” He surprised himself with his ability to actually string several words together.
Her hands slid to her shining wet nipples, rubbing them, pinching them, arousing them to even more rosy hardness. “I know. I love that you’re looking at me. It’s exciting.” She lifted her breasts toward him. “I am blessed to be able to find favor in your eyes. Because I like to fuck too.”
“You do?” Nick dragged his gaze from her breasts with difficulty, eventually managing to look her in the face. She was well-nigh perfect—full lips parted over perfect white teeth, skin clear and unblemished and her eyes—strangely dark. He’d expected green, but they were so dark he could not make out an iris or a pupil. They were striking, but no more so than her body.
“I love fucking, Nick. It makes me feel alive. Wanted. Desirable.”
Leaving her breasts, her hands went once more to the water and this time she showered the soft curve of her belly. Trails of glistening moisture rippled down to her pussy, dappling the red hair with diamond droplets.
His gaze moved, like a lodestone to north, following the water as it trickled over her. “Do you like fucking, Nick? Fucking until the world disappears and there’s nothing but heat and skin and the urge to come?”
“Yes. Oh yes.” Nick moved, his cock throbbing and pulsing with eagerness. “I like fucking.” He stood, letting his arousal break the surface of the water, showing her his male length with as much unselfconscious pride as she was exhibiting.
“Mmm.” She smiled as she eyed his swollen and purpling erection. “It looks like you’d be very good at fucking. With this.” A hand reached out and softly splashed a little water over his cock.
“I’d be honored to demonstrate…” Nick remained still, vestiges of sanity insisting that he let her make the first move, no matter that he could have ripped into her without any more conversation at all.
“My name is Thérèse. Shout it aloud when you come inside me, Nick. I shall scream for you.” She backed away until the edge of the pool hit her spine then paused. “Take me. Now. Any way you’d like, anything you’d enjoy.”
Her brilliant black gaze held him in thrall as she delicately spread her pussy lips wide in invitation.
Nick groaned, a lost man. In more ways than he’d realized as he fell to his knees and sucked her clit into his mouth.
They’d fucked right there in the pool, with her straddling him, riding him to her first orgasm and screaming his name into the darkness that surrounded them as she’d promised. He’d come too, and yet it hadn’t been enough for either of them.
Within moments they were touching again, this time Thérèse scratching Nick, digging her nails into his arms until she drew blood, desire boiling past civilized behavior into the fundamental need to mate.
He nipped her shoulder and she moaned her pleasure, turning in his arms and thrusting her ass against him even as she pulled him tight to her spine. “This way, Nick. It gives me great pleasure.”
He thrust his cock into her once more, slicking through the juices she wept so profusely. She bent over, resting on the side of the pool, reaching back and parting her ass cheeks with a sharp tug. “Here, Nick. Take me here. Make me feel it, damn you.”
Ripped from his touchstone of familiarity, Nick fell into a new and arousing cavern of lust.
A mad hunger burgeoned within him, erasing any thoughts of gentility, any vestiges of courtesy or chivalry. He grabbed his cock and sought her tight ring of rosy muscles, deaf to anything but the need to fuck.
She accepted him without a check, tight now, almost too tight for his hardness. It was enthrallingly arousing and she moaned her pleasure. “God, yes…more.”
Her white ass cheeks shone with sweat and water and obeying a blind impulse, Nick lifted his hand and smacked her—hard.
“Yes…oh God, Nick—yes—more—harder—” She sobbed out the words, her ass pushing against him in demanding thrusts, laughing and groaning as he obeyed her.
His palm came down sharply on the whiteness of her skin, leaving marks where he struck and the sound of his blows echoing over the bubbling water around them. She drove him higher, needy cries and mewls of pleasure greeting his every pounding slap, encouraging him to hit her again and again until her ass was red and glowing with heat from his rough punishment.
He was near his peak, balls hard between his legs, cock quivering with the need to erupt and flood her darkest places with his come.
She trembled too, muscles shuddering, breath panting harshly beneath him. Nick reached beneath her and savagely plunged his fingers into her body, thrusting again and again into her as he took her ass with his cock.
She screamed, a long howl of delight as she sank into great shaking spasms of orgasm around him.
He shouted her name as he exploded. “Thérèse…” Nick released his come, spurting hotly into her ass, muscles clenching and easing only to tighten again as his balls spewed their cargo down his cock and into the woman he held.
His world faded down to her ass and his orgasm, all else disappearing into the darkness. He barely noticed her straighten before him, so lost was he in his release.
He vaguely felt her tug free of his cock, but the warmth of the water in the pool cradled him as he softened and pulsed his final eruption. His knees weakened and he stumbled a little, glad of the shelf now as he collapsed wearily onto the natural seat it offered, closing his eyes in exhaustion.
He sensed Thérèse as she drifted to his lap and straddled him once more, dappling a soft kiss on his ear.
“Mmm.” Automatically his arms lifted to hold her close and he opened his eyes with difficulty.
She smiled at him, catching him by surprise. Two long fangs lay pristinely against the swollen ruby lips.
He blinked and opened his mouth to speak.
It was too late.
He felt the first sharp ripping pain of her bite against his neck and the words on his lips became the beginnings of a scream, cut off before it could betray his agony.
At that moment, Sir Nicholas Blaine lost the only life he’d ever known, his existence swirling around him and dissipating into dark curls of blood diluted by the waters of the pool.
And yet he did not die. He became a creature who now slept in shadows and roamed the darkness.
He became a being who could be mistaken for a man—yet was not. Something that survived but did not live. He became something he despised and yet could not willingly end.
He became a vampire.
And it was this vampire that attempted to rest on a lumpy mattress in a darkened inn several long years later, only to be disturbed shortly thereafter by the sounds of horses, muffled but discernable to his vampiric and extraordinary sense of hearing.
Several persons were arriving at the inn and doing so in a manner that could only be described as surreptitious. Nick’s curiosity got the better of his tiredness.
After all, what did he have to lose?
Chapter Two
Nick moved silently from his room through the inn, making less sound than the walls and woodwork of the building itself. Creaks and groans from ancient timbers masked the passage of his feet as he followed the clinking jingle of harness and the thudding of hooves.
Although there was a perfectly usable barn not far away, Nick realized that these riders were much closer. The horses were turning, their saddles creaking as their riders dismounted.
All this Nick could hear from the ground floor—and he knew it was happening below him in some well-concealed cellar. There was the unmistakable snick of a bolt being drawn back, the gentle groan of a door opening and then the shuffle of feet as people passed through. The horses were left, snorting and whickering softly, apparently munching on something to settle them down.
Nick acknowledged that this was, of course, none of his business. The fact that his otherworldly abilities allowed him to hear all of it, not to mention listen in on conversations that might follow, didn’t mean that he should eavesdrop where he was not invited.
However, Nick’s curiosity had never quite been extinguished. His body might have changed but his brain still worked very well. At least it did during those times when it wasn’t cluttered with hunger, depression or the scent of blood.
Fortunately, at this particular moment his thoughts were clear and unfettered although tired. And even through his exhaustion, his interest was still aroused by the unusual arrival of several people who were immediately squirreled away in a secret hiding place.
Logically, there had to be an entrance from the inn itself to the lower domains. Anybody worth his salt would have made sure that escape was possible both to and from the cellar without anybody knowing about it. Thus Nick would start searching for this egress and perhaps learn more of the odd goings-on.
It took him all of three minutes to locate the false back on a cupboard in the aged kitchen. He saw no one during that time—apparently those below stairs were not anticipating any threat of discovery from above.
Nick seldom made use of the abilities his “changing” had wrought. His night vision and his enhanced hearing he took for granted, ignoring them most of the time. His strength he reined in, knowing that it was out of kilter with his appearance. He could snap a mortal neck with his bare hands, but to do so was to invite inquiry and consequent disaster.
His sense of smell did little for him other than tease him when he hungered. The remaining differences he’d noted were scarcely of use. Until now. Until he needed to creep unseen into a cellar containing people he’d prefer to observe rather than meet face-to-face.
Deliberately, Nick relaxed every muscle in his body. After his “change”, he’d spent some time analyzing the phenomena he’d become. Then the science had given way to the emotional depression and the consequent pain of realization. But those early experiments had stayed in his memory—to be recalled as needed.
Now, he was glad of it. Focusing his concentration down into a place filled with whirling shadows, he knew he was blurring in appearance, blending with his surroundings, becoming something that might have been glimpsed from the corner of an unsuspecting eye, only to disappear when looked for. A cloud of particles that resembled a human body—and yet was not.
The bitterness threatened to rise in his throat and distract him, but Nick fought it down, deliberately focusing on what lay beneath him rather than the crushing weight of his curse.
And as he silently rippled down the old spiral staircase into the gloom at the bottom, his mind thrust all other thoughts away in order to absorb the scene.
Across the dimly lit cellar stood a man with his back to the room, naked to the waist, arms bound with ropes and hooked high on the wall above him. Around him was a silent ring of other figures, far enough away that one tall individual had room to move.
And as he did, the brittle, harsh crack of a whip made them all jump. None more so than the man whose back the thong lashed.
A pitiful whimper racked him.
“Take your punishment, Tim Cooper.” The tall figure flicked the whip once more, voice cultured and low. “You broke a rule tonight that could mean death for all of us.”
“You have no right…” The man choked out an oath.
“The Leader has the right. We gave it to him.” Another man spoke and turned away from Cooper. “Best you learn that now before you get us all dancing with the nubbing cheat.”
Nick recognized the cant. Somebody had done something that could result in the ultimate punishment—death by hanging.
And as the whip fell once more, breaking the skin and bringing a shower of bloody droplets away with it, he realized the perpetrator must be the unfortunate Tim Cooper. “‘Tis your job to clean and prime our weapons, Cooper. We all have jobs that are equally important.” The leader flexed an arm. “You failed at yours this night. A weapon discharged accidentally because it was not prepared. A man may have died because of it. That is completely your fault, you fool.”
“So what?” Cooper shuddered a little but lifted his head.
Nick could sense the anger building within the man hanging against the wall. He was in the wrong, yet was one of those who would refuse to acknowledge it. Things, thought Nick, were probably going to get rather ugly.
“So I will not see our group jeopardized by one idiot who’d rather drink than attend to his assigned task.” The whip fell once more with unerring accuracy. This leader of theirs knew his way around the leather. Nick was impressed.
“We cannot linger, Hermes.” An older man spoke up. “Our evening’s take has been secured and we’ve doled out the necessary.”
The men reached for their coats and masks. This was truly a gathering of “gentlemen of the road”—highwaymen—thieves who would waylay travelers and relieve them of their valuables.
Hermes, their apparent leader, nodded. “Go along then. We’ll not meet again until the sign appears.”
“What about him?” One man nodded at Cooper.
“I’ll take care of him.” Hermes’ voice was firm. “He’ll see the error of his ways or not be a part of our group again. ‘‘’Twill be his decision. One of you take his horse and leave it outside Dame Wandle’s. He won’t be needing it again tonight.”
Nods and murmurs of approval greeted this statement. Within minutes the cellar was empty but for Hermes and his captive, the only sounds coming from the outside area where the horses had been tethered.
“Well, Cooper. I must now educate you so that you understand what discipline is. What it means.”
“As if a yokel like you and your mates could teach me anything.” Cooper spat on the floor to the side of his feet. “Give me what’s mine and I’m gone. History. I’m for London where there’s real money to be had, not this pittance you dole out as the whim takes you.”
The whip lashed down, harder this time, curling around Cooper’s ribs and probably catching his nipple. He coughed back a cry. “Lashing me won’t help you. I know things. I can talk to the right people. You should be careful about what you do to me. I doubt Mistress Swain would care for that hulking husband of hers to be deported or hanged, would she? And what about their brats? They’d starve, wouldn’t they?”
In spite of the blood dribbling down his spine, Cooper still ranted on in what was probably an adrenaline-fueled attack of bravado. Threats poured from his lips, venomous and cruel, increasing in tempo as the lashes from the thong drew deeper welts across his back and shoulders.
It could have rendered him senseless, scarred him for life or loosed a flow of blood that would eventually have killed him. The fact that his whipping did none of those things was clearly escaping Cooper’s notice.
It wasn’t escaping Nick’s. He took a long look at “Hermes”—an apt choice of names, since Hermes was the God of Thieves.
Quite tall and lean, the skill of his whipping arm was undeniable. What little light there was proved insufficient for Nick to distinguish coloring or facial features clearly at first glance, but what he could see told him that this man was not a local farmer or tradesman. There was breeding in the shape of the face, a flash of clear skin in the candlelight and a definite lack of country accent in the voice. It occurred to Nick that the highwaymen had chosen their leader well—someone who could command, plot and organize with common sense and intelligence, and a person not afraid to administer punishment when necessary.
All qualities prized by those who followed him. Except for Tim Cooper.
“You should be thanking me.” His voice was a hiss now, but still defiant. “What’s one servant more or less to that arrogant bastard?”
Hermes sucked in a breath and released it on a sigh. “The answer to that is obvious to anybody using the brain God gave them.” Once more the whip flicked, catching Cooper’s neck this time and leaving a small red mark. “While the ignominy of being robbed by highwaymen is something most of the upper classes wish to conceal lest they appear weak and stupid, killing is a crime. Punishable by death.”
“And what do you think would happen if I said you or one of the others did it?” Cooper’s voice was sly now, betraying an edge of craftiness that made Nick clench his teeth.
Strangely enough, that was the reaction from Hermes too. Teeth clamped on each other so hard Nick could quite clearly hear the grinding of the enamel surfaces.
“What the fuck am I to do with you, Cooper?” Apparently Hermes was running out of options.
“Not so smart now, are you?” Cooper snarled the words over his bloody shoulder. “Think a few lashes with your toy are going to shut my mouth? Think again.”
Both heads swiveled as the sound of mounted riders clattered into the silence. At this hour, neither man believed more guests were arriving at the inn. Hermes’ body went taut and Cooper tensed against the wall. Apparently the authorities were more alert at this time of night than had been anticipated.
“I believe I may be of assistance?” Nick strolled into the cellar as if entering a drawing room for tea. To say his arrival was a shock would be to understate matters considerably.
Hermes’ jaw dropped and Cooper’s head twisted around on his neck with an audible crack. “Who the fuck are you?”
“Merely an interested bystander who happened to be in the vicinity.” He tilted his head as the sound of fists pounding on the inn door disturbed the late night silence. “It would seem that there are still folks out and about at this late hour.” He crossed the shadowed room to stand beside Hermes and stare at Cooper’s bloody back. “And it would also seem that you, sir, have a disposal problem.”
Hermes stepped further into the concealing shadows. “I have no time…” He shook his head and cursed. “This is most unfortunate, sir.”
Nick shrugged. “I can take care of it for you. You have no reason to trust me, but then again, you also have no other options that I can discern.” The rigid discomfort of the other man was easy to read. “Look, I have no interest in your activities or that of your cohorts. I do, however, agree that discipline within any organization is crucial and I admire the way you administer yours.”
His eyes fell to the whip still lying comfortably in Hermes’ hand. “I have some skill with…with…mesmerism. I can ensure that friend Cooper here has no recollection of tonight. Or any night with your band if you so desire.”
“You can do that?” The voice was curious, not friendly, but definitely curious.
“Yes.” Nick stepped into what little light there was and let the man take a long look at his face. He knew that his unusual eyes would be clearly visible and he took the opportunity to pour quite a bit of confidence into his gaze. It would reassure Hermes, perhaps, and get him away before his presence was discovered.
There were thuds and voices upstairs. Hermes nodded. “Then do it. I must away.” He hurried to the door then turned. “We shall be in your debt, sir. May I know your name so that it might one day be repaid?”
“Nicholas Blaine at your service.” Nick bowed and straightened again.
There was a silence for a heartbeat longer than there should have been. “Thanks, friend Blaine.” And Hermes was gone.
The door had barely closed behind Hermes when Nick sprang into action. He was on Cooper before the man could open his mouth.
Ripping the ropes from the wall, Nick reached for Cooper’s throat, grasping it so tightly that the man’s eyes bulged with fear and the inability to catch a breath. “Now listen to me and listen well. It is in my power to see that you survive this night. It is also in my power to see that you don’t.” His fingers tightened brutally around Cooper’s neck. “Do you understand?”
The terrified man nodded, his face paling even more as he saw the fangs slide effortlessly from beneath Nick’s lips.
Nick hadn’t planned on feeding tonight. Hadn’t needed to, thank God, nor had he felt any of the hunger that preceded his blood lust. But if a convenient meal were to present itself—as it did in the shape of Cooper—then he was not a vampire to turn it away. He doubted there were any who would.
Without hesitation Nick found the pulsing vein in Cooper’s neck and pierced it, letting the hot tangy liquid flow over his tongue. He knew that taking blood would reduce his prey to lassitude, taking too much would kill, taking just enough would render him insensate for several hours.
He’d experimented over the years, his scientific background useful for comparing results. Even while satisfying his own hungers, he’d learned things—helpful if strange things—one of which was now going to save a life. And oddly enough, it was Cooper’s life he’d save.
Carefully, Nick drank from the man, taking more and more of Cooper’s weight as his consciousness faded. Usually Nick would stop at this point, leaving his victim somewhere relatively comfortable, to wake in a few hours with little more than a headache and no memory of Nick or his fangs.
This time he drank more deeply. The forgetfulness he wished to induce must go back further than a few hours. He had no wish to render Cooper mindless or dead, but he would erase as much of the man’s memories as possible.
It would take some time for him to recover. Time that would, hopefully, be sufficient for Hermes to undo any damage done by Cooper’s ill-advised shooting.
And Nick was getting a bonus—a meal rich in strength and youth—sweet delight when compared to some of the feedings he’d been forced to endure.
It was over in mere seconds.
Cooper slumped unconscious in Nick’s arms, his back no longer bleeding, but clearly beaten harshly.
It would suffice. Nick could dump him pretty much anywhere he chose. These were times of lawlessness and savagery. Another man attacked for the slenderest of motives would occasion little outcry amongst those used to such things.
As an afterthought, Nick pulled a dusty bottle from a nearby shelf and tapped off the top, dousing Cooper with the fragrant brandy. He sincerely hoped the innkeeper would not miss the liquor while adding a postscript to his prayer that it wasn’t a good vintage.
All this took precious moments of time though, and Nick knew time was in short supply. The tramping feet above would be searching thoroughly, maybe even finding the secret inside entrance to the cellar—or at the very least the outside door.
It was definitely time to leave.
Hefting Cooper over one shoulder with ease, Nick gingerly unlatched the well-oiled lock and peered into the darkness outside. The horses were gone, only a few scraps of hay left to show they’d ever been present. It was a stall of sorts, built beneath the inn, shielded by the natural rise and fall of the landscape. Bushes had grown around it adding to the privacy, eventually creating a nice little hideaway. But nobody could be accused of deliberately creating it for nefarious purposes.
There were probably many such shelters of one kind or another attached to inns, farms and other places where protection from the elements would be a welcome advantage.
Nick crossed it with strong and rapid steps, the solid weight of his burden unnoticed on his shoulders. A quick glance at the sky told him there was no time to waste—dawn was not far off now. He kept to the shadows, sneaking past the two men who waited outside the inn with horses. Their masters were inside looking for—whatever it was they sought.
Luckily a reasonably well-kept road led away from the inn. It was down this thoroughfare that Nick strode—far enough from the inn to occasion no comment or association, yet near enough that he could return before the sun rose.
A convenient patch of hedgerow, a quick tip of his arms and Cooper slept amidst the grasses and dandelions of an English countryside. He stank of brandy and Nick knew that upon awakening he’d have no idea how he got there or where he’d been for quite some time. Nor would he be able to account for the marks on his back.
Hurrying back to the inn, Nick pondered the situation. He hoped Hermes would be able to reassure the rest of his men that at least one problem had been taken care of. Avoiding the official-looking horses and their riders, Nick ducked back into the inn and was in his room shortly thereafter. He rapidly made sure the shutters were closed, then jammed the bolt in the substantial door and tucked the dusty curtains tightly across the window frame.
Satisfied at last that he would be secure for at least one day, Nick slid from his garments and lowered himself naked to the bed with a groan of pleasure. It was clean, not completely uncomfortable and—he hoped—safe.
What the next night would bring, he had no clue. But for now, he was fed and he was beyond tired, thus he let sleep claim him. Not the comforting and calming sleep of a normal mortal being, but the deep unmoving slumber of an immortal.
The regular “little death” of a vampire.
He had no way of knowing that others were arriving in the daylight at the very same inn, while he lay semi-lifeless in a small and darkened room.
Or that Cooper had been discovered and that mayhem had been reported as occurring on the local roads.
Nor did he know that in the strange game of chance that comprised his existence, Fate was about to deal him a very unexpected hand of cards.
Chapter Three
“And then I heard this horrid noise, a human scream terrible enough to freeze one’s blood…” The woman’s voice shuddered dramatically as she related her tale. “It was the coachman. He’d been shot.”
Murmurs of outrage greeted this statement. “Terrible. Just terrible. What is the world coming to?”
“We’re not safe anywhere anymore.”
“I always take outriders with me now.”
“Where’s that dratted servant? I ordered tea simply hours ago. Does she expect me to sail to India and pick it for her?”
Nick stilled on the staircase of the inn as the chirping babble of female voices assaulted his ears. He’d awoken at dusk, freshened himself as best he could and decided to check out the lay of the land, uncertain of what road to take next. He had to “settle” with the Mistress of the house for his room anyway.
But he’d not anticipated this chatter of voices, this very feminine chatter of voices. It was quite a shock to hear such a din in an out-of-the-way location buried deep in the countryside.
A harassed-looking lad emerged from the small parlor where the women were loudly discussing their irritations. He grimaced at Nick. “I wouldn’t go near there if’n I was you, sir.”
Nick grinned. “Sounds like about a hundred ladies.”
“Only three and a helper lady or summat.” He shuddered. “That’s more’n enough fer me.”
“I will consider myself warned.” Nick nodded at the lad and quietly moved down the stairs, hoping to avoid that room and the feminine threat it contained.
His luck, as he had come to expect, was nonexistent.
“Oh—pardon me, sir…” Soft tones sounded from the open doorway.
Caught squarely in the small passageway, Nick had no other options but to turn around. “Ma’am?”
There was a brief silence as Nick looked at the woman in the doorway. Slim and delicate, her blonde hair curled softly around a face that would have enchanted a Renaissance painter. Full lips had parted as he’d turned and limpid blue eyes were widening as her gaze traveled his length. “My God. Nicky?”
Oh fuck. Nick recognized her immediately. Isolde Haverford. The most licentious woman in the tightly constrained world of the Ton and one he’d bedded enthusiastically a long time ago. As the man he’d once been.
His first thought was that she’d not aged in the least. His second was an unspeakable oath as the implications of her recognition sank in. She knew who he was. And he’d been so assiduous in trying to erase all traces of his existence from his former life.
To the world he’d known, he was apparently deceased. Sir Nicholas Blaine was rumored to have met his demise in Europe, thus ending the direct Blaine line and sending the estate to a distant branch of the family.
And yet here he was, in front of Isolde, clearly—to her eyes anyway—alive. What a fucking mess.
Isolde’s lips curved into that welcoming smile he remembered well. “Nicky darling—you’re alive! I’m just overwhelmed…and meeting you here of all places…” She advanced purposefully on him leaving him no option but to stand and await her pleasure. “This is truly a delight and makes this hideously awful journey worthwhile.”
Nick bowed politely over the hand she’d extended. “Isolde. It’s good to see you again after so long. You look well.”
Her laughter chimed around his ears. “So formal, darling.” She leaned close, keeping her hand clasped in his. “I still remember how marvelous we were together. You made me come—what—three times? Or was it four?” Her eyes turned hungry. “You knew how to touch me, Nicky. Nobody else has ever managed to do it quite that way.”
“I—er—” Nick dipped his head to conceal his gaze. “You are too kind.” What else did one say to such an outrageous comment? He did not want Isolde recalling that when they bedded with such enthusiasm, his eyes had been blue.
She laughed again. “But what on earth are you doing in this godforsaken place? And where have you been all these years? Oh Nicky—there’s so much we have to talk about…”
She drew him toward the parlor, an inexorable force tugging his arm. “I want you to meet my mama-in-law. Oh, that’s right—you wouldn’t have known I’m married, would you?”
He shook his head.
“I married dear Gawain two years ago now. Did you know him? Gawain FitzAdams?” She raised an eyebrow in query, but didn’t allow him the chance to respond. “He swept me off my feet…and here’s his dear mama. Do let me introduce you.”
Nick found himself dragged across a small and dingy parlor to a chair next to the fire. An elderly woman was frowning at him, “Who’s this?” Her mouth snapped out the words.
“An old friend, Bellemère. A very old friend…Sir Nicholas Blaine. Nick, this is the Dowager Countess FitzAdams, my husband’s dear mother. We all thought Nick dead, he’s been gone so long.” Isolde turned to Nick and smiled seductively. “Too long, I believe. He’s been missed.”
The message was unmistakable and brought a snort to the older woman’s throat. “Looks like.” She tapped her cane on the stone floor next to her chair, ignoring Nick’s attempt at a polite bow. “Chandler.” She squinted around. “Chandler, damn you. Come here.”
A figure moved in the shadows behind the Dowager. Tall and slender, a woman appeared, gowned in sober grey from head to foot. Her eyes remained lowered respectfully. “I’m here, your Grace.”
“About time. Go and find out what happened to my tea, gel. Make yourself useful.” The old lady snarled out the command. “And while you’re at it, fetch me a drop of brandy. These old bones could use more warmth than this atrocious fire is putting out. And make it a good vintage, damn you.”
Since whatever heat there was radiated directly onto the Dowager, Nick realized that the old woman was used to having her every whim obeyed instantly. And probably by that poor companion of hers.
Dropping a quick but elegant curtsey, the companion headed for the door, passing Nick as she did so. For one instant, warm brown eyes met black eyes…a casual brush of glances. For Nick the result was anything but casual.
If church bells had rung in his ears he couldn’t have been more surprised. Only years of hiding his emotions permitted him to remain still as shudders of sensual awareness poured down his spine like the icy waters of a river in flood.
His cock stirred hungrily, his fangs ached within his gums and he blinked, unable to comprehend for a second or two what had happened.
Chandler’s face had paled as they exchanged looks, but now it flushed with a delicate bloom as she wrenched her gaze from his and hurried away. Nick could not have described her well at all, but the memory of those eyes burned inside his brain in the most peculiar way.
With difficulty, he turned to Isolde, feigning an air of disinterest he was far from feeling. “Chandler? I don’t recognize the name?”
“Bellemère’s companion. A distant relative, I believe. Nobody of importance. Although she is quite…helpful…to Gawain and myself.” An odd expression crossed Isolde’s face. “And Bellemère, of course. We’re quite lucky to have her, I suppose. Not that she could hope for a better position.”
Isolde shrugged. “But enough about her. Tell me of your adventures, dear Nicky.” She seated herself on a small settle and gestured to the cushion beside her. “And what you’re doing in this awful place…”
Ignoring the subtle hint, Nick strolled to the mantel and leaned against the brickwork. “‘Tis a question I find trembling on my own lips. How could such elegance and beauty could be found lurking amidst such humble surroundings?”
It was outright evasion, but Nick knew women. Give them an opening to talk about themselves and they would take it gleefully. Isolde’s answer confirmed his theory once again.
“Oh darling, it was too awful. Our wheel came off—right off—on our way to FitzAdams Towers. We could have been killed. We’d only been away for a few hours. Visits, you know. This was the nearest inn with a blacksmith that could repair it. We’re supposed to be home by now. ‘Tis only a matter of a couple of miles further too. Just the worst cursed luck.”
“Dratted roads.” The Dowager mumbled something. “I suppose Hetty’s asleep?”
Nick looked at the third lady in the room, draped in a blanket and snoring soundly on another chair. “If that’s Hetty over there, then yes. She seems to be resting comfortably.”
“Good.” The Dowager nodded. “She’s not a young gel anymore. Accidents will happen but they rattle her brain too much these days.”
Isolde glanced surreptitiously at Nick. “A bosom bow of the Dowager.” She whispered the words sotto voce. He acknowledged the information with a slight lowering of his head and a quick smile.
“Should’ve had outriders too.” The Dowager continued her soliloquy. “Dangerous parts around here these days.”
Nick watched the old woman. “You surprise me, ma’am. Dangers? In our very own countryside?”
She folded her lips together angrily and glared at him. “Are you mocking me, young man?”
“Not at all. I just find the notion of danger and these quiet villages difficult to reconcile.”
She snorted. “Well, just ask Hetty. Held up, she was. Robbed right in her own carriage. Bloody highwaymen.” The cane thwacked on the floor for emphasis. “They should all be strung up. Hung from the highest gallows and left there until the crows have picked their eyes out and eaten the flesh off their bones.”
A rattle from the doorway distracted Nick’s acute hearing and he watched as Chandler entered bearing a tray.
“Ah, good. You took your time, you ninny.”
Ignoring the insult, she made her way gracefully to the Dowager’s side. She also ignored Nick.
He opened his mouth to say something—anything—that would get her to look at him once more, when Isolde interrupted. “Oh…oh…” She clapped her hands together. “I’ve had the most splendid notion.”
Nick felt his skin tingle a little with something that could have passed as apprehension in a mortal man. Isolde’s “splendid notions” usually involved her and somebody else, naked, in bed. He had long since passed the point where a romp with her would be attractive in any way.
He could see her clearly through eyes that had watched his own life span wither and die. Isolde was superficial, selfish, convinced that the only way to prove her femininity was to spread her legs and also convinced that life revolved around fucking. She had aged well and was still an attractively sensual woman, but the idea of bedding her left Nick cold.
He possessed a strong urge to mate, of course. Fucking gave him pleasure and release, especially when coupled with the act of feeding his thirst for blood. Thérèse had seen to that.
Nick clamped down on his errant thoughts and focused instead on Isolde’s excited face. “You shall accompany us, Nicky. Ride with us as we return home. Give us your protection for the rest of our journey and set dear Bellemère’s mind at rest. Then you can stay at FitzAdams Towers before continuing your journey instead of in this dingy place.” She blinked wide blue eyes at him. “Do say yes…oh please do say yes?”
Nick knew he had no choice. To refuse would be to occasion comment and questions he did not wish to answer. Yet to agree would be to reenter a world he’d purposely left a long time ago.
Then the Dowager’s companion moved slightly and once again he received a quick glance from a pair of large warm brown eyes.
He turned to Isolde. “How can I possibly say no?”
* * * * *
Verity Chandler knew her hands were shaking as she took the empty brandy glass from the Dowager’s grasp. Why this man should affect her so, she had no idea. He was dangerous—of that she had no doubt whatsoever.
There was an air of leashed power surrounding him like the faint glow of a distant star in the night sky. Something hard to see but definitely present.
Or perhaps she was just creating a mythical magic where there was none simply because he’d helped her the night before.
Of course, he didn’t know it. Would never know it, if she had her way. It would be unthinkable for him to discover that she was “Hermes”, the leader of a gang of highwaymen. Even more unthinkable would be the knowledge that a certain Verity Chandler had fallen head over teenage heels in love with Sir Nicholas Blaine long, long ago.
He didn’t know her, hadn’t recognized her or remembered her name. As she hastened to prepare the Dowager for the rest of their journey, Verity silently chuckled at her own stupidity.
It had been almost—no—more than twelve years since she’d seen him. He’d changed in that time and God knew she had as well. Besides, during most of his visit to Oakleigh he’d been sharing drinking adventures with her brother Clive, both of them at Cambridge, both living life to the fullest and enjoying all the vices available to their set…wine, women and probably song. Although Verity knew Clive couldn’t sing a note.
“Move, gel. Sometimes I think your head is stuck in the clouds. That’s what you get for being a Long Meg.” The Dowager snapped harshly at Verity and jerked her from her reminiscences.
Used to such treatment, Verity let it slide by simply lowering her head in submission. They were to re-enter the coach shortly, as soon as Sir Nicholas had collected his belongings and settled his account.
Verity spared a moment from her duties to wonder if he had sufficient funds. For some reason he looked…desperate. There was a sense of despair behind his dark gaze. Last night he’d come through with a solution that had relieved her and quite possibly saved a few lives. Even now, Cooper was in the small room he rented from Dame Wandle, lost and confused, trying to recall where he’d gone after the Michaelmas fair.
That had been over four weeks ago and shortly before he’d joined the Midnight Shadows. Truly, Nick had kept his word and uncannily erased Cooper’s more inflammatory memories.
The men would be relieved. She was quietly ecstatic. And now Nick himself was to travel with them to FitzAdams Towers at the behest of the lovely Isolde.
A cold curl of distaste unfolded within Verity’s breast as she helped her employer clamber into the carriage and tucked her securely beneath the blankets and furs. Isolde had more in mind than a charitable offer of hospitality, Verity would bet money on it. And there seemed something more between Isolde and Nick than just a mere acquaintance.
Could they have been lovers? It seemed possible. She was certainly beautiful enough and had a strongly whispered reputation for lasciviousness prior to her wedding. Even though marriage to the handsome Gawain had laid much of that to rest as far as the Ton was concerned, there were those who did not forget such things.
Verity settled herself in the very corner of the carriage, facing backward. She was used to the uncomfortable position—the customary lot of a companion. She had a room and food, both of which she’d been lacking when she’d arrived at FitzAdams Towers. She also had employment with the Dowager Countess FitzAdams.
And she had a secret. Beneath her lumpy feather mattress, in her tiny room under the eaves in the attic of the Towers, was a small bag. It was growing slowly heavier with each nocturnal journey Verity took under her alternate identity—that of Hermes.
She hid a smile from her fellow travelers. They were in no danger from highwaymen this night since the brave leader of the small band was actually sitting inside the carriage for once. There would be no masked men, no threats or weapons…no whip.
A little shiver of something unsettling rippled over Verity’s skin. She liked using the whip. Liked the sound it made, liked the smell of the leather—liked the feel of the instrument as it nestled into her grasp.
What scared her most was not the skill she’d developed with it over time…no, it was the delight she took from using it and the uncomfortable thought that just once she’d like to be on the receiving end of a couple of blows.
Her fantasies scared her with their intensity—their heated desires. So inappropriate for a woman of her station. So wrong…so…arousing…
She’d like to be gently and erotically whipped. She’d like to be naked at the time. And then she’d like to be thoroughly fucked.
And after the events of the last couple of nights, she now knew by whom. Her fantasy lover finally had a face. And a name.
Nick Blaine.
She suddenly realized something. Her fantasy lover now had black eyes.
When she’d known him all those years ago, they’d been blue.
Chapter Four
Nick rode quietly next to the leader, letting the four carriage horses set the pace for them all. The darkness was no impediment to his vision, of course, but the rest of the party could not see so clearly and thus moved more slowly through the night.
He was very aware of the women in the carriage. The Dowager and her friend Hetty had been settled with much fuss, but Isolde had let her hand linger in his as she mounted the steps. “I’m so glad you agreed, Nick. ‘Twill be grand to spend an evening together.” Her fingers tightened on his. “With Gawain, of course.”
“Of course.” Nick encouraged her to mount the final step. “You are kind to extend such a gracious invitation.”
Fortunately the Dowager hurried Isolde’s progress and there was only Chandler left.
He was about to extend his hand to her when a servant called him to his horse and he was forced to leave the woman to her own devices. Which was not what he’d intended at all. There was something about her that gnawed at his brain and he wanted to find out what it was.
She occupied his thoughts as he let the jingling harness lull him into contemplation. Chandler. Chandler. The name was vaguely familiar, ringing a small bell somewhere in Nick’s head.
He cast his mind back through the years—something he’d not done for quite some time. Memories of his “mortal” past had troubled him, pained him and forced him to accept what he now was. It was a habit he’d given up once he’d learned that the life he recalled could never return.
Now, for the first time in ages, he deliberately opened that mental vault and peered backward in time to the life of Sir Nicholas Blaine. The human Sir Nicholas Blaine. Images of a young man in the prime of life flickered past Nick’s inner gaze, distant enough now that they might have belonged to another man’s past.
They seemed unreal—almost idyllic—and Nick wondered why he’d not appreciated the life he’d led while he was leading it.
He shrugged away the profound thought and let the past unwind until—there—a name, a face—Clive Chandler. And yes, he had a sister, but damned if her name would come to Nick. She had been a youngster, as best as Nick could recall. Too young to be part of her brother’s adventures.
Nick barely remembered Clive, but the name was solid as was the distinct odor of port associated with it. They’d drunk their way through a year at Cambridge together. Nick grinned in the darkness. No wonder he had few memories. Lord, but they’d consumed vast quantities of liquor, only to rise the following morning, cast up their accounts in the nearest chamber pot, attend a couple of lectures and then repeat the process all over again.
Relieved now that he’d associated the Chandler name with a face, Nick resolutely closed the door on his past life. He’d taken too long to come to terms with his “death” to jeopardize the fragile state of mind within which he now existed. The question remained as to whether this Chandler was a relation of that Chandler. It would at least provide the opening for a conversational gambit.
And it would give Nick a good look at the tall, slender woman with the whiskey brown eyes.
He gazed absently between his mount’s ears as he wondered about her. Why he’d experienced such a strong reaction to her glance and whether she had felt a similar sensation. It had been as if somebody brushed his body with hoar frost, a touch so cold it burned him.
He had responded instantly and still did when the memory crossed his thoughts. He lusted—strongly—an unusual reaction for one so in control of his emotions. He also hungered, a deep growling hunger that began in his loins and spread to his fangs. He wanted to taste her blood, to drink her sweetness as he sucked her pussy. Her screams of pleasure would be a symphony of passion, one that only he could conduct to its conclusion.
And again his cock stirred…not the most comfortable of responses while riding through the night. Easing his position slightly, Nick shifted on the saddle and deliberately forced his mind away from the mysterious companion and on to what lay ahead.
He had no illusions. Isolde had invited him for a reason and the odds were damned good that sex would be involved. Exactly how he was going to avoid such an encounter occupied his thoughts for quite some time and he nearly jumped when the coachman hailed him.
“There ‘tis, sir. Gate’s just ahead.”
He looked to where the man was pointing with his whip. There, indeed, it was. Solid and uncompromising, the massive grey building dominated the skyline, barely illuminated by the rays of the moon. There were lights in some of the windows, but a lot more remained dark, adding to the overall impression of stern and unyielding protection.
More of a prison than a haven of home comforts.
They passed through the gatehouse and within moments were nearing the steps leading to the center entry, a flight of grey granite that opened up onto an impressive frontage and two huge oak doors.
These doors were already opened and awaiting the arrival of the ladies, maids bustling, servants fetching and carrying and Nick staying firmly out of the way as much as he could.
Isolde directed her butler to take care of Nick and smiled prettily at him, begging him to join her for a little refreshment after he’d settled in to his room.
He barely managed a nod before she swept away, followed by a retinue of maids. The Dowager and Chandler had already left the hall.
Nick had no other option but to silently follow the butler to his assigned room. The die was cast…he was now a guest of the FitzAdams family. Exactly what that would entail remained to be seen.
* * * * *
Verity closed her door behind her with a sigh of relief. It was very, very late indeed and the Dowager had sunk gratefully into her bed with little fuss or bother—an unusual occurrence for which Verity could only be profoundly thankful. It had to be past midnight.
She was tired too, tired and on edge from the constant nagging knowledge that Sir Nicholas Blaine was somewhere on the floor below, settling himself into a suite of rooms.
Fortunately the Dowager’s apartments were in the farthest wing, well away from the noise and bustle of the rest of FitzAdams Towers. Now that the old woman was settled with her maid in attendance, Verity was free. But the trip back to her own room had been a series of tentative peeks around corners and hurried rushes to staircases leading away from the main rooms and up to Verity’s little nook.
She did not want to come face-to-face with Nick. Not tonight—not ever come to think of it. He was too disturbing. Too much a reminder of all the things she would never have.
She lit the one small candle on her bureau and began the process of disrobing as hurriedly as she could. It was October and already the damp cold air of winter was beginning its inexorable seepage through the old stone walls and poorly fitting windows. She would whimper and badger the grudging housekeeper to provide a fire later in the season, but for now the room was chilled and so was Verity.
She had gotten as far as unpinning her hair when a light tap on the door made her heart thud in her breast.
“Miss Chandler.” Verity recognized the voice of Isolde’s personal maid and opened the door an inch or two to peer through.
“What is it, Marjorie?”
“The mistress is asking for you. The usual time and place.”
“What, tonight? It’s so late…it’s been a long day for all of us.”
The woman grimaced. “Don’t I know it. But she’s all excited and she’s got his Grace all in a lather too. You’d better be there, Miss. I wouldn’t care to gainsay her when she’s in this mood.”
Verity swallowed. “Has she been…indulging already, Marjorie?”
The other woman stared steadily back. “A little. Not much, but enough.”
There was silence for a moment, then Verity sighed and nodded. “I’ll be there. It will take me half an hour or so. You may tell Lady Isolde I shall attend her.”
“Very good, Miss.” The woman left as quietly as she’d arrived and Verity closed the door with another deep sigh.
She had hoped to avoid this rendezvous tonight. She always hoped to avoid it, but once her skills had been revealed, there was little chance her hopes would be fulfilled. Isolde was a greedy woman, hungering for what Verity could provide. More, always wanting more, never being truly satisfied…in more ways than one.
Verity crossed her small room to a chest at the foot of her bed and flung the blanket draped over it aside. With hands that felt leaden and awkward, she opened the chest and stared at its contents, then secured the lid and began to remove what she needed.
First came a corset. Reminiscent of something the Dowager would have felt quite at home in, it was a far cry from the delicate confections of lace and ribbons that passed for corsets beneath the light gowns of today.
This was heavy black satin, embellished with tiny red and silver beads. The laces crisscrossed each other beneath the breasts, and there were half cups boned to lift and separate the wearer’s assets into tantalizing trembling mounds of flesh. The small ruff of lace trim barely covered the nipples.
Verity laid it on the bed and pulled out a pair of slim black satin breeches, followed by an elegant pair of tall riding boots made of shiny leather and polished to a glow. Beneath these was a small leather mask, not dissimilar to those of the Midnight Shadows. Black evening gloves completed the ensemble—with one exception. Coiled neatly at the bottom of the chest, softly shining and neatly polished, was a whip.
* * * * *
Nick paced the floor and raged silently. Isolde had manipulated him into a position where he could not refuse her and he wasn’t happy with the notion. Not happy at all.
“Don’t you love the night, Nick?” She’d been staring from the window into the darkness. “So enticing. So mysterious. I hate to sleep and miss it.”
Nick had to agree. “You’ll get no argument from me there, Isolde. Unfortunately, during my travels in Europe, I…contracted an ailment. It’s left me with an unpleasant reaction to sunlight. Therefore I have become almost a night-dweller. It’s kept me solitary in my habits.” He chuckled wryly. The story was quite plausible and explained so much about his odd needs. His listeners never knew how close to the truth it was.
“Really?” Isolde’s eyes opened wide. “How sad, Nick. And yet how lucky you are to be able to fully appreciate the shadows and nuances of darkness.” She leaned toward him, deepening the valley between her breasts and running her tongue over her lower lip. Her eyes were brilliant in the candlelight. “I love darkness. I love the excitement of not knowing what lurks in the shadows.”
The invitation wasn’t subtle. Nick remained silent, unsure of what exactly was in the wind—or in this case, Isolde’s mind.
She seemed to reach a decision. “I think I know you well enough to discard the proprieties, Nick.” She closed the distance between them and lifted her hand to his cheek. “I’ve thought of you. Often. I’ve told Gawain of our—dalliance, shall we say.”
“You have?” Nick watched her carefully.
“Oh yes. Gawain appreciated my recounting of your skill.” She ran a finger down over his chin and tapped it. “Gawain and I have a rather unique relationship. One I’d like to explain in greater detail. And I know he’d enjoy making your acquaintance. Would you do us the honor of joining us in a little while? For some—conversation? Perhaps some wine?”
It had been beautifully phrased. A polite invitation on the surface—no more than that. And yet beneath the surface…Nick sensed an undercurrent of something dark. And for him, that was quite an unusual occurrence.
He’d been helpless to turn it down, out of practice at such delicate social maneuvers. He realized he’d not missed that sort of game at all. But here he was, caught once more in its coils. And not feeling very pleased about it either.
Isolde had suggested he refresh himself in his room and then join her and Gawain in their suite within the hour. It was a suggestion he’d found himself acquiescing to, in spite of his private reservations and it was a suggestion that had brought him to a large set of double doors at the very end of a long passage.
Clearly the FitzAdamses liked their privacy, since their suite of rooms occupied the wing farthest from the habited portion of the massive residence.
When the door swung open in answer to his knock, Nick could see why.
It was uncannily like a scene from a fifteenth-century painting Nick remembered seeing in Europe. Candles wavered in the draft from the door and their light flickered over a huge and shadowy salon. But no salon he could remember had been furnished or used in quite this way.
In one pool of light was a tall man, whom Nick assumed to be Gawain FitzAdams, master of the house. He was quite nude and flashed a friendly smile as he stood with one leg resting on the shoulder of another naked man. Behind him a second servant—for what else could they be?—slapped FitzAdams’ arse, swift and hard blows that jarred him a little and made him laugh. It was a strangely high-pitched giggle, interspersed every now and again with a moan as the man between his legs sucked his cock with great enthusiasm.
Across the room was the mistress of the house, Isolde. She was also naked. But Isolde was manacled to the wall, her limbs stretched to their limits by shining and well-formed chains. Her backside bore marks witnessing punishment that had already been administered.
As Nick stepped into the room, the overwhelming smell of something herbal assailed his nostrils and made him catch his breath. It was a smell he recognized—also from his travels in Europe—and when he caught a glimpse of Isolde’s eyes he knew he was correct.
She’d drugged herself and probably Gawain too. They both looked aroused, tensely attuned to the erotic savagery of the moment. Isolde rattled her restraints to attract his attention. “Hello, darling.”
She nodded at a maidservant standing awkwardly off to one side. The woman quickly unfastened the manacles and Isolde strolled casually to Nick, completely unconcerned about her nudity.
“Ignore Gawain. He’s having fun.” Her comment preceded a moan from her husband. He was now bent over a sofa with one man fucking his ass and another fucking his mouth. Clearly Gawain FitzAdams took his pleasures in a slightly different style to those Nick preferred.
“And you?” Nick watched Isolde. “Are you having fun?”
“Pain is pleasure and pleasure can be pain, Nick.”
“Really?” It was a question that he didn’t need to ask. He knew the answer all too well, but from a perspective different to that of his hostess.
“Oh yes. I’ve been lucky. I’ve found someone who knows how to administer just enough pain to bring me the utmost pleasure.”
Gawain screamed shrilly from his corner, distracting them, as his playmates spanked him again and continued to fuck him.
Nick raised an eyebrow and turned back to Isolde. “Clearly you’re not speaking of your husband.”
She lifted one white shoulder in dismissal, not even turning to survey the little party going on by the sofa. “That weakling? I should say not. He serves a useful purpose in our relationship, as do I. We both get what we want out of it. Except for one particular area…”
“Sexually.”
Isolde nodded. “Yes. So we make adjustments. We take our pleasure together still, like any married couple.”
Gawain shrieked once more as he swayed and thrust his cock into his manservant’s mouth.
Nick wrinkled his nose. “Not quite like any married couple.”
“You’d be surprised.” Isolde’s tone was wry. “But I suppose you are right. Not every couple explores their pleasure quite the way we do. And yet no one is harmed. Is there damage here? No. Simply the pursuit of delights in the way that suits us best.” She let her hand rest on Nick’s chest. “And I’m hoping you might be persuaded to assist.”
“Assist with what?”
Nick fought to keep his face expressionless. He’d been to many places and seen many things, but few matched the unpleasantly decadent eroticism of the scene before him.
“Assist with this.” Isolde beckoned and a tall woman stepped from the shadows.
Nick gulped down a gasp of shock. He immediately recognized Verity Chandler—her brown eyes were blazing through the slits in the leather mask across the upper half of her face.
But it wasn’t her face that drew his gaze. Her body was magnificent!
A black corset cinched her waist to improbably tiny dimensions and made the most of fine breasts that swelled dangerously near to the edge of a boned platform. Her nipples peeked coyly through a small ruffle of lace, a rosy shadow against ivory skin. Tight black trousers encased legs that were long and slim, ending in riding boots polished to a glassy shine and finished with small jangling spurs.
She wore no jewelry, just a pair of long black leather gloves. Her hair was unbound, tumbling in unruly waves around the whiteness of her breast. She looked like an Amazon princess at first glance.
Then he noticed what was in her hand. Lying comfortably across her palm was the smoothly carved handle of a very long and lethal-looking whip.
“Let’s show Sir Nicholas what we do, shall we?” Isolde turned to Verity and glared at her. “Do it right this time. I don’t want marks on my shoulders.”
Verity dipped her head in response. “Very well.” She flicked the whip, just a slight movement of her wrist, but so skilled that the tip cracked in the stifling air of the room.
“Good.” Isolde stood against the wall, facing outward this time, reaching for the manacles and simply holding the chains. “Make me come, wench. There’ll be a bonus in it if you do.”
Nick stepped back, watching Verity closely as she moved to stand before Isolde. He could tell when she visually assessed her position and shuffled back a foot or two. He concurred—she had an excellent eye for distance.
Even knowing what was coming next, Nick jumped as Verity flicked her whip and caught her mistress’s nipple fair and square.
Isolde cried out. “Yes. Oh God—yes. Excellent. More.”
Verity repeated her maneuver with the same result, dappling Isolde’s breasts with flicks from the very end of the whip. Nick had chance to observe that never once did she break the skin. There were red marks where the lash had landed, but there was no blood.
Truly this woman was very skilled. Almost as skilled as…
What were the odds? That within such a short time Nick would meet two people equally skilled in the use of a whip? Unobtrusively he studied Verity Chandler, drawing parallels with the “Hermes” he’d met the previous night.
Was it possible? Could the leader of a band of highwaymen be a woman?
A few more lashes later, Nick knew the answer. The technique was unmistakable and his supposition was cemented by the aroma coming from the woman herself. Verity had a unique scent that Nick had only sensed once before, briefly. Last night in the cellar. He’d noted it at the time but paid little attention to it.
An interesting blend of lavender and cinnamon wafted from her hair. It would have been undetectable to another, swamped by the odiferous fumes of the drugs Isolde and her husband were using. But in the cloying heat of the room, Nick smelled it. And found himself captivated yet again by the whip-wielding beauty who was so much more than she appeared.
Isolde gasped. “Near. So near. For God’s sake, Chandler. Finish it.” Her hips were grinding forward against nothing, her mound and thighs glistening with juices as she climbed to a pain-induced peak of delight.
Verity lifted her hand, but Nick caught it. “Allow me.” He took the whip from her fingers and gently pushed her aside. “Tonight you need not be the instrument of her climax. ‘Tis time she learned what pain and pleasure can really do.”
Verity sagged a little and nodded. “Very well.” She stepped back into the shadows as Nick raised his hand and turned from her to look at Isolde.
“Are you ready?”
Isolde whimpered. “Make me come, Nick.”
“Of course.” Nick saluted her with the whip then shook out the length and lashed her, a solid blow that curled around a thigh and caught her right on the pussy.
Isolde screamed.
Chapter Five
Verity wanted to scream too.
When Nick had walked into the suite she’d wanted to die as well, or at least disappear in a little puff of smoke. But in reality, she’d known she would have to face him.
What surprised her was the look of appreciative heat in his strange gaze. The eyes that were almost black had lit with odd flames as he’d looked her over, lingering at the lace barely covering her nipples.
She’d known the tiny buds had hardened even as he’d stared. She was so sexually aroused by this man it was ridiculous. It was getting worse as he dominated Isolde.
Carefully positioning his blows, Nick was forcing Isolde’s excitement to a fever pitch, flicking the whip around her pussy and her nipples and even finding places in her armpits and on her thighs that made her squirm with pleasure.
She was getting wetter, her legs shining as her liquids cascaded freely. The herbs in the air probably helped too, although Verity knew they were best inhaled directly through the strange Oriental pipe both FitzAdamses used before their sessions.
Gawain was subsiding, sated, in the arms of his two attendants. She’d long since stopped being horrified by anything those three did. No longer was she shocked or embarrassed at the sight of male genitals, nor was she stunned at the inventive ways the lord of the manor found to release his seed. It was as if this suite of rooms contained a different world, a world where sexual desires had deviated to a warped and vicious place of pain and perversion.
Isolde’s cries had become formless whimpers and her hips were thrust forward, flagrantly inviting the lash of Nick’s whip.
And he was good.
So good that Verity ached for the same treatment. Ached to be hurt like that, cautiously punished until her flesh boiled and her pussy exploded.
Tears bleared her vision and she quickly blinked them away, appreciating the little twist to Nick’s wrist as he laid the lash onto Isolde’s red nipple with more force than she was expecting.
She whimpered again, eyes unfocussed and rolling a little now as her orgasm approached.
Verity knew the signs. But this was one night when she’d not have to stand and watch her mistress reach the ultimate pleasure.
A pleasure that was denied Verity.
Oh certainly she could leave and find satisfaction with her own hand in the privacy of her own room. At the beginning, she’d done just that. But it was a hollow feeling, tainted by distaste for Isolde, Gawain and the sexually deviant atmosphere they relished.
It was as if by bringing herself pleasure, Verity was sinking to their level.
Eventually, even the idea of reaching orgasm had lost its appeal.
Until tonight. Until Nick Blaine’s eyes had found hers, until his hand had picked up that whip and until he’d stared at her breasts.
All of a sudden, every fiber of Verity’s being was sexual once more. The months of stifling her urges disappeared and the heat of womanhood burned within her pussy. She wanted. She yearned.
And she knew she couldn’t have.
Silently, Verity slipped from the room. Isolde was near, Gawain was done—what would happen once Nick finished off his job, Verity didn’t know. She simply knew she could not be there to watch.
Especially if Isolde decided that she wanted more. Especially if she decided she wanted Nick’s cock as well as his whip.
It wasn’t out of the question and Verity knew she’d take Nick in front of Gawain with pleasure, perhaps even inviting him to join them or masturbate at the same time—she’d done so before. She gave the word “insatiable” new meaning sometimes.
The door closed behind Verity and once again she offered up a silent prayer of thanks that Isolde’s tastes didn’t include women. That would have been untenable and would have sent Verity out into the world, penniless and homeless once more.
As it was, nights of deviance such as this were a small price to pay for the security of a roof over one’s head and food in one’s belly.
A choked scream from behind the solid door signaled Isolde’s peak.
Verity sighed and turned away toward her own room, her mask dangling from her hand. Her job was done for this night at least. Now she could attempt to rest and banish thoughts of Nick from her brain.
Or try to. It wouldn’t be easy.
Her booted feet dragged as she walked, shoulders slumping and heart heavy. It would seem that the pleasures offered by life were to be denied to Verity Chandler. Which really wasn’t fair.
Her breath seized in her lungs as two strong arms surrounded her waist and a voice sounded low in her ears.
“You left before the end. Not that you missed much, but there are still matters to be settled between us.”
She froze and allowed Nick to turn her around so that he could look at her face. He stared at her, his gaze black and strangely searing. “Oh yes. There are definitely matters to be settled between us, Verity Chandler.”
His grip tightened and he lowered his head, brushing his cool firm mouth across hers, then letting his tongue trace the fullness of her lower lip. “Aren’t there?”
He tasted strange—tangy-sweet and yet harsh—the lure of unusual delights lurking within his mouth. Helpless to resist, Verity opened hers and welcomed him inside. It was what she wanted, after all.
He made a sound, not quite a groan but close, thrusting his tongue deeply in between her lips. He scoured her teeth, learned the surfaces and the textures of her skin even as she discovered his.
A hot need rushed through her, a need to return this pleasure tenfold. She tensed in his embrace and clung to him, suddenly aware of his body—and her own. Dueling with him, her tongue forced past his into his mouth, a cavern of luscious delights she sampled with excitement.
She’d never been kissed like this, never felt such a total immersion in a simple joining of lips.
And yet it was more than that. Their bodies met and melded, his chest pressing hard against her breasts, abrading the nipples and the lace covering them. His hands clutched at her spine and her buttocks, fingers finding soft mounds of flesh through the light silk trousers covering them.
She was wet between her legs now, fabric cold against her hot pussy. And still she wanted more.
“I can smell your body. You want me.” He hissed the words against her lips as his hands fondled her arse, gently demanding her surrender with stroking caresses and quick squeezes that just stopped short of pain.
She thrust her hips against his groin, knowing the hardness would be there. “I can feel your body. You want me.”
Daringly she nipped his lip with her teeth. He sucked in a breath and kissed her again, more cruelly this time, taking with his mouth, letting her know he was not to be denied.
She kissed him back, welcoming his intrusion, meeting his demands with her own and grabbing handfuls of his tight buttocks as she forced their bodies even closer. She was tall enough that they melded perfectly—for the first time she was glad of her height not ashamed of it.
And when his aroused cock clashed against her mound and the wet fabric clung to her pussy, she nearly sobbed with the pleasure of it.
“In here. Now.”
Nick tore his mouth from hers and almost pulled her off her feet as he hurried her to a room at the end of the long corridor. It was a guest suite—his most likely—dark but for a few candles guttering low.
The lack of light was no impediment to Nick, however. He gripped Verity’s arm as he led her inside, closing and locking the door quickly. Not waiting for her to make any sort of response he tugged her behind him through the sitting room and into his bedroom.
“Now.” He whirled around and reached for her corset, fingers brushing against her breasts. With one rough move he ripped it from top to bottom, baring her to his gaze. “Now, Verity.”
Her trousers followed, leaving her in boots and the remains of what had once been clothing. He stripped off his own clothes faster than she’d believed possible, all the while staring at her from the shadows next to the bed. She bent to her boots.
“Leave them. I like you like this. Naked ivory, only the black boots. It’s—” He paused, his eyes hotly running over her skin.
“It’s erotic.” She whispered the words into the silence that had fallen between them. “And I want more.”
Nick’s lust was a palpable thing, hard and choking him, knotting in his chest and suffocating his breath. His cock was rock solid—it had been that way most of the time since he’d first set eyes on the tall and beautiful woman with the luscious, barely concealed breasts.
He’d hungered for those nipples, eager to feel them between his lips and nibble around them with his teeth. Now he knew she desired him in her turn and her scent was driving him crazy with need.
She was staring at him, gaze darting from his eyes to his cock and everywhere in between. She licked her lips, making a sound that only Nick could hear and yet it was as if a drumbeat had begun near his ears.
She was trembling with hunger, every pore oozing the passionate scent of an aroused woman.
“What do you want? Tell me, Verity.” He reached for her breasts and grasped them firmly, squeezing them and fondling the nipples. “Tell me what will give you pleasure.”
She closed her eyes and let her head fall back. “You. Touching me. Doing—things to me.” Her fingers flexed and then fisted as Nick ran a nail roughly over one beaded nub.
“I want to do things to you, Verity.” He ran his hand up her spine and caught her by the neck, holding her head upright. “Anything you want me to do, I’ll do.” He tightened his grip and watched her eyelids as they lifted over a stare vibrating with desire.
Experimentally, Nick found her nipple once more with his thumb and forefinger—and pinched it. Hard.
The pupils dilated in her whiskey brown eyes and she moaned in response, her lips shining and rosy and her body tensing then relaxing. “Yes, Nick. Oh yes.”
He leaned to her face and kissed her roughly, giving her lower lip a sharp nip as he pulled away. Once again she sucked in a breath and this time her hips thrust toward him in a gesture of need. She was heat and fire in his embrace, a blaze that almost melted the ice around his soul.
“Make me feel, Nick.” She quivered urgently against him. “I haven’t felt anything in too long.”
He spun her around and bent her over the bed, her white arse gleaming in the light of the candles. “Can you feel this?” He slapped her, a quick ringing blow on one creamy buttock.
Her arms splayed wide as she sprawled on the satin coverlet. “God, yes. Oh Nick yes…” She wriggled with pleasure.
Nick slapped her again, the other cheek this time, watching as the blood rushed to the site of the punishing blow. He didn’t curb his strength—he sensed desperation mixed with passion in this woman. A silent cry for the touch of another hand, the sting of a caress that brought pain as well as pleasure.
She shifted beneath the force of his smacks, her breasts rubbing the coverlet and creasing it as she moved backward and forward along its soft surface. “Fuck me, Nick.”
Verity sobbed out the blunt words as she continued to move and accept his treatment, her arse now pink with the muddled marks of his hands.
Nick’s cock wept, hard and ready to answer her request. And his fangs were lurking just beneath the surface of his gums, aching to taste her every bit as fiercely as she seemed to ache for him.
He dared not—or did he?
She moved, a quick lithe twist of her body that brought her off the bed and on her knees before him. She reached out, but he intercepted her touch. If she laid her hands on him he was lost and he knew it.
Quickly he grabbed a piece of her torn clothing and within seconds her wrists were lashed behind her back. She gasped then smiled. “Nick, you are the answer to this maiden’s wicked prayers.”
And she bent to his cock, mouth wide.
Oh fucking…wonder of wonders. Nick clenched his teeth, determined to make this last, to make this good for Verity. With every iota of supernatural strength he possessed, Nick held his orgasm in check while she explored him with lips and tongue and the occasional grazing of her teeth.
As if making up for lost time, Verity poured enthusiasm into her movements, sucking Nick’s cock far back into her mouth, running her lips and her face over its length, sipping droplets of desire from the tiny slit and even delving beneath with her tongue to find his balls.
Helpless now, Nick knew his fangs were breaking free, awoken by the feverish passion Verity was releasing within him. Blessing the darkness he simply kept his mouth closed, hoping she was too involved with his cock to notice his unusual dental aberrations.
He would not feed from Verity.
Oh he wanted to. He wanted her screaming his name and climaxing beneath him while he drank them both into oblivion. But something held him back. Something he’d felt when their eyes had first clashed in the inn.
She was too intelligent, too acutely aware of him.
The thought flashed through his mind that Verity Chandler would know what he was. He could not take that risk.
So he would have to merely fuck her insensible. And that he could do with a great deal of pleasure.
He watched her, listened to the soft hiss as her hair tumbled around them both—a counterpoint to the moist sounds of her mouth on his cock. It was music that orchestrated Nick’s delight, heightened his arousal—if such a thing were possible—and would forever be associated in his mind with Verity’s lips.
His otherworldly abilities lent a dimension to his fucking—one he’d never have imagined experiencing before his…encounter with the vicious Thérèse.
But he knew that he’d never come close to this kind of intensity. Never felt quite so…emotional. It was Verity who made the difference.
And Verity he wanted so desperately right now.
Nick stepped back and seized Verity’s shoulders, turning her quickly and bending her once more over the bed. Her wrists were still tied and he kicked her ankles apart, positioning her exactly where he wanted her.
There was no gentleness—no tenderness. Just raw hunger and a savage desire for the ultimate possession.
Nick needed it and knew Verity needed it too. She moaned as he seized a handful of her hair and tugged, pulling her neck taut. “Now, Nick…dear God…”
It would indeed be now.
With his free hand, Nick grabbed his cock and thrust deep between her folds, finding the hot wetness of her sex waiting for his penetration. She was tight—so tight Nick wondered if he was ripping her as he pressed himself inwards.
But she spread her legs even wider and pushed back against him, urging him deeper within her body, welcoming him, bathing him with boiling juices and making soft needy sounds as he took her.
Again and again he thrust and again and again she took him, as lost in the moment as he was, an equal partner in the mutual pleasure of this monumental fuck.
Their bodies pounded against each other, his balls slapping the tops of her thighs, her breasts pressed down into the bed and the crumpled covers. His orgasm neared, a sharp sensation at the base of his spine sending frissons of tingling awareness to his balls and his cock.
Verity was panting now, muscles tensing as her own climax approached. His grip on her hair tightened and Nick held her, bowed and quivering, as he passed the point of no return.
He exploded inside Verity Chandler as he took her over his bed, his fangs lying sharply on his lips, his mind filled with unfulfilled lust for the taste of her blood. While part of him rolled with the spurts of his seed, another part ached for the ultimate conquest and the heated rush of her body’s essence over his tongue and into his soul.
He found the distraction he needed in Verity’s orgasm.
She cried out sharply and shattered, her inner muscles gripping his cock and releasing it so fiercely it diverted his attention away from his blood-hunger and drew his seed from deep in his balls.
She shuddered, her body hard then soft then hard all over again as the shocks roared through her, great spasms of pleasure that made her sob and fight for breath. Whimpers gave way to mewling cries and Nick marveled at the response of this woman—a response that touched him like no other had in too many dark years.
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