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To my family for their constant support and
understanding of my need for alone-time to write—my love. Thanks,
guys!

To a friend who is so much a part of all my
stories in one way or another—thanks just doesn’t quite cover it.
You rock, Partner.

And to the readers, without whom my
characters would wander, lost and alone—I love you all. May you
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Author’s Note

 


My references to the atrocities committed
against alleged witches in the Middle Ages are based on
extensive—and very disturbing—research. There are records of many
terrible crimes, based on ignorance and superstition—and not always
toward women. Men were also accused of the Black Arts and suffered
the same fate, although their role is a lesser one than that of
their female counterparts who comprised about eighty percent of the
accused victims.

Contrary to popular belief, prisoners found
guilty of witchcraft were seldom burned at the stake. The usual
punishment was hanging, followed by burning of the corpse.
It was assumed this would ultimately destroy the evil that had
allegedly possessed the “witch” before her death. According to the
latest estimates, there were over a hundred thousand trials of
“witches” and since many ended in executions, the numbers are
staggering. Between 1450 and 1750 somewhere around sixty thousand
witches were put to death in Europe. The last recorded witchcraft
trial in England was in 1712—less than three hundred years ago.

Although we may consider ourselves civilized
today, the business of witch-hunting still continues.
Several African countries actively pursue “witches”, and executions
are still resulting from such charges. As recently as 1999 a wave
of hysteria swept Tanzania, causing the deaths of hundreds accused
of witchcraft.

Whatever the social, economic or religious
causes for these superstitions, it appears that man will always
find a good reason to explore his savage nature and wreak havoc on
others. Until something drastic occurs to alter our perceptions,
such violence sadly remains part of humankind.

 


 


 


 


 



Prologue

Present-day England

Somewhere on the coast of Hampshire…

 


“You know, Gran, that’s one butt-ugly thing
for an old lady to have hanging in her living room.”

“Who are you calling old, girl?”

Casey grinned. “Sorry. Slip of the tongue.”
She stared at the massive sword mounted on a simple wood frame.
“But still…”

Her grandmother pulled a blanket around her
knees and tugged a little more yarn out of the bag beside her.
“Show some respect. That sword goes back in our family for
uncounted generations.”

Casey snorted. “Right. Some ancestor probably
dug it up from a pile of muck in his back garden. Doesn’t look as
if they cleaned it too well afterward, either.”

There was a murky patch of something embedded
in the metal of the sword, dark and rusty, covering about nine or
ten inches of the thing, staining the point and a portion of the
blade. Casey shrugged, sending her red hair flying around her
shoulders. “Different decorating tastes, I suppose.”

Her grandmother looked up from her knitting.
“Doesn’t it make you think of knights or jousts? Handsome men on
big horses claiming their brides from ancient castles?”

“Nope.” She turned away. “Makes me think of
scouring pads and a good cleaner.”

“You’ve got no romance in your soul.”

“Hah.” Casey chuckled as she settled down
next to her grandmother and poured another cup of tea for herself.
“I have romance. Plenty of it.”

“I’m not talking about that kind of
romance.” The needles clicked against each other. “I’m talking
about the kind that chills your soul and then stops your heart for
a minute or two before it starts up again—differently.” She
stopped knitting for a moment. “The kind where people would die for
each other, or kill for each other, to be together. The kind…” She
wrinkled her nose. “Oh hell, if I have to explain it…”

“You mean you and Grandpa…” Casey paused.

“Damn no, not us. We just had your plain old
ordinary romance. A good one, mind you, no question. But not
that type of passion.”

Casey snuggled in to the corner of the couch.
“So tell me.”

“You won’t believe a word of it. And I’m not
sure it’s right for your young ears.”

Casey rolled her eyes. “Good lord, Gran. I’m
almost twenty-three. I’m not, no matter what Mum says, a
virgin. It’s hard to shock me. Remember I’m going to med school
next year. When you’re pre-med or taking any courses along those
lines it’s hard after a while to be shocked by anything,
come to think of it.”

The old woman gazed at Casey over the rim of
her glasses, a speculative look that surprised Casey a little. She
wasn’t used to such a sharply acute stare from her grandmother.
There must be something more to this tale than a simple
family history.

“Go on, Gran. Tell me? I’m here for a few
days to relax and spend time with my dearest grandma. It’s the
perfect time for you to share the benefit of your years. Pass along
those tales that have been handed down from generation to
generation. Give me the chance to tell my grandkids
someday.”

Gran lifted an eyebrow. “You’re going to be a
doctor. You’ll have forgotten all about it by the time you have
your own kids.”

“Gonna make me drag it out of you, aren’t
you?”

“Yep.”

“You’re a silver-haired demon.” Casey
laughed. “Sent to torment me. Good thing I love you to bits.”

The needles resumed their clacking over the
sound of an airplane as it took off from a distant airport and
Casey smiled a little at the familiar sound. England was lovely at
this time of year, green and soft, welcoming—just like her
grandmother’s house. She was glad she’d come down here for a
portion of her vacation. She felt at home in a comfortable sort of
way and never more so when sitting like this—beside her
grandmother—tucked into the ritual of afternoon tea, yummy cookies
or biscuits as her Gran persisted in calling them—and
listening to tales of the past.

They talked on the phone every week or so,
but being here in person? This was very special.

“So this sword. It’s a broadsword, isn’t it?
I saw something like it in the movies.” She encouraged the old
woman to begin the story.

“At least you got that part right.” Gran
sighed and folded her needles at last, wrapping the yarn around
their tips and sticking them into a ball of wool. At some point a
colorful scarf would emerge, probably then to be sent posthaste to
Casey’s dorm and make her roommates green with envy.

Gran did fabulous knitting, no doubt about
it.

“Soooo…” Casey urged her on. “It was carried
by a forefather of ours. Into battle, maybe, where he did wonderful
brave deeds and rescued the fair maiden from an evil baron who was
holding her hostage, trying to have his wicked way with her. Oh, in
a massive castle on a hilltop. Probably surrounded
by…um…Orcs?”

“This isn’t The Lord of the Rings,
darling.” Gran sniffed contemptuously. “This is much, much
more.”

“Oh.” Casey put on a dramatic expression of
disappointment. “No handsome elves or kings?”

“’Fraid not. Of course there were handsome
men, quite a few of them, as I recall the tales. Our family
is proud of its good-looking ancestors.”

“You’ve mentioned that a time or two.” Casey
snickered.

“If you go into the second drawer down—there
in the table next to you—you’ll find something. Go look.”

Casey delved into the small end table,
opening the drawer and blinking at the small, framed painting she
found within. Sensing it was an antique, she carefully withdrew it
and rested it on her knee, turning on the lamp next to her so she
could get a better look.

“They’re family.” Gran knitted on.

Two people stared somberly back at Casey,
faces serene and expressionless in that typical way of portraits. A
man, handsome and masculine, dark hair pulled correctly back but
shining where the artist had caught tiny flickers of light amidst
the waves.

It was the woman next to him who really
jumped from the small canvas. Her rich red hair fell free, unusual
for a portrait of that time, cascading down past her shoulders. It
glowed against the deep emerald green gown she wore which was
caught high up under the breasts. Casey recognized the style. “God,
this is brilliant, Gran. Too Jane Austen for words. What a
handsome couple. Who were they?”

“I told you. Your ancestors, luv.”

“Really?” Casey continued to stare at
the couple.

“It’s the only portrait we have of them. They
lived hereabouts in the early 1800s—in what used to be a big place
a bit farther down the coast. Sadly it took a direct hit in 1940 or
so from a German bomber. Nothing left these days but a few ruins.
Real shame that was.”

“I’ll bet.” She paused. “Anybody killed?”

“No, the place had been empty for years.
After those two left—” Gran nodded at the painting, “it stayed
empty for a while, then other folks moved in. Folks from another
branch of the family. It sort of slid into disrepair by the turn of
the century. There were all kinds of stories about it being haunted
and the like, so people tended to stay away. You know how these
legends get started.”

Casey looked up. “Haunted?”

“No truth in it. The hauntings were long over
by then.”

“Ah. So there were hauntings,
though?”

“At one point, so they say.” Gran looked
speculative. “I’m not sure how true it all is. But you’ve got her
hair, that’s for sure.”

Casey glanced at the woman again. “Yeah. I
do, I guess. Who is she? Or who was she?”

“They, my dear, are your great-great and so
on something-or-others. Adrian and Katherine Chesswell.”

Casey blinked. “Really? Chesswells?
Wow.”

“And if what they say is correct, Adrian’s
father would be very proud to think you’re going into the medical
profession.” Gran smiled.

“He was a doctor too?”

“Not exactly. He was a scientist. Some of his
papers are still on file at the Royal Academy, I think. In London
someplace. They never throw stuff out. You can probably find
them on that fancy laptop computer of yours. Not much left private
these days.”

Casey chuckled. It was true. There were still
records from the twelfth century or thereabouts, stacked in
precious piles of dust somewhere deep in the recesses of ancient
London buildings.

“But it didn’t begin with them.” Gran looked
across the room to the wall that held the broadsword. “It began
with another red-haired woman.”

Casey listened as the light faded outside,
enclosing the two of them in a world of their own. Now perhaps she
would hear the full story.

“It began with the woman whose blood still
stains that sword.”

The words sent a chill up Casey’s spine and
she followed her grandmother’s gaze to the darkness on the blade.
“That’s blood?”

“Yes, my dear. Hers.” Grandmother
Chesswell took a deep breath and began her tale.

“Her name was Thérèse…”

 


 


 


 



Chapter One

A gentlemen’s gaming club

London, 1817

 


Marcus Camberley gazed across the green baize
of the card table at his opponent. This faro game had been going on
for hours, fortunes moving backward and forward across the cards
spread out before the players.

Now there were just two left—himself and
Rowan Selkirk.

“Your bet, I believe?” Marcus drawled the
words into the quiet, never looking away from the beautiful young
man on the other side of the deck. Marcus held the “bank” and
waited patiently for the other to decide which of the cards he’d
select to play.

Selkirk’s pile of banknotes was substantial
and Marcus suddenly knew he was going to play it all on this
turn.

Unusually dark eyes lifted to his as his pale
hand pushed the entire pile onto the ace of spades. It was a major
gamble, a challenge to the Fates and to Marcus’ own fortune. The
latter was not a problem. Marcus had enough wealth accumulated to
cover all his expenses, no matter whether he won or lost.

He believed that Selkirk was good for it too.
The family had some minor reputation as being solidly funded, could
be seen at the right functions and had recently married off a
daughter to an earl or some such. It was the way of their
world.

So Rowan wasn’t risking the family fortune on
this turn of the cards.

No, it was something else he was
risking. Or offering.

Marcus knew these things with a certainty
that surprised him. Something in Rowan’s eyes, a touch of his
tongue to his lips, a mere shift of the broad shoulders beneath the
clean and simple cut of his evening jacket—oh yes, it was
there.

And Marcus found his body responding. Beauty
of all kinds appealed to him, the curve of a woman’s breast had an
allure every bit as strong as that of a firm male arse. He’d
enjoyed them both and would continue to do so for whatever time the
Fates permitted him.

His hand strayed absently to his neck and the
tip of a puckered scar that was mostly concealed by his cravat.
He’d seen eyes like those before. Seen that darkness, those tiny
flickers of fire lurking behind them.

That time it had been a woman. Now it
was a man looking at him with the same mysterious gaze.

His cock stirred, swelling beneath his
breeches. He leaned back, giving himself room to enjoy the first
flickers of desire. It would be a fleeting experience, most
probably, just like all the others. But for tonight…he would take
the pleasure offered.

His suppositions were reinforced as Selkirk
slowly lifted his hand to the table and showed Marcus a fine
emerald ring.

“Shall we make things interesting?” His voice
was strong, not a tremor in his tone. He tugged at the ring that
glittered on his forefinger. It was a tight fit, so Rowan lifted it
to his mouth, letting his tongue moisten the flesh.

Marcus smiled and nodded. “By all means.” He
watched Rowan’s tongue caress the knuckle, sliding around it
lasciviously. The message was unmistakable.

Win or lose, they were destined to spend what
was left of the night together.

There were no other players in their corner
of the club, the money on the table having surpassed what few could
afford to lose and there were even fewer willing to risk so much on
the possibility of a win. It was just the two of them in their own
sensual world.

Marcus was hard, fully aroused, the length of
his cock burning against his thigh and mounding the fabric covering
it. Was Rowan hard too? Would he be red and swollen, the head of
his cock blooming into ridged arousal? Was he cut? Circumcised to a
naked glory? Or was he even now sliding from the concealing folds
of his foreskin?

All these things Marcus would learn—soon.

Rowan tossed the ring onto the pile of
banknotes. “I’m ready.”

Oh yes. So am I.

He turned to the cards and drew the first, a
queen, which was discarded. Next to come would be his card, the one
that would win him any bets placed upon it. If it were an ace, he
would claim the notes Rowan had piled so neatly and topped with his
signet ring.

It was a four. No win for either man. Marcus
again discarded it. Should the next card be an ace, Rowan would
retrieve his bet and an equal amount from Marcus. He let his hand
linger over the deck, building the tension, watching the gleam in
Rowan’s eyes.

Both men watched each other, not the cards.
This wasn’t about the game of faro. This was about another
game, a game that each desired and a game that both would win.

Marcus drew—another four. The turn was ended.
“Shall we continue?”

“One more.” Rowan nodded. “’Twould be a shame
to finish too soon…” He lifted an eyebrow in amusement. “Prolonging
the excitement is part of the fun, is it not?”

This time Marcus licked his lips
provocatively. “I couldn’t agree more.” The air was thick between
them now, taut with unspoken questions to which the answers were
already evident. Marcus desired this man. Wanted him naked
and ready, firm flesh to firm flesh, body to body, chasing the
shadows from his life for a little while.

Once again he drew the discard, then reached
for the second turn. It was a king. He glanced at Rowan. “No luck
for me this turn.”

“Well, you know what they say.” Rowan’s lips
curved slightly.

“I do indeed.” Marcus revealed the last card
of the turn. It was the ace of hearts.

Rowan tilted his head. “Unlucky at
cards…”

They stood, as if by mutual decision. Marcus
settled the bet by pushing a substantial pile of his own banknotes
toward Rowan. “Will you do me the honor of joining me for a brandy
to celebrate your good fortune?” He watched as Rowan replaced the
emerald on his hand. “I have a fine cognac, a pleasant study at
home and my carriage is outside. If you would be interested?”

Rowan stared at him. “Of course. It would be
an excellent conclusion to this evening, I think.”

Marcus followed him from the room, glimpsing
the firm buttocks flexing beneath the evening trousers. He smiled.
“I think so too.”

 


The Camberley carriage was indeed waiting and
Rowan climbed in, tickles of awareness flooding his spine. It had
been some time since his desire had been this aroused by anyone
other than…

Well, best not to think of her at the moment.
She dominated the private part of his nightmarish existence. This
was real and would be a diverting—if transitory—delight,
assuming all went well. Sir Marcus Camberley was something of an
enigma. So the evening’s entertainment would satisfy Rowan’s mild
curiosity perhaps, as well as his lusts.

Mad Marcus, he’d been called. Also Sir
Madness Camberley if Rowan remembered correctly, both sobriquets
earned by the escapades of his youth. He was certainly appealing.
Thick black hair fell in unruly waves around skin nearly as pale as
Rowan’s. Then there were the brown eyes that glowed with amber
lights when the candles reflected off them in such a way as to make
them seem translucent.

His body was as well built as could be
desired, thighs firm and well muscled, shoulders no less broad and
strong for his age. Rowan guessed him to be in his mid-thirties
perhaps. Or possibly younger. With Marcus, it was hard to tell.

Strangely, Rowan found him appealing on a
much deeper level than he’d expected. Something was responding,
some place Rowan usually kept concealed, hidden from the world he
so seldom visited. It was not easy for one such as he to interact
with the Ton, since being deathly reactive to sunlight made trips
to St. James’s Park out of the question.

It had become a simple matter for Rowan
Selkirk to embrace his “eccentricities” and live as a man of the
night. An easy cloak for the reality of what he actually
was—a creature of nightmares and darkness. A vampire.

As Marcus joined him in the carriage and the
door closed behind him, Rowan’s fangs stirred, a tingle that was
spurred on by his cock. Marcus’ scent was deep and rich, redolent
of male sexuality. And yet—beneath—there was a dark taint, a quick
undertone of something bitter.

Rowan hungered to delve deeper into that
fragrance. Before this night was out he would be sated, sexually
and physically. And Marcus would recall nothing of the feeding that
would take place after the sex.

“Thank you.” Marcus’ voice was low, the
timbre deep.

“For what?”

“For joining me this evening. For agreeing
to—pass some time with me.” Marcus’ eyes were unflinching as they
watched Rowan.

“You knew I wanted to.” Daringly, Rowan let
his hand rest on the other man’s thigh, noting the hardness barely
concealed by the fine wool.

“I did. And I think you knew the invitation
would come. I’d enjoy talking to you. Perhaps…” His tapered fingers
enfolded Rowan’s hand and moved it higher, cupping his cock through
the barrier of his clothing. “Perhaps we might find pleasure in
such a—conversation.”

Rowan felt the stirring of that delicious
cock beneath his hand and he curved his fingers in response,
caressing the outline of it, measuring it and finding it to his
taste. Thick and hard, it would be an instrument of delight, he was
sure.

He looked up once more to glimpse the amber
fire burning in Marcus’ gaze. “I believe such pleasures would be
mutual.”

Satisfied, Marcus leaned back against the
squabs, apparently quite content to have Rowan’s hand right where
it was. “Agreed.” His hand strayed to his cravat and he adjusted
it. “I don’t believe our paths have crossed before.”

Rowan gave Marcus a farewell squeeze and
leaned back himself, making quite sure his own erection was clearly
visible to the other man. This was a game for two and he would not
be found wanting. “I would have remembered, I’m sure.”

“You don’t come up to town much?”

“No. I prefer the dark hours of the night.
There are far too many annoying daytime activities to interest me.
I have a small place outside London where I prefer to—live.”

“No wife? No family breathing down your
handsome neck to wed and provide heirs for the line?”

It was polite conversation, but clearly
Marcus was double checking to make sure matters were as plain
between them as their arousals.

Rowan grinned. “I doubt there’s a man out
there who hasn’t been nagged about that at one time or another. But
to answer for my part—no. There are heirs aplenty within my family.
They have discovered their best course is to leave me to my own
devices.”

“So you shun the daylight.” Marcus sounded
thoughtful.

“It—I developed a reaction to it after a-an
illness in Europe. I am very sensitive now, so I find it
better to work at night.” Rowan shrugged. “’Tis said I’m eccentric.
I don’t particularly care what people say, so I live the life that
suits me.”

“And you enjoy a game of cards.”

“Oh yes. Cards, the occasional woman,
whoever—whatever catches my fancy.”

Marcus leaned forward and casually brushed a
stray piece of hair from Rowan’s face. “And so we have caught each
other’s fancy, have we not?”

Rowan swallowed down his lust. “Yes. Yes we
have.” He lifted his chin, liking the feel of Marcus’ hand on his
face. “Have you no—obligations?”

“None whatsoever. I take my pleasures where I
please, when I please and with whom I please.” The deep voice was a
caress and a promise. “There is little I haven’t seen, few things I
haven’t done. I am trying to live out my life to its fullest, but
like you—I prefer the night. It’s less censorious. There are fewer
eyes turned on me out of curiosity. More—like yours—turned on me
with desire.”

Marcus let his hand fall from Rowan’s face to
his groin. He gripped Rowan’s cock firmly, bunching the fabric
around it, learning it with fingers that rippled along its length
like a stream of heat. “Desire that I can assure you is
fully reciprocated.”

The carriage rattled to a halt, separating
the two men and breaking the spell that held Rowan in its
thrall.

His arousal was mounting, rising steadily to
a pitch that would take little to send him into an orgasm. Just
thinking about how that might be achieved was a tiny release in
itself and Rowan shivered as his body clenched and relaxed during
his descent from the vehicle and into Marcus’ quiet, dark home.

“This way.” Marcus tossed his cloak aside and
Rowan copied him, following his host into a snug library where the
remains of a fire still shed light into the room. It smelled of
leather and books seasoned with a faint whiff of recently smoked
cheroot.

Marcus lit one branch of candles then walked
to a table by the fireplace where crystal shone in a quiet display
of rainbows. “Cognac?”

Rowan nodded. “Thank you.”

Marcus did things with decanters and
snifters, finally returning to stand in front of Rowan with a glass
in each hand. He passed one to Rowan then reached for him with his
now-empty grasp, tugging at his cravat and sliding it slowly from
his neck. “I would see you, my friend. All of you. Without
the trappings of civilization.”

Rowan sipped, noting the tiny tang he sensed
on the back of his tongue. There was no real need or delight from
such an act, since he did not require mortal food or drink. It was
more the sharing of it, the companionship it produced that made him
smile. “It would be my pleasure.”

He set the glass down and shrugged out of his
coat, stripping off his waistcoat and his shirt moments thereafter
and shaking his hair free. His hands fell to the ties of his
breeches and he loosened them but did not let them fall. It would
be Marcus who would direct the speed of this encounter, he decided.
Let his actions tell Rowan what he wanted—what he desired.

Marcus gazed at him, eyes wandering over the
firm muscles of Rowan’s chest. A hand followed, stroking the planes
and valleys. “You are cool. Would you like me to stoke up the
fire?”

“No. I am always—cool. ‘Tis my nature, I
suppose.”

A goblet neared his body and Marcus studied a
nipple through the refracting planes of the crystal. Then—a slight
movement—and Rowan felt the sharp clean edges teasing him, arousing
the flat disk, bringing the nub in the center to a hard bead.

“Your body is appealing. Sensitive too.”
Marcus continued his gentle abuse, his glass against one nipple,
his palm grazing the other.

“Perhaps ‘tis your touch that arouses
me.”

Amber brown eyes glanced into his. “Perhaps.”
The other man turned away briefly and divested himself of his own
cravat, quickly stripping to the waist. “Let’s see, shall we?”

He took both their glasses and put them
aside. “Now, my beautiful Rowan. Let us test this theory of yours.
Let us see how our bodies respond to each other when we touch.”

He reached for Rowan’s neck and brought their
mouths together.

It was a cavern Marcus investigated eagerly,
tongue swirling, lips blending in a tender kiss that brought them
close. Cool flesh met his touch, but there was a matching eagerness
there, reinforced by Rowan’s arms, which slid up his body and
around his neck.

Marcus tightened the embrace, letting his
palms slide down over Rowan’s back and beneath his breeches to cup
the firm buttocks, squeezing them with delight. They were muscled
and solid, evidence of a man who did not spend time idly strolling
the pavements of his world. No, this was a man who rode, who strode
through life with vigor and kept himself taut—ready to face
whatever lay ahead.

Still keeping their mouths engaged in the
sensual duel, Marcus let his fingers push the garment down, to
puddle at Rowan’s feet and reveal all of him. His cock fell free,
thudding solidly into Marcus’ body.

With a bold and deft touch, Marcus found it
and stroked it, pulling it up between them, pushing his own hips
forward so that his arousal would press against Rowan’s soft sac.
He moved, grinding a little, bringing a grunt to the other’s throat
as he stimulated them both.

Rowan’s hands tugged at him now, running
through the hair that fell on Marcus’ shoulders, then loosening his
own breeches. They must deal with boots, but that would come in
time. For now, it was just a sexual pleasure to touch—and be
touched—with such lustful enthusiasm.

Their erections met and clashed as their
passions rose, twin sensations moving urgently between them,
reinforced by their movements, their close embrace.

Finally Rowan tore his lips away. “You taste
sweet—a tang of man and something else I can’t put a name
to.” He stepped back and kicked his trousers free of his boots,
bending to rapidly strip off the footwear as well.

Glancing up he stared. “I would taste
that too.” He straightened and placed his hands on Marcus’
chest. “Sit. Let me help you out of those…” He nodded at
Marcus’ trousers and shining boots.

Obediently, Marcus dropped into a large
chair, the cool leather caressing his buttocks, hair a tangle
around his neck and shoulders. He watched Rowan fall to his knees
and set about easing the leather from his feet. One after another
the boots were disposed of, leaving Rowan between his thighs,
staring hungrily at Marcus’ cock.

It jutted fiercely from its nest of black
curly hair, a drop of moisture beading the tip. Marcus’ heart
thudded as cool hands found it, smearing the liquid and then
sliding to the base in a long smooth stroke that exactly matched
his needs at that moment.

Thighs parted wide, Marcus offered himself to
Rowan. And Rowan accepted. Leaning forward, cool lips touched the
tip of his cock, followed by the quick swirl of a tongue that knew
the perfect places, the perfect pressure.

“You are cut. I like that.” Rowan paused,
considering the length that glistened where his saliva had dampened
it.

“I’m glad I meet with your approval.” Marcus’
voice was rough, his desire a lump in his guts that was growing
each minute. Right now he could control it—but soon…

The black eyes glowed with pleasure as Rowan
took him into his mouth. There was nothing tentative about his
moves, only a bold claiming, a sure suckle from lips that obviously
hungered for this experience.

With care and attention, Rowan worked him,
letting his mouth take as much of Marcus’ not insubstantial length
as possible and grasping the remainder in a firm and knowledgeable
hold. It was a pleasure that Marcus relished, an arousing and
sensual delight, making him sigh out a breath and lean back,
splayed wide against the leather.

There was silence in the room, as if the
world stood still. Only the soft slicking noise of Rowan’s mouth
broke the stillness, along with the occasional muted groan from
Marcus as his cock was once again nearly swallowed by this
fascinating lover.

As if by instinct, Rowan’s grip tightened,
pressing beneath the swollen cock, holding Marcus’ orgasm at bay,
yet sending him higher along the road to his release. The cool
tongue continued to tease and caress and suckle, only to drift
sometimes to Marcus’ balls where the attention continued. Always
sure, always finding the perfect place to tantalize.

Marcus realized his hands were gripping the
leather of the chair in a spasm of pleasure, his body knotting now,
approaching the point of no return.

He reached down and grabbed a handful of the
sandy blond hair that drifted across his thighs. “Rowan—let me
breathe. Or ‘twill be done too soon.”

Rowan’s head rose, lips wet and shining. “As
you will. But ‘tis a pleasure for me. Your cock feels good in my
mouth.” He grinned. “I’m thinking it will feel good in somewhere
else too.”

“I hope so.” Marcus shifted. “Let me see you.
Really see you. ‘Tis my turn to play.”

He moved to the edge of the chair and
encouraged Rowan to stand, thus putting Rowan’s cock exactly where
he wanted it. Now it was his turn to demonstrate some of his
own techniques.

Gently he tugged on the broad length, running
the folds of skin up and down the solid muscle beneath. “Uncut.
Hmm. Interesting.”

A shudder trembled through Rowan as Marcus
continued his investigations. “I’m glad—” He broke off as Marcus
took him into his mouth.

 


Rowan hungered. His fangs throbbed beneath
his gums, his very soul yearned to feed from this man who was now
sucking him deeply and strongly over his tongue. There was
something about Marcus, some darkness within him that matched
Rowan’s own shadows.

Some power, some indefinable mystery that
Rowan sought to understand. A power that was evident in the grasp
of firm hands, the confident suckle of a mouth that comprehended
the nuances of such an act.

He could feed now, right at this instant—bury
his fangs in the broad shoulders next to thighs that were knotting
as Rowan fought to control his arousal. Let the blood flow hot and
sweet into Rowan’s mouth as he exploded into Marcus’ throat. It
would be the ultimate fuck, but something held him back.

Not yet—wait. There is more
to come before I do.

So Rowan stood still, battling his deepest
urges, relishing the bolts of desire Marcus drew from his cock with
his lips and his hands. Truly they were well matched, each knowing
instinctively what would give the other pleasure, each enjoying
their ability to do so.

Perhaps that was what it was. The
thought struck Rowan like a blow to his head. They were
giving, one to one, offering, taking, sharing—neither
claiming dominance nor the right to possess. He’d given before at
such times and relished the experience. But seldom had he received
such caresses in return. Seldom had he been touched in such a way
as to arouse his spirit as well as his body.

Marcus gave his entire self to their sensual
play, holding nothing back. Why? What made him so unique in this
regard?

There were secrets locked behind his
amber-flecked eyes, secrets that Rowan discovered he wanted to
know. To share. Feeding from Marcus would give Rowan a measure of
the man’s soul, perhaps. But would it destroy the emotions Rowan
knew were building between them?

He could not begin to guess. So he simply let
himself enjoy Marcus’ mouth, relaxing into the delights to be
experienced by the feel of a skilled tongue on his cock.

Marcus shifted a little, falling gently from
the seat of his chair to his knees, the better to play with Rowan.
Strong fingers kneaded his buttocks and crept unerringly between
his thighs to a place behind Rowan’s balls where the slightest
touch brought a grunt of surprised delight.

He felt Marcus smile at the response and
shared his pleasure in more ways than one. Simply taking joy from
another’s reactions—well, it was unselfish and a moment to be
cherished.

Rowan’s control began to fray and it was his
turn to pull back. “I ache, Marcus. I need to come soon…”

“As do I.” Bold brown eyes stared at Rowan,
fires of need smoldering hotly in their depths.

“Then let’s finish it. Please. I-I
hunger…”

Marcus nodded and stood. “I share your
hunger, my friend. ‘Tis strange. You light fires where there was
only an empty hearth.” He moved to the chair, cock hard and
thrusting urgently from his body. “I would have you come in me,
Rowan. Deep in me. Touch my soul.”

“I will.” Rowan knew the words were a pledge.
He would take Marcus into the void, the abyss of orgasm. And in
return, Marcus would take him as well.

Rowan moved behind Marcus who leaned over the
leather arm and braced himself, revealing buttocks that were hard,
silken skin stretched tautly over muscles honed by a life of
movement. His arse was ready for the taking, his stance an
invitation Rowan would not refuse.

Could not refuse. This man
was—special.

And as he began the erotic slide into Marcus’
body, Rowan wondered why.

But then he thrust—and forgot to wonder
anything at all.

It was as if he was penetrating a place
designed just for him, for Rowan Selkirk. Not for quite some time
had he felt this—this elated during a sexual encounter. His
hands drifted to Marcus’ hips then lower, finding the cock between
his legs, letting their movements slide it through his fingers as
their grip tightened and loosened.

Back and forth they rocked, each man
breathing quickly, each meeting the other’s thrusts with a growing
need for completion.

Tight and hot, Marcus encased Rowan, just as
Rowan’s hand encased Marcus. They moved more rapidly, finding a
matching tempo in their bodies and a matching throbbing in their
cocks.

Rowan rode the pleasure, lips peeling back
from gums that released the hidden fangs. He could not control this
response, not when he was at a place he so seldom reached. Not when
buried within a lover so well suited to his desires.

He would feed, he decided. Feed in those
instants just beyond orgasm when the blood of his prey rushed
thickly from loin to brain. Interrupt that flow and let it swirl
over his tongue, sending a new flood of lust through him that he
knew Marcus would accept willingly.

Hurriedly now, both men sped toward their
goal, their ultimate release of passion.

“Marcus—I feel it—” Rowan choked out the
words, so insufficient to describe the onrush of a climax that
threatened to shatter him.

“Now, Rowan, for God’s sake—end it.” Marcus
grunted hoarsely beneath him.

The cock he held leaped within his grasp and
Rowan knew from the spasms he felt that Marcus had reached his
pinnacle. In his turn, he let go, gasping as he flooded Marcus with
his come, filling him, staying deep inside as he had promised.

This was indeed a touching of souls.

They shared the tremors, the shaking release
of pent-up desires, Rowan leaning on Marcus’ broad back, holding
him fast beneath him.

He felt Marcus suck air into starving lungs.
He smiled as he understood the need himself. Gently Rowan lifted
his head and sought the right spot for his fangs.

Marcus’ next words, however, took all
his breath away—and then some.

“If you’re planning on biting me, would you
do it now? Beneath my hairline, please. Otherwise the scars are the
very devil to hide.”

Rowan froze.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Marcus wasn’t surprised to feel Rowan’s
immobility at the words that echoed through the silence of the
room.

Then he felt the softened cock withdraw and
they separated, Rowan to shrug into his breeches and Marcus to
stoke the fire. Finally he turned, reached for a blanket and
settled himself into a chair with the soft wool draped over his
nakedness.

He motioned Rowan to the matching chair next
to the hearth. “Sit. You look—stunned.”

“I am.” Rowan sat. No sign of fangs across
his lips or any outward appearance of being what he was—a vampire.
“You know.” Black eyes finally reached Marcus’ own gaze and
held it. “You know what I am.”

Casually, Marcus brushed his hair away from
the left side of his face and neck, turning so that the firelight
illuminated his skin. He knew what Rowan would see—two parallel
lines, puckered scars that had healed awkwardly, stretching from
his collarbone to his throat. “Yes. I have had some dealings with
your kind before.”

A frown crossed Rowan’s face. “I am at a
loss. You should be dead. Or—”

“Like you? One of you?”

“Yes.” He passed a hand over his face in a
gesture of confusion. “This is—most strange.”

Marcus chuckled. “Coming from one such as
yourself, that’s quite a statement.”

Rowan leaned forward. “Tell me. Tell me how
you have managed to avoid the bite and its effects? Tell me what
happened to you? I need to know.”

“Are you sure?” Marcus watched the light play
over the planes of Rowan’s beautiful countenance. “Can I trust
you?”

“Trust me?” Rowan’s eyebrows lifted.
“Trust me? With what, pray tell? You know what I
am, man. You could easily have me destroyed. You could even
do it yourself—drag me out into the sunlight and I shall die
horribly. I find that you now hold all my secrets, besides the fact
we just fucked most pleasurably. Is there anything I have not
trusted you with?”

“Good point.” Marcus nodded. “Forgive me. I
did not mean to sound impertinent. I’m just not quite used to
sharing matters like this with another.”

Rowan relaxed. “Well, I don’t go around
London making a point of telling people I’m a soulless creature who
preys on blood and is destined to spend eternity in a hell I can’t
even describe. When it comes to not sharing things, I
believe I have the edge.”

A quick grin curved Marcus’ mouth. “Another
point to you.” He tucked the blanket snugly around his waist. “Very
well. We shall spend what’s left of this night sharing more than
just sex.” He stared at Rowan. “But I will tell you here and now,
that if you betray my secret, I shall not be best pleased.”

“Marcus.” Rowan returned his stare, the
expression in his black eyes intense. “You have honored me with
your invitation this evening, both into your house and into your
body. You have done so, apparently, with full knowledge of what I
am, what I am capable of doing. I would like to call you friend as
well as lover. I do not betray my friends. Ever.”

Marcus watched Rowan, weighing, assessing,
finally reaching his decision. “Very well.” He reached for his
brandy. “It began in Europe. With a woman…”

“Named Thérèse…” Rowan finished his
words for him.

“I see you have met her as well.”

“Yes.” The word was abrupt, bitten off as
soon as it was spoken. “Sorry. Please go on.”

There was a momentary glimpse of some inner
agony on Rowan’s face, but since he was determined to learn the
facts, Marcus would give them to him. Some measure of the man would
be revealed by his reactions to the sordid tale.

“Then I probably need not mention I was at an
estate, Rogaška. Deep in the hills of Yugoslavia.”

Rowan merely nodded.

“I met her at the hot springs there. We
fucked, rather enthusiastically. Then…” His hand drifted to the
scars. “She savaged me with teeth that were not—natural.”

Rowan’s throat moved as he swallowed.
“Yes.”

“Apparently…” Marcus paused. “Apparently I
was not to her taste. She withdrew from me in what I can best
describe as confusion, leaving me bleeding profusely into the
water.” He sipped his brandy once more, hands steady, voice calm.
“I can only hope that nature cleaned it all up. There was rather a
mess.”

“And yet you were unharmed? Unchanged?”

“I healed. I spun a tale of some animal
catching me unawares. Not uncommon in that area. My wounds were
doctored with much sympathy and an underlying urgency to keep me
quiet. Tales of fierce beasts preying on visitors would do little
for the Rogaškan economy.” Marcus chuckled. “Few would have
believed the truth anyway.”

“’Tis…incredible.” Rowan blinked.

“Yes. I rather agree with that assessment.”
Marcus stared into the fire. “I did some research when I got home.
Discovered tales of such creatures. And I never forgot her eyes.
Black. Black and fiery in her passion.” He glanced up. “Like
yours.”

Those black eyes he referred to remained on
his face, an expression of puzzlement within those depths. “I have
to say I’m confused.” Rowan spoke quietly. “I do not understand how
you survived Thérèse’s bite. You must know that she will either
kill or…”

“Or convert me into one like herself?” Marcus
nodded. “I know that now. How it happens? Well, I shall rely on you
to tell me that in your turn.”

“And I will. But first—finish your tale?”

“There’s little more to relate. I healed,
returned to England bearing the scars of my encounter as you see. I
began to delve into old manuscripts, to read and research anything
I could lay my hands on—for the sake of my own curiosity—in order
to find out what had happened to me. I even overcame my firm
dislike of Byron and read The Giaour in an attempt to find
out what kind of creature this flame-haired demon might be.”

“She’s no demon.” The words leaped from
Rowan’s mouth defensively.

“No?” Marcus watched his companion. Agony
once again flashed across the younger man’s face. “Perhaps. Perhaps
not. Depends on your perspective, I suppose.” He sighed. “Anyway, I
learned of the myths and legends that surround such—beings. The
roots go deep, back in time to before they could be written, just
passed by word of mouth under cover of locked doors and shuttered
windows. I dismissed most of them as absurd, including Byron’s
assertion that vampire corpses are rent from their graves,
or however he put it. Rather overblown hyperbole, if you ask me.
But beneath the dramatics…” He paused, seeking the right words.
“Beneath the tall tales and frightening nonsense, a thread emerged.
A fundamental set of circumstances that remained common to several
of these legends.”

“And that was…” Rowan eagerly encouraged
Marcus to continue.

“A red-haired woman.” He sighed. “Twould seem
that it all begins and ends with her.”

There was silence for a few moments as Marcus
waited for Rowan to digest his words, body taut with some kind of
emotion, some energy that almost shone from him. Had Marcus tapped
into a strange and isolated place within this man? He considered it
possible.

Rowan’s reactions had been predictable to a
point, but Marcus could sense more beneath them, a turbulence of
thought and passion that surpassed any he himself had expected. He
waited patiently.

Finally Rowan spoke. “It might well begin for
us with Thérèse. But for her—I believe there was a beginning
for her too.” He lifted his chin. “I must know, however, why you
are apparently immune to her bite. Why she did not—for the only
time I am aware of—take her prey to one of the only two options she
seems to consider. Death or eternal damnation.”

“Hell of a price to pay for a good fuck,
isn’t it?” Marcus grinned.

Rowan’s laugh erupted, breaking the tension
within the room. Then he looked surprised at himself. “Yes. Yes I
suppose it is. Never really considered it that way before.”

“I can believe that.”

“Marcus—” Rowan leaned from his chair,
extending his hand. “I seem to be finding new experiences here
tonight. New possibilities, new ideas… I’m sharing a part of my
existence in a way I’d never dreamed possible. For that, I thank
you. And I have a request.”

Marcus watched the beautiful face across from
him. “Name it.”

“Always stay my friend?”

It was a simple plea but one that Marcus knew
Rowan would not make easily. And his answer was equally difficult.
But it was one he knew he could now make.

“Yes.”

Two hands linked across the hearth in a
pledge that encompassed so much more than a simple grasp of palm to
palm. Two men were promising something to each other, something
that went beyond the sexual heat flickering between them. They each
offered what neither had expected to find.

Marcus sighed, a quiet sound that carried his
emotions with it. “For whatever brief time I have left, I shall
always be your friend.”

 


Rowan stilled, his hand still held fast by
Marcus’ strong grip as the import of the words made itself clear
within his mind. “I think you’d better explain that.”

Marcus released his hold and leaned back once
more. “In the interests of sharing our secrets, I suppose I
should.”

Rowan waited, knowing from the words and the
tone that there was something dark and troubling to come.

“I am…ill. I have a sickness, Rowan.”
He looked up quickly. “Nothing I can share with you, fortunately.
This is not a disease that is carried from person to person, no
matter how—intimate they may be.” A brief smile followed his
words.

“A disease?” Rowan thought for a moment,
rapidly adding up the parts to a whole. “A disease of the
blood?”

“Yes. My physicians—and there have been
many—are unanimous that I cannot be cured. They are not sure, even
after all the cupping, the bloodletting, the leeches…good God, I
could’ve fed an army of vampires on what’s been taken by doctors
alone.” He chuckled, yet there was little humor in the sound. “They
do not know what it is. Only that it slowly but surely killing me.
How long have I left?” He spread his hands. “That’s for the
Almighty to know, not me. Or them.”

Rowan swallowed. Words choked in his throat,
an inexpressible sadness overwhelming him. “Marcus, I-I—” He
stuttered, at a loss.

“It’s all right. I understand, believe me.
Few know the truth and there are even fewer I would share the facts
with. I have come to terms with my mortality just as you have come
to terms with your immortality. Perhaps that’s where our initial
attraction lay—a recognition of another with burdens almost too
great to bear alone.”

Rowan nodded. “That may be.” He risked a
quick smile. “Of course, you’re also damned attractive, whatever
the state of your health.”

Marcus grinned back. “Thank you for that. I
won’t tell you of your beauty. I’m sure you’ve been made
aware of it often enough.”

They shared a laugh, a companionable moment
that did much to cement the odd relationship between them. Rowan
felt as if a weight was gone from his shoulders, one he’d not
realized he carried or that bore down on him so heavily.

The simple fact of sitting with a mortal and
talking of things he’d kept unsaid for so long—it was as
intoxicating as a large glass of that fine cognac would have been a
few years before.

“So, Rowan. I have given you my sordid tale.
‘Tis time for you to share yours.” Marcus finished off his drink
and set the glass down beside his chair. “Now you know you
can tell me all. Hold nothing back, my friend.”

Rowan rolled his eyes. Such a thing was
easier said than done. Where to start?

As if reading his thoughts, Marcus gently
encouraged him. “Start in Rogaška. With Thérèse. Our stories
both seem to have a beginning there, don’t they?”

“Yes, they do.” Rowan steeled himself. “Very
well. I met her much as you tell me you did—in that place where
steam swirls into the dark night and tired guests occasionally seek
to refresh themselves under the stars…”

- - -

It was warm, warm and welcoming as
a mother’s embrace.

The water lapped around Rowan’s thighs,
kissed his cock with wet ripples and finally cradled his body as he
slid wearily into the small steaming pool. It had been a long day,
riding hard through the rough terrain surrounding Rogaška, hunting
the wild boar they knew lurked in the deep woods not far from the
estate.

His companions were drinking, there was music
and dancing in one of the several ballrooms, but for Rowan—there
was only a need for quiet. For a time to let his muscles ache
comfortably as they unwound.

This journey had been an excellent idea—a
last-minute notion inspired by his family’s nagging at him. Get
married, Rowan. Find a wife, Rowan.
It’s time for you to wed, Rowan. His mother’s
words rang in his ears until he was ready to scream from the
constant clamor.

The casual invitation to join a party heading
to Europe seemed like a lifeline thrown to him at his time of
utmost need. He didn’t know his fellow travelers that well, but
didn’t care. He just wanted out.

Rowan closed his eyes and let his tensions
seep away into the warm water. He didn’t want to wed. Not yet. He
hadn’t met the right woman and didn’t think he would find her
amidst the simpering muddle of flounces and silks paraded before
his eyes on a nightly basis in London’s salons.

It was not his responsibility to produce an
heir—his older brother had taken care of that. Several times over.
Rowan was the second son, free of the title and its associated
duties. His sister was engaged to an Earl.

He considered himself at liberty to choose
his own bride and couldn’t figure out why the rest of the family
didn’t see matters the same way. So he’d begun the process of
separating himself from them, little by little, first setting up a
small house just outside London—a bachelor establishment where he
could live as it suited him.

Still he could not escape, however. Thoughts
of marriage plagued him and Rowan took the quiet relaxing moments
away from it all to ask himself what he wanted in a woman. Whether
he would know when he found the one with whom he could spend
the rest of his life.

She would be beautiful, of course. That was a
foregone conclusion. He had no illusions about his own
appearance—he’d heard it whispered about often enough. Blessed with
striking good looks, he’d found himself the target of more
languishing glances than he cared to confess, in spite of his
unruly light-colored hair and gray-green eyes. Decidedly
non-Byronic, not dark in the current fashion, yet apparently
appealing to an awful lot of silly misses.

No, he definitely wanted more than a sizeable
estate, a virgin and a giggle or two.

He wanted—what?

“Good evening.”

The voice startled him and he opened his eyes
to see a woman standing on the other side of the pool.

God. He wanted her.

Clad in a simple gown of white, her fiery red
hair tumbled in loose shining waves down past her shoulders almost
to her waist. Full breasts pressed against the silky fabric,
nipples poking tight beads through her bodice. They lifted and fell
with her breath as she spoke.

“May I take the liberty of joining you?”

There was a slight accent to her words, an
entrancing lilt that tugged at his cock every bit as much as did
the sensuality radiating from her body.

He gathered his thoughts and cleared his
throat. “It would be my pleasure.”

“I do hope so.” She reached behind her and
loosened her gown, smiling as she let it fall into a silken pool at
her feet.

She was naked beneath, a sight that branded
itself into Rowan’s brain. Legs that were long, firm and shapely
led upward to a body that made his mouth water. Curly red shadows
dappled her mound beneath a softly curved belly and the luscious
breasts were tipped with dusky rose peaks, distended a little over
her chest as if pulled down by their own weight.

Her smile grew as she casually walked into
the pool, stepping easily into the water and stopping for a moment
as it caressed her thighs and her pussy. “The water feels good,
doesn’t it?”

Dragging his gaze from her mound to her face,
Rowan blinked. She was lovely—incredibly lovely. The full
awareness of her womanhood radiated from her like an aura, sexual,
sensual and ripe with promise. This was a woman at the confident
peak of her appeal, desire shining from her lips—her eyes—

Rowan blinked. With hair that color, he’d
expected a green glitter to flash from beneath her dark red brows.
But no, her eyes were dark, very dark. So dark he could not make
out a pupil. They were strange eyes, but in keeping with the
stunningly unusual beauty of the rest of her.

“What is your name?” She lowered herself
beneath the ripples, still clearly visible and quite unconcerned by
her nudity.

“Er…” Rowan struggled to find his tongue. His
mouth had turned dry, his cock was suddenly harder than it had ever
been and words were temporarily beyond him.

Her light laugh recalled him from his stupor.
“Surely you know your name?”

He recalled himself. “Of course. Rowan
Selkirk at your service.” He smiled at her, testing her. “I
hope.”

She smiled back. “So do I, Rowan Selkirk.”
The black eyes glanced down into the water, deliberately focusing
between his thighs where his cock shifted with the light current.
“You are—handsome, Rowan. Handsome and well-named.”

“Well-named?”

She licked her lips. “There would appear to
be a supple tree growing from you.” A hand reached beneath the
surface and stroked his cock. “Yes, indeed. This is no twig, but a
full trunk. You are, as I said, well-named.”

“I’m glad you think so.” Rowan fought for
control. He would not surrender lightly to this—this pleasure.
Women did not behave like this, only whores.

And yet something about her made Rowan
positive she was no whore. A courtesan, perhaps? A mistress?

Boldly he reached for her pussy, cupping her,
fondling her carefully, watching for her reaction.

It was immediate. She sighed and parted her
thighs, allowing him access to her cool folds. “And are you
well-named, sweetheart?” Rowan slid his fingers around her pussy
lips, watching as she smiled and sighed at his treatment.

Her black gaze drifted to his face. “I do not
know. I am Thérèse…” The name drifted softly between them as he
found her clit and gently coaxed it into hardness. “And I like what
you are doing to me, Rowan.” Her breasts moved with the water,
breaking the surface as she slithered closer. “Do more.”

Taut nipples begged for his mouth and he
obliged, suckling one deeply, tonguing it to a ripe blush. She
tasted—exotic, different and exciting. Rowan was fast losing
himself in the entire experience.

He pulled back a little, aware of this woman
and his need for her, but feeling the restraints of his
conventional background. “I want you. I want to fuck you. To have
you crying out my name, coming for me—around me. Tell me that you
share this…this madness that has stolen my mind…”

Her white hands reached for his cock once
more, grasping it firmly as she slid onto his lap. She rubbed the
swollen head against her folds and moaned. “Yes, Rowan. Oh yes I
want you too.”

Still he was cautious. “I have to
inquire—should I expect a bill? Or a visit from a jealous
husband?”

She laughed, throwing her head back and
letting the sound free to echo into the night air. “No, my careful
Rowan. I do this because—because I love to. I love to fuck.
Here, in the water, on the smooth stones there—any way at all. It
is the ultimate sensation, Rowan. The moment when a woman and a man
share all that there is to be shared between them.”

She toyed with his nipple, scratching it
gently with a fingernail then kissing it quickly. “I like the feel
of a man’s body against mine. The fullness when his cock enters me.
I like fucking any way at all—any way there is. It makes me—oh, how
can I tell you? It just makes me—feel alive.”

Rowan agreed. He felt more than alive with
this woman so near. He felt energized, thrumming with desire, with
lust to fill her sheath, to explore her limits and push her past
them.

He reached for her then, an abrupt tug that
brought their bodies clashing against each other. He pushed her
legs wide and found the slick entrance to her body, plunging deep
without further ado.

She moaned as he stretched her, his length
burying itself within her like a sword into its scabbard. Her inner
muscles clung to him, tugging the soft skin as he moved, letting
the water serve as their rhythm for the moment. There would be a
savage claiming, he knew, but at this point he was simply enjoying
their unity.

“You feel so good inside me.” Black eyes
gazed solemnly at him. “You fill me so well.” She went to rise up,
but he held her in place.

“No, don’t move. Not yet. Let me relish you,
savor you. Squeeze me, Thérèse. Love me with that slick darkness.
‘Twill arouse you as much as it will me, I promise.”

She tilted her head to the side and obeyed
him, experimentally tightening her muscles then laughing as the
sensation traveled through them both. “Oh my goodness, Rowan. This
is—interesting.”

He smiled back, fascinated at the simple joy
he could see on her face. “It is, is it not?”

She was almost childlike in her fascination
with this sensation, experimenting with various combinations of
moves, rippling her inner muscles, finding her own individual
preference and sighing as the pleasure grew. “How—how
unique.” Her lips parted. “Oh—oh—Rowan. I think I’m
going to come—”

“Then come. Let it happen.”

He held her as the spasms rocked her, gentle
but strong, sending delight down his cock still hard within
her.

Her lips parted on a sigh and she blinked,
almost in astonishment.

Rowan watched her. “Have you never come
before, Thérèse?”

“Oh yes, I have come. Many times.” She seemed
stunned. “But never quite like this.” Buttocks shifted on his lap.
“And you have not. You are still aroused. How can this be?”

He grinned then, enjoying her confusion. “I
like to take my time. To enjoy a woman’s pleasure to the
fullest.”

“’Tis strange. I have come and yet I still
have not sated my desires. I still tremble, still feel your cock,
still want…”

“What?” He caressed her breasts, noting her
shivers. “What do you want, my sweet? Tell me…tell me all there is
to know about you.”

“I-I cannot.” Her sheath gripped him once
more. “I can only fuck…”

“Not true.” He kissed her, a lingering kiss
that melded tongues and strange tastes that excited him. “There are
shadows in your eyes. Secrets in your heart.”

He lifted his hips a little, seating his cock
in a slightly different position, noting her gasp of pleasure. “We
are joined, linked even closer by our sex. I would share more… I
would know more. You are…”

“I am what?”

“Special.” Rowan inhaled her, knowing he
spoke no less than the truth. This woman had come from nowhere into
his world and the first moment he set eyes on her he was certain
nothing would ever be the same.

“Do you think so?” The black eyes opened wide
and stared intently at him.

“I know so.” His hands found her breasts once
more. “These—are beautiful. Round, full, womanly—see how they fit
into my hands? How the nipples are responding even now to my
touch?”

He strummed the tiny beads as he lifted the
white globes in his palms. “You react to my every movement,
Thérèse, like an instrument in the hands of a musician. Just as I
react to your body in the same way. Can you not feel it?”

“Yes…yes, I feel it, Rowan. But usually…”

“Usually what?” His words came out more
sharply than he intended. He was not happy to know there had been
others before him, but wasn’t quite sure why. Of course he wasn’t
her first. No woman with her sensuality could be untouched.

“I am not—accustomed to such restraint
from men.”

At that moment, Rowan promised himself that
she would know what restraint was. At least from him.

He loved her again and again, with hands and
mouth, fucking her gently, bringing her to her peak, letting her
experience as many orgasms as she wished. Incredibly, his
fascination with her distracted him enough that he could hold his
own climax in check—waiting, always waiting—until the heat between
them grew too much for even his sexual skills.

Panting, they stared at each other. “I can
wait no longer, my red-haired wanton.” Rowan choked out the words.
“I need to come now. Inside you. Deep inside you. I want to fill
you with me and drive the thoughts of any other men from your
heart. From your soul if such a thing is possible.”

“If only it were possible.” She sighed. “End
it, Rowan. I cannot think, cannot see, can do naught but feel…feel
you.”

He lifted her from the waters and laid her
gently on the tumble of clothes next to the pool. She was supple
and limber, wet with her juices streaming from her pussy, relaxed
from her orgasms and ready to accept him once again.

Even then, Rowan wanted to prolong the
moment. He pushed her arms high above her head, leaving them
outspread. Her breasts thrust up toward him and he settled himself,
pushing her thighs apart and bending her legs at the knees.

She was wide open—revealed in her
splendor—ready to accept him as he claimed her and reached the
ultimate peak.

Slowly, deliberately, he lowered his body,
cock to pussy. He watched himself as he began the slow slide to
heaven, her cool moisture bathing his boiling cock. There was
nothing to bar his passage, just the easy slick welcome of a
woman’s sheath that hungered for him and a completion that even now
was thundering in his brain and his balls.

He thrust, a deep plunge that startled a
groan from them both.

“Ahh, Rowan. How good this feels.” Her hips
lifted to accommodate him. “How perfectly your cock fills me.”

“Yes…” Rowan’s words were drying up as he
moved, quicker now, picking up the pace, finding a rhythm that
corresponded to her movements and satisfied his own desires.

“Thank you, my dear Rowan.” It was a whisper
that surprised him.

“Thank me in a minute or two…” He was
drowning, losing himself as the heat that had lurked in his spine
exploded into an onrush of sensation. “I’m coming, Thérèse…”

“I know.”

Her loins began to move in a matching tempo
as Rowan’s balls erupted, sending floods of his come down the short
distance to their ultimate goal. He lifted his head and watched her
eyes, a tiny part of his brain surprised at the sadness he saw
there.

“And I’m almost sorry for what I must
do.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


“She bit you.” Marcus spoke the words
quietly, noting the emotions that had chased themselves across
Rowan’s face as he told his tale.

The other man nodded. “Yes, she bit me. We
climaxed and I felt her fangs sink into the skin of my throat, felt
her drink. She drew my soul from me in the same way she drew my
semen from my balls.” He frowned. “But moments later she forced me
to drink from her.”

“How?”

“I-I’m not sure. I think she tore her own
wrist—held it to my lips—it’s a blur, Marcus. I know I tasted
her—really tasted her. I felt her orgasm as if it were my
own. I felt her pain and her pleasure and her anger. There was an
overwhelming, crushing sadness, lightened only by the physical
delight we shared. And I felt her hunger. A dark savage hunger. I
can’t explain it…” He took a shuddering breath. “There are no words
adequate to really express those things.”

Marcus nodded. “Very well. Let that go for
the time being. Tell me of the time since…since Thérèse—what you’ve
experienced…” He would know as much as he could, he decided. The
more Rowan shared, the better armed Marcus would be.

He liked Rowan, more than he cared to
admit even to himself. The luxury of friendships was something he’d
been denying himself. He didn’t have the time or the desire to open
the door to his affections and consequently face the pain of losing
someone. Marcus had been too busy losing himself.

But that had changed with Rowan’s arrival
into his life. Something about the man stirred him, awakened a part
of him he thought he’d buried. A desire to live, perhaps, or a
knowledge that there was still something worth living
for.

It was a mixed blessing, indeed. And Marcus
wasn’t sure he was exactly thrilled with it.

But nevertheless it had happened. If he could
help Rowan in any way, he would. Knowledge, in Marcus’ experience,
was always a first step—a first weapon to take up.

“Since Thérèse?” Rowan’s lips curled wryly.
“There has been nothing for me since Thérèse.” He glanced up.
“Until tonight. Until we met. For the last couple of years I have
idled my way through what is now my existence. I shun the daylight
for obvious reasons, have learned how to feed without killing—I
could not kill, Marcus. I would have you know that.”

Marcus nodded. “You need not say it. ‘Tis
writ clearly on your face, Rowan.”

“Thank you for that.” Rowan sighed. “I have
done what I needed to do and also done what I wanted to do. But
nothing fills the emptiness inside me. Only the nights when she
comes to me…”

“She comes to you?”

“In dreams.”

The black eyes might have been mysterious,
but Marcus could see the pain lingering in them as their gazes met.
“Every night?”

“No, not every night.” Rowan shrugged. “When
the mood takes her, I suppose. Or when she feels the need for what
I can offer.”

“What is that?”

Rowan shook his head. “I don’t know, Marcus.
I fuck her, of course. In dreams. In visions of sensual delights
and depravities. I’ve shared her with other men and other women.
I’ve done things, seen things—I can’t even describe what my dreams
have entailed.” He paused. “And yet—”

Marcus waited patiently.

“And yet I still—yearn for her. I still want
her. Every night if she’d come to me. I’d take her on her terms, on
any terms at all, just so that I could be with her.” Rowan looked
up then, anguish in his expression. “Does that make any sense at
all or am I completely mad?”

Marcus smiled gently. “You’re not mad,
Rowan.” He noted the relief that crossed the other man’s eyes.
“You’re in love.”

- - -

Could it be true?

Was he in love with Thérèse? And if so, what
sort of a monster did that make him that he could love such
a creature?

Rowan’s thoughts were troubled as he readied
himself for bed. A sound outside the house had disturbed their
discourse and Marcus had taken a quick look at the clock,
confirming what Rowan already knew.

Dawn was approaching.

There was no question of Rowan leaving now,
it was too close to sunrise. So he’d gladly accepted Marcus’ offer
of a room, pleased to find it dark and heavily draped. It surprised
him, this trust he felt, the comfort he took from a man he’d known
such a short time.

And yet they shared much that others would
not understand. Perhaps it was just the natural course of things,
the alignment of two lost souls. And the mutual exchange of matters
undisclosed to the rest of the world.

Rowan shrugged and lay beneath the covers,
stretching and yawning as his body found the best position. This
rest would be like all the others—a tiny death, a cessation of his
body’s functions. He would not wake until the sun set, nor would he
betray by a flicker that he was alive.

Marcus seemed to know this, promising he
would be undisturbed until dark. He also promised they would talk
more when he awoke.

Surprisingly, the older man had stepped to
Rowan and taken him in his arms before parting. Just the simple
embrace had touched Rowan in a way that had caught him completely
by surprise.

They’d held each other, familiar with each
other’s bodies and now with each other’s minds as well. Rowan took
great pleasure from the contact and wondered if this was another
form of love.

The love that was born of mutual attraction,
both physical and psychological. An affection that seemed different
to passion, less dazzling perhaps, less stimulating but more
satisfying? He did not know.

He only knew it gave him much delight to be
held like that, to be in Marcus’ arms and to feel—comforted.

He yawned again, letting the familiar
lethargy begin to numb his body. There were so many things he
wanted to ask Marcus, so many questions, so many thoughts he wanted
to share.

And yes, so many erotic explorations he
wanted to experience. The lust he felt for Marcus was undiminished.
It might always be there—Rowan didn’t know.

“I don’t know much of anything…” The
whisper drifted from his throat as his mind drifted into the
darkness of his personal void.

And that night he dreamed.

 


“Rowan…come to me?”

Arms outstretched, unashamedly naked, Thérèse
was there, red hair flying freely around her white shoulders.

“I need you.”

He went to her, unhesitating, eager for the
touch of her skin. “I’m here, Thérèse. Always here for you.” Like a
lodestone to north his lips fell on her breasts, finding the rosy
tips and nipping them quickly in that way he knew she loved.

“Ahhh, my Rowan. I have missed you.” She
found his cock and stroked it, tugging on the silky folds of his
foreskin, laughing with delight as he emerged—as always—hard and
ready for her.

“Why?”

The question popped out of nowhere and
Thérèse’s hand paused. “What?”

“You say you have missed me. What have you
missed, Thérèse?” He slid his hand between her thighs and roughly
parted her folds, pushing two fingers inside her wetness. “Have you
missed this?” He added another finger. “I doubt it. There
are others to give you the fucking you seem to need.”

A frisson of anger shivered down his spine at
the mere thought. He pushed it away as best he could. “I doubt I’m
the only creature you haunt. I know I’m not the only
creature you fuck.”

She hesitated then smiled. “Oh but, Rowan—you
are one of my best.” She moved, grinding herself down on his
hand. “Whether it’s your fingers or your mouth or your splendid
cock, you are one of the best, my sweet.”

Angry at himself for caring, Rowan found her
nipple again and bit down, harder this time. “I would be your
only. You know that, Thérèse.”

She writhed in delight. “’Tis not for one
such as me to have just one lover.” Her nails found his chest and
raked down over his nipples, leaving tiny wounds behind. “I need
fucking, Rowan. All the time. In all the ways possible. More than
you alone can give me…” Her fangs slid over her lips. “Although you
give me much, dear Rowan.”

“Not yet.” He pulled back, tearing his hand
from her pussy. “I’m not ready to give you what you want. Not
tonight.”

She pouted. “If it’s games you desire—then
let’s play games, shall we? It could be fun…” She was gone from
him, the air stirred by her movements brushing against his naked
flesh.

“Thérèse…” He turned, looking for her.

“Here, Rowan. Over here.”

Rowan’s body chilled. Splayed on the ground
in front of her was—Marcus.

Thérèse was between his outspread thighs,
stroking his cock to its full arousal. “So nice. So thick. You
know, I couldn’t feed from this one. Couldn’t even reach him
again to find out why that was so. Most strange.” She tilted her
head and glanced at Rowan from beneath her eyelashes. “But
now—thanks to you, my darling, I can find him once
more.”

“God, no. Thérèse—please—not him—”

“But yes, him.”

Rowan moved to her side, staring at his
friend. Marcus’ eyes were glazed and he did not move or speak. He
seemed to be almost asleep.

She sighed. “Even now, he’s not really here.
Not like we are. ‘Tis but an illusion, my sweet. But what a
fun illusion…” She straddled Marcus. “Come. We shall all
fuck together. See?” She lowered herself. “He shall claim my sheath
and you, darling Rowan, you shall take my arse. We shall all three
be satisfied, won’t we?”

Helpless to stop her, Rowan caught his breath
as she lowered herself onto Marcus’ cock. Unmoving, unresponsive,
Marcus lay there as if in a stupor. Was he real? Was he seeing
this? Feeling this? Or was it, as Thérèse averred, just an
illusion?

Rowan didn’t know. And when she leaned
forward, offering him her white and beautiful buttocks, he couldn’t
refuse.

He yearned for her, any way he could get her.
If this was love then the poets were wrong. It wasn’t bliss—it was
torture.

A torture that held him in its thrall, that
led him to stand behind her and kneel, and a torture that forced
his cock to find the tight little ring of muscles and push beyond,
into the darkness he knew would hold him fast.

Just as she held his heart—or what was left
of it.

Her sighs of delight found an echo in Rowan,
as each took what they wanted—what they needed. Since Marcus lay
quiescent, it was Thérèse who moved, setting the pace for their
fucking.

As Rowan plunged deeper between her buttocks,
he felt the abrasion of Marcus’ cock inside Thérèse’s sheath, a
hard arousal that fed his own desires, adding to his lust—his need
to come.

“Oh yes, oh yes Rowan…” Thérèse was panting
now, moving quickly up and down, hand between her thighs,
stimulating her clit as she rose and fell in time with Rowan’s
cock. “So full, so good…”

Lost in the moment, Rowan could only follow
where she led. Knowing his friend was beneath her and that he was
there because he’d made the mistake of befriending Rowan—it was a
pain that could not be imagined.

How could he have been so foolish? He’d
opened a portal between Marcus and Thérèse that might never be
closed now. She couldn’t feed from him, but she could claim him in
other ways—ways that would destroy him as surely as the disease
that protected him from the vampire bite.

Rowan felt her tensing around him, her
muscles growing taut and trembling. “I’m going to come, Rowan. Oh
God, I am going to come—this is—so—good…”

To Rowan’s surprise, Marcus seemed to waver a
little, as if his body shimmered into vapor. It became indistinct,
shadowed, blurred and without definition.

Even the feel of his cock inside Thérèse
diminished.

And then it was just Rowan buried in
Thérèse’s arse, bringing her over the top to her orgasm.

He found her breasts, crushing them roughly
in his hands, squeezing their peaks hard as she shattered.
“Aaaaah…” The scream tore from her throat much as the matching
sound roared from his own.

He came—filling her—pumping himself into her
in an endless stream of passion. They tumbled through the misty and
fading image of Marcus, Rowan’s cock still throbbing between her
buttocks, streams of his come overflowing onto her white flesh.

“Rowan…” She shifted her head, turning
toward him, glancing at him from the corners of her eyes. “Give
me what I need.”

He had no choice. He could never fight the
desires of both his heart and his soul.

Rowan thrust his wrist to her fangs and
waited for the piercing pain. It came rapidly, along with the
drawing sensation that Thérèse always caused when she fed from him.
His cock softened and slipped free as she drank and he moved a
little, easing his cramped limbs.

His own fangs were out, hungering for a taste
of her, but she was too involved to recall his needs—she was
totally centered on her own.

Finally she eased away and a drop of his
blood fell onto the vague shape of Marcus that Thérèse had
created.

Rowan watched as the glowing red droplet
tumbled down—down—so slowly it was as if time itself had paused to
observe this moment.

And as it splashed into a brilliant crimson
ring—Rowan awoke.

- - -

Marcus sat quietly by the bed, watching Rowan
sleep. Although it was more like a wake than a bedside vigil since
the vampire in him kept Rowan motionless as a corpse. No flutter of
life stirred the sheets around his naked chest—no breath shifted
his nostrils—there was nothing to indicate Rowan lived.

Nothing except the expression of agony in his
black eyes when his lids finally lifted and he awoke. “Oh God,
Marcus. I’m so sorry…” Rowan’s hand reached out involuntarily as he
turned his head to see Marcus sitting near him.

“For what?” Marcus took the hand, finding it
cold and tense.

“Did you…did you dream?”

There was nothing to be gained by
prevarication. Marcus had promised himself he’d always be honest
with Rowan. Now was as good a time as any to begin keeping that
promise. “Yes. I dreamed. I saw her. And you.”

“Fuck.” Rowan closed his eyes again. “Fucking
Christ.”

“’Twas only a dream, Rowan. Dreams are not
real.”

“For you, maybe. For me—it was real,
Marcus. All too real. And now I’ve dragged you into hell.
The hell I share with her.” His fingers tightened in Marcus’ grip.
“I shall never forgive myself.”

“You are being much too dramatic.” Marcus
loosened their hands. “Move over.” He slipped out of his dressing
gown and lifted the bedcovers, sliding in beside Rowan. “Let it go,
my friend. You are awake now. We are together.”

Marcus pulled Rowan to him, enclosing him in
an embrace that was intended to comfort but also served to arouse.
Rowan’s skin was cool to the touch, a lick of chill that sent
tingles through Marcus’ body and hardened his cock.

Gratefully, Rowan curled into him. “I know
I’m awake. But seeing her again, seeing you there, so
helpless…”

Marcus thought for a moment. “Rowan, she
can’t hurt me. She cannot feed from me, nor can she make me suffer
the way she does to you. To me, this was merely a dream of sex,
actually not unpleasant since I got to share her with you.” He
chuckled. “I found I awoke with a rather impressive case of lust.
I’m just not sure who it was for.”

Rowan eased a little, his muscles loosening
as he nestled against Marcus. “Really?”

Marcus grinned and reached for Rowan’s hand
once more, dragging it down over his body to his groin. “Really.
Here. Judge for yourself.”

Cool fingers found the length that even now
was hard and Marcus nearly groaned at the pleasure of Rowan’s
touch.

“Hmm. Impressive lust indeed.” Rowan’s voice
sounded less frantic now, more sensual. His fingers caressed Marcus
gently. “I would not have her haunt your dreams, Marcus. ‘Tis a
nightmare you should have escaped.”

“I did escape it, Rowan. You could
not. She holds you in her thrall somehow. When she calls you, you
must answer. I do not hear her call—or at least I haven’t up to
now. My belief is that you and I are connected by some…some strange
bond. There is a link between us that permits her to draw
upon my image and invade my dreams.”

He sighed and moved a little, finding the
most comfortable position next to Rowan. “But they are dreams. Make
no mistake about it. None of what I saw or felt seemed real. And I
awoke before the ultimate moment. Aroused, hard and ready to come,
but I awoke nonetheless.”

“So you didn’t see…” Rowan paused. “You did
not observe her orgasm?”

“No. She was on top of me, you were behind
her and at her first cry—well, I woke up, fully expecting to find a
hot sheath shuddering around me. But it didn’t happen. I was in my
own bed.”

Rowan sighed—a deep exhalation of relief.
“That is good news.” He stroked Marcus thoughtfully. “And even
better news is that I can perhaps help with the
aftereffects…although not with a hot fuck.”

Marcus licked his lips. “Your cool touch is
every bit as welcome.”

“I’m glad. This…helps, Marcus. Drives away
the demons that plague me.” Rowan’s touch grew stronger. “Come
nearer.”

Obediently, Marcus eased their bodies as
close as he could, one arm beneath Rowan’s head, the other drifting
across his bare flesh. Their gazes met and Rowan’s fell to Marcus’
mouth.

The invitation was bold and delighted Marcus.
He leaned in, lips already parting in anticipation of the kiss.

Again it began gently, a tentative touching
followed by a more heated engagement of tongues. “Let your fangs
free if you wish.” Marcus spoke the words softly against Rowan’s
mouth. “I am not afraid.”

Rowan nodded briefly. “I know.”

The kiss deepened and Marcus felt the
stirring beneath his lips. Long fangs slid past his tongue, cool
sharp knives that could pierce—and yet would not.

Delicately, he traced them with the very tip
of his tongue, learning their texture, their shape. Rowan pulled
back and made as if to turn on his other side, to nestle his arse
against Marcus’ cock.

“Wait. Don’t move.” Marcus held him.

“Marcus…I don’t think I can…after the dream…”
Rowan paused. “I am spent at the moment. If you wish to satisfy
your lust, however…”

“I understand. But if you’ll permit me, I
would pleasure us both perhaps, in a way that I hear is
delightful.”

Rowan tipped his head. “Of course.” He
sounded curious.

Marcus smiled. “Good.” He reached between
their bodies and found Rowan’s cock—semi-erect at the moment, not
the full hardness of total arousal.

His fingers delicately caressed the folds of
foreskin, tugging at the softness, extending it over the head of
Rowan’s cock. With care and precision, he placed the tip of his own
cock against Rowan’s—then eased the foreskin further, encasing them
both in Rowan’s fragile skin.

Marcus groaned at the sensation even as Rowan
sucked in a breath of delight.

Silk embraced Marcus, soft and light, cool
yet heated by Marcus’ own thundering blood. They were joined in a
unique way, each experiencing something new—something that bound
them tighter into the relationship they had begun.

There was no tight clasp here, no slick
embrace of a woman’s sex. And yet the sensation of penetration was
equally as strong to Marcus. “That feels—” Words deserted him.

“Oh yes…” Rowan breathed past his fangs. “Oh
yes.”

Gently, Marcus began to move his hand,
stroking the foreskin and the encased cocks in a rhythm pleasing to
him. That it pleased Rowan as well was evident from the tiny moans
he could hear on the soft breaths next to his ear.

“Marcus, this is—extraordinary.”

“Isn’t it?” Marcus kept up his movements,
unhurried and gentle, simply surrendering to the sensual delight of
such a unique embrace.

For long minutes they remained linked, man to
man, cock to cock, sealed by Rowan’s body and driven by Marcus’
desire.

Such exquisite sensations, however, were
having a predictable effect on Marcus. He had not come in his
dreams like Rowan. He had awoken filled with a need to release his
come, a need that was even now rising to its peak once more.

“I cannot hold back, sweet Rowan. I near my
limits…”

“Let go, Marcus. Please. I would feel
you come like this. I want to know your heat, the pulse of your
cock against mine. Give me your fire…”

Rowan’s gaze burned as Marcus stared at him.
Flickers of desire lit the black eyes and Marcus was humbled at the
passion he saw reflected there. “I cannot refuse you. Or
myself.”

His strokes grew bolder, caresses designed to
drive him to his peak. Yet always he was sensitive of Rowan’s body
and the delicate flesh he was plundering in his need to explore
such ecstasy with this man.

Marcus’ muscles tensed as his orgasm flowered
at the base of his spine. “Kiss me. Kiss me while I come…”

He exploded as Rowan’s mouth claimed his and
the sensation of long fangs crushed to his lips sent Marcus’ body
into overload. Great spasms racked his balls and he spurted long
jets of come against Rowan’s cock, bathing him in life’s essence,
soaking him with the liquid evidence of his desire.

Rowan took it all willingly, delving deeply
with his tongue into Marcus’ mouth, drinking his groans of delight,
shuddering with him and holding him as he trembled through his
orgasm.

Finally Marcus eased and Rowan pulled away,
hands delicately soothing and calming the sweaty flesh, settling
the tremors and stilling the heartbeat that Marcus knew still
thundered in his chest.

After a few moments, Rowan spoke. “Thank
you.”

“For what? ‘Twas I who derived all the
pleasure.” Marcus blinked.

“Not true. I may not have come, but you
accomplished something else. Something I thought was
impossible.”

“I did?”

“Yes.” Rowan’s voice was steady. “You have
lifted the shadows from my soul.”

- - -

“Are you all right?”

Rowan lifted his head at the question and
looked at Marcus. They sat comfortably together in Marcus’ study
where he had just finished a light repast. After bathing and
dressing, they’d settled by mutual consent in this little
sanctuary, each enjoying the other’s company and the many quiet
moments where no words were necessary.

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“You are very pale. Paler than usual.”
Marcus’ voice betrayed some concern. “Might I guess you will need
to feed soon?”

Rowan sighed. “Probably. At the moment I seem
well enough, but yes. It has been some time.” He was struck by a
thought. “You know, usually I feed from Thérèse in my visions. But
this time—I awoke before I could complete the act. She fed from me,
but…”

Marcus looked interested. “Really. Hmm.” He
reached for a newspaper beside his chair. “Which reminds me. Does
the name Sidney Chesswell sound familiar at all?”

Rowan thought. “I can’t place it. Seems I’ve
heard it somewhere before, but damned if I can remember where.
Why?”

“Well, there’s an article in here…” He
rattled and folded pages, looking for the piece. “Yes, I’ve found
it. Sidney Chesswell is a scientist of sorts.”

Rowan gazed at Marcus. “And this is news
because…?”

Marcus studied the paper. “Apparently he gave
a lecture to the Academy recently. He has quite the reputation,
does our Sir Sidney. This particular piece implies he’s rather a
crackpot, although does make mention of his distinguished
scientific background in a variety of subjects.”

Rowan waited. There had to be more, or Marcus
wouldn’t have mentioned it at all.

“However…” Marcus lifted his gaze over the
paper and stared at Rowan. “There’s something here you might find
interesting. A quote from his lecture.” He settled the sheets once
more and began to read.

“Sir Sidney apparently addressed the issue of
strange blood diseases. His son, it seems, contracted an ailment in
Europe some time ago.” Brown eyes glanced up briefly at Rowan. “He
goes on to say…I have, as yet, been unable to
determine the root cause of this ailment, but I continue my
researches. My home in Hampshire is the ideal place to
pursue my work, since it is quiet and I can work long nights
undisturbed. Even by the local legends of red-haired
temptresses with which my staff entertains me at St.
Chesswell’s on a regular basis.”

Rowan sat bolt upright. “You jest.”

Marcus shook his head. “I do not. This is a
direct quote. And there is more.” He read on. “Such legends are
often based on fact, although the facts themselves are
doubtless distorted by time and the telling. How much are
creations of fertile imaginations and how much are true stories
based on actual occurrences, I cannot, of course,
discern. But I will add that I believe many such myths to
have arisen from some reality—some event which occurred long
ago. When I’m not busy with my experiments, I
find much to interest me in the scholarly and scientific pursuit of
these legends. My doors are always open to others who might
be fascinated by the notion that demons do exist, whether
red-haired or not.”

Rowan’s brain whirled as Marcus laid the
paper aside. “My God.”

“Quite.” Marcus stood. “It would seem that
you, my friend, are not alone in your nightmares with Thérèse.” He
moved to Rowan’s side and rested a hand on his shoulder. “There are
others, here in England. Perhaps at Sidney Chesswell’s estate.”

Rowan looked up. “Do you believe that?”

Marcus nodded. “It makes sense. This…this
lecture of Sir Sidney’s…it would mean little or nothing to
anybody who had not run into her. But for those of you who
have—” He paused for a moment. “Well, in my opinion, it’s a
message. Clearly a message.”

Rowan frowned. “But a message for whom? To
what end?”

Marcus shrugged. “There’s only one way to
find out.” He moved to the bellpull and tugged on it. “How do you
feel about a trip to Hampshire?”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


They set out on the following evening.

Both had matters to attend to, arrangements
to make—and in Rowan’s case, people to notify. Not that it was of
any great import since he was seldom involved in family business.
But a trip of this nature and one that had no set duration…well, it
was best he at least inform his business manager he’d be out of
town for some time.

How long that time would be—neither man
knew.

Marcus had no pressing calls on his time at
all. He’d deliberately arranged his affairs to give him whatever
freedom he could claim, whether it was spent at the gaming tables,
in the arms of the latest courtesan or simply riding through the
countryside near London.

Whatever it pleased him to do, he did. And
now it pleased him to travel south with Rowan to Hampshire—and
discover if anything existed at St. Chesswell’s that was of
interest to them both.

They decided to ride alone—something which
Marcus’ valet objected to in the strongest possible terms. But
Marcus was adamant. This journey was for him and for Rowan. He was
looking forward to the companionship and also their arrival in
Hampshire and he knew Rowan needed to travel at night.

None of these things would be easily
explained to a servant, no matter how faithful a retainer he
was.

Thus the two men set off on their own,
sedately walking their horses through the shadowed streets of
London until they were free of the city and able to canter
comfortably along moonlit roads heading south.

Bundles wrapped and stowed behind their
saddles carried their worldly goods, along with a pair of dueling
pistols for each man.

Marcus had chuckled a little at that. Rowan
would prove to be a far more effective weapon than a pistol should
danger threaten them, but he hoped that Rowan’s talents would also
protect them both. His night vision was superb, his hearing acute
and Marcus had no hesitation whatsoever in following where Rowan
led without question.

Some things—well, one had to trust one’s
instinct.

They would journey in easy stages, since
there was no immediate hurry to reach their eventual destination.
There were inns along the way, several of which Marcus had stayed
at before. It was decided that they’d attempt to reach the Woking
area on their first night—a long hard ride, but one that would give
them an excellent head start and a comfortable inn at a small
village just outside the town.

Focused on their journey, the conversation
stayed at a minimum until Marcus reined in his horse and stretched
in the saddle. “I believe we must make a turn at the crossroads
ahead.”

Rowan pulled up. “The inn?”

“Yes. About a mile that way, if memory serves
me.”

Rowan nodded. “Very well.” He glanced at
Marcus. “Are you tired?”

Marcus chuckled. “I will admit that my arse
is starting to feel every single inch of my saddle. It’s been some
time since I rode for such a length of time without pause.”

“I’m sorry. ‘Tis my fault. I’m—excited about
this, Marcus. Something seems to be drawing me south. You were
right to suggest traveling to St. Chesswell’s. I can’t say why, but
I know it’s right.”

The other man nodded. “Good. It feels right
to me too.” Marcus glanced at the sky. “Dawn approaches. We must
find ourselves rooms.” He spurred his horse onward once more, the
tired beast seeming to sense that this journey was nearly
ended.

Side by side, Rowan and Marcus followed the
road and were greeted shortly thereafter by the welcome sight of a
small inn, smoke curling up into the still-dark sky from several
chimneys.

Unruffled by the early arrivals of guests,
the innkeeper made them welcome and before too much time had
passed, both men were settled into rooms where they could rest
their weary bodies.

Marcus made sure Rowan’s was secured by a
strong lock and heavy drapes—both of which were, thankfully,
present. There was no need to scare a maid with the sight of
Rowan’s “dead” body in his bed.

By mutual assent they’d decided to travel as
befits gentlemen—separate rooms, paid for without comment. They
received suitable treatment, a little bowing and scraping along
with offers for refreshment, which both men courteously
refused.

As he slipped into his own bed, Marcus knew
that one thing was going to require attention very shortly. He’d
observed the shadows darkening beneath his friend’s eyes and the
pallor increasing in his already-pale skin.

Rowan absolutely had to feed. And
soon.

- - -

Rowan himself knew the truth as he dragged
himself from the inn the following evening. He was lethargic,
fatigued and ached to his very bones.

“We must find you a meal this night.” Marcus
was firm in his statement. “I will not have you suffer on my
account, out of some courteous desire to spare me the details.”

Rowan opened his mouth to deny the
accusation, but shut it again. Marcus was right. He had not wanted
to give such an obvious demonstration of his nature even though his
friend knew only too well what he was.

He simply nodded. “Yes. I know.” He was
silent for a moment, then continued. “I have to confess that I
hunger. But I would not want you to—I don’t wish for you to
see—”

“Oh stop it, Rowan.” Marcus cut him off. “I
know who and what you are. I have spent time with Thérèse,
remember? There’s little I haven’t seen or done, some of which I’m
not proud of either. So please put these missish concerns aside and
let’s concentrate on finding you a source of food.”

“Missish?” Rowan raised an eyebrow,
grinning at Marcus. “I’d hardly describe them as missish. Last I
heard, there weren’t too many misses sinking fangs into the necks
of unsuspecting victims and drinking their blood.”

Marcus laughed back. “Point taken.”

They rode on in companionable silence, their
route taking them deep into the forests of northern Hampshire. They
bypassed villages and any signs of obvious habitation—the less
attention their journey attracted, the better, as far as Rowan was
concerned.

There were few people abroad on this
particular night, one or two coaches lumbered past the riders with
a shout of warning, a few cheerful farmers bid them good evening as
they made their way to their homes.

But as the hours drew on, it was as if they
were alone in the night, just the two men and their mounts.

Then Rowan tilted his head to one side. “I
hear something.”

Marcus halted his horse and listened too.
“What?”

“A carriage. Small, just one horse perhaps.
Speeding away from us. Over that way.” He pointed with his whip
along the direction they traveled. “And—I think I hear
footsteps now. Somebody walking.”

“Well, perhaps we should investigate? ‘Tis on
our way.”

Rowan nodded, already urging his horse
forward along the country road between high, unkempt hedgerows and
groves of shadowy trees. The sound was growing louder to his
sensitive ears—one person, light of foot, walking slowly toward
them.

It was enough to stir his interest. People
did not customarily walk alone at this time of night in such
places.

“There.” He saw a flicker of brightness
moving against the darkness of the night. “D’you see?”

“Yes.” Marcus followed him.

To Rowan’s surprise the shape resolved itself
into a woman carrying a bundle. She shrank back into the hedgerow
as the two riders approached.

“Ma’am…we mean you no harm.” Marcus spoke
reassuringly as they neared her. “Are you in need of
assistance?”

Both men stopped their horses a little way
away from her. Rowan hoped it would ease any fears she may
have.

“I have no money, if you think to rob me.”
The voice was defiant, slightly accented—French, maybe.

Rowan smiled. “Certainly not,
Mademoiselle.”

She sagged with relief and stepped back onto
the road. “Oh mon Dieu. Thank heavens.
Gentlemen.”

Marcus dismounted. “You must be in
difficulties, my dear. This is not the best time to walk alone, you
know.”

She snorted. “You think I am not aware of
that fact, M’sieur? I would not be walking at all if
it were not for that cochon…” She tossed her chin sideways
over her shoulder in a gesture of disgust.

Rowan dismounted and joined his friend.
“Perhaps we may help you. Will you consent to ride with us a little
way? We are traveling south, though…”

She shrugged. “It matters little which way I
go. And oui, a ride would be welcome.” Dark eyes took in the
two men, sweeping over them both, evaluating them. “Très
acceptable, I think…”

Marcus’ brown eyes met Rowan’s in a gaze of
amusement. This was no innocent miss stranded by mistake. Both men
realized that fact in an instant of silent communication.

Marcus stepped forward and held out his hand.
“If you would do me the honor of mounting before me, perhaps we can
take you to a place of safety…”

She considered him, looking from him to Rowan
and back again. “My name is Emilie. Emilie Fontaine.” She took his
hand.

“Very well, Mademoiselle Fontaine. Let us
ride together. ‘Twas fortunate we happened along to rescue you from
your discomfort.” Marcus was all gentlemanly politeness as he
assisted Emilie into the saddle and swung up behind her.

Rowan couldn’t help but note the expanse of
white cleavage showing beneath the woman’s cloak. Her breasts were
more than ample and she had no compunction about making that fact
plain.

As he remounted, he felt certain that Miss
Fontaine was not exactly the soul of purity. Her ankles flashed
whitely as she settled her skirts and she smiled across the
distance between the horses—a smile of invitation. “May I know the
names of my so-kind rescuers?”

Rowan bowed from the waist. “Rowan Selkirk at
your service, M’amselle. And behind you is Sir Marcus
Camberley.”

“Mon Dieu. I am honored indeed to be
saved by such noble rescuers. A jeune femme can’t be too
careful these days.”

Marcus, whose hands were straying dangerously
close to the heaving breasts, chuckled. “Indeed, Miss Emilie. One
can’t be too careful, these days, can one?” He eased himself closer
to her. “May we assume that your previous—er—host was no
gentleman?”

“Faugh.” Emilie almost spat the word
out. “He was a cochon. A pig. He made demands—asked
horrid things of me. A man so fat and ugly, with a wife and four
children at home too.”

Marcus clicked his tongue. “Tsk, tsk. And you
so beautiful and innocent…” His tone was suggestive, although
amused.

Emilie laughed back. “Very well, you wicked
man. I am not so innocent. And neither, je pense, are
you.” She wriggled against him. “Given the evidence I feel
against my back…”

She glanced at Rowan. “You are both
fine-looking men. I am in need of—how shall we
say—funds?”

Rowan waited.

“Perhaps we could make une
arrangement? Oui?” She smiled prettily, a contrast to
the suggestion she had just made. “Moi, I am experienced. I
have served les aristos. And…” The dark hair tumbled lightly
around her shoulders as she shrugged. “I have enjoyed it. I make no
secret of that fact.”

“Good for you.” Marcus’ voice was neutral.
“May I ask for whom you have served?”

Emilie sighed. “I was employed at FitzAdams
Towers until recently. My Maîtresse—she is ill now, not to
recover they tell me. And M’sieur Gawain—he is as one
dead. C’est triste.” She shrugged again, the gesture
betraying her Gallic roots. “But they also say wickedness comes
back to those who are wicked. And, mon Dieu—” Her laugh rang
out. “Those two were très méchant.”

Rowan raised an eyebrow. “I have heard of
Isolde and her husband. If you worked for them, then you certainly
must be—well-educated in certain areas…”

Emilie giggled. “’Tis I who taught
them a thing or two, M’sieur Rowan. Although
M’sieur Gawain cared little for my lessons. He preferred his
homme du chambre, his—manservant, comprendez?”

Rowan’s smile was pure and serene. “Yes, I
understand what you mean.”

They rode on, Rowan entertained by Emilie’s
artless chatter and outrageous confidences. Marcus’ hands were
unashamedly cradling her breasts now and the contact seemed to
loosen her tongue.

She shared intimate details with them that
would have surprised many a listener. Her adventures with the
licentious Isolde FitzAdams alone would have made dowagers swoon
and ostracized Isolde from the Ton forever had they gotten out into
public knowledge.

However, Isolde’s current paralysis had
effectively accomplished that, with little or no damage to her
reputation. Rowan realized the woman had been spared one fate when
another visited her. Sometimes, life provided the best way out for
all concerned.

Marcus caught his attention. “Rowan, my horse
could use watering and I perceive a stream nearby. Shall we…?”

“Of course. My mount could also use a drink.
Come to think of it, I thirst myself.”

A brief nod from Marcus was all he received,
but it was enough to tell Rowan that Marcus understood.

Fate had provided a meal for Rowan.

Her name was Emilie and, judging from her
recent artless discourse, she loved to fuck. Once again, Fate had
delivered the ideal solution for all concerned.

A tug of arousal hardening his cock, Rowan
slipped from his saddle and followed his prey as she walked beside
Marcus to the stream.

This would be fun. Dining under the
stars with one’s best friend by one’s side and a willing wench at
one’s disposal. Rowan’s fangs broke free, just piercing his gum
line. He held them back.

Not yet.

But soon…

- - -

The stream proved to be a thing of delight as
the waters glittered under the waning moon. The air was warm, the
night fragrant and Marcus unhesitatingly stripped off his jacket
and shirt. “Ahhh. This is delightful.”

A giggle from behind him told him Emilie
agreed. “You have a fine chest, M’sieur Marcus.”

“Do I not have a fine chest too?” Rowan
sounded hurt as he removed his own garments.

“Oh indeed, M’sieur Rowan. Two
such fine gentlemen—I am blessed tonight.”

“Then join us, little Emilie. Come bathe.
Refresh yourself and wash the dust of your travels away.” Marcus
kicked off his boots and breeches, striding into the water without
a blink. He turned back and held out his hand to the woman watching
him.

Rowan followed suit. The horses were loosely
tethered and drinking their fill. Marcus knew it was Rowan’s time
to slake his thirst.

“Oh well, perhaps ‘twould be
refreshing…” Emilie loosened her gown and let it drop,
posing dramatically for a moment clad only in moonbeams and her own
white skin. Her breasts were full and heavy, her pussy a dark
shadow between her thighs. Then she too stepped delicately into the
water, shivering a little as the cool liquid caressed her. “Oh,
‘tis cold…”

“Then let me warm you.” Marcus moved to her,
taking her in his arms, rubbing his chest against the breasts
bobbing in the water.

Unhesitatingly her arms twined around his
neck. “Please do, mon ami.”

He kissed her, rough and needing her to bend
to his will. She did so without a moment’s check, meeting his
demands with fierce mewling sounds and the thrust of her hips
against his cock.

“You first, then him? Or both at once?” She
breathed the words across the waters as Rowan came up to them and
stood behind Emilie. He moved close, close enough that Marcus knew
he must be grazing Emilie’s arse with his cock.

“I don’t know. Let’s just do what feels good,
shall we?” Marcus found a breast and hefted it into his palm,
toying with the nipple, flicking it with his thumbnail.

“Oui. Oh yes. C’est
bon…si bon…”

It was good, realized Marcus. Emilie’s
head fell back against Rowan and he bent his head to kiss her as
Marcus kept up his attentions to her breasts. Sharing a woman like
this, knowing what was to come and how it would be so good for
Rowan—these things darted through Marcus’ mind and added to the
excitement of the moment.

It had been many years since Marcus had
fucked outdoors. Too long, perhaps. He’d forgotten the joys of air
against naked skin, of water against his balls, of his cock swaying
within the currents of a river.

But then again, he’d never shared them with
anybody like Rowan.

Their gazes met over Emilie’s head. Rowan was
ready, smiling eagerly, stroking Emilie in his turn.

Was she ready? Marcus slid his hand down over
her softly curved belly and found her mound. The hot swollen folds
beneath were slick with moisture that had nothing to do with the
stream in which they stood.

He touched her clit, delicately teasing it,
making her sigh and whimper as her hips stirred the waters between
them.

“Oh…oh…j’ai faim…I
hunger…”

“So do I.” Rowan’s murmur was low, but Marcus
heard it.

“As do I.” Marcus nodded at the riverbank and
Rowan gently steered Emilie back toward it. “Let us relax on the
grass over there. Where I can truly pay attention to this delicate
little pearl…” He tugged quickly on Emilie’s clit then released it,
noting her gasp of pleasure.

“Do not wait, my fine friends. Oh
Dieu, do not wait…” She tumbled onto her back, spreading her
thighs wide. “The way you touch me—please—s’il
vous plait—I would have more…” She reached for Marcus. “Your
cock. Give it to me. Hard and thick, I would have this one
first…”

“My thoughts exactly.”

Rowan nodded his agreement as Marcus tugged
Emilie to the edge of the river, spread-eagling her on the bank and
giving him room to kneel between her thighs. There was sand beneath
his legs cushioning him and he was at the perfect height to
penetrate her sex whenever he chose to take her.

Rowan lay beside them, leaning over Emilie
now, suckling her nipple with strong lips as his hand squeezed the
other into a rosy peak.

Her moans and whimpers of pleasure were
echoed by the writhing of her hips as she struggled to get Marcus’
talented fingers back to her clit. He obliged, stroking and delving
through the wet and heated lips of her pussy, alternating touches
to her clit with the sliding of one or two fingers deep into her
slick body.

She panted, tiny sobs of ecstasy, as she
responded to both men’s attentions. Marcus wondered how long he
should wait, how he would know when Rowan was ready. He glanced up
at his friend to see him with lips parted, fangs lying whitely
against the red of his mouth.

He was ready.

“Now, Emilie.” Marcus positioned his
cock in her moisture and thrust—a quick sharp thrust that she
welcomed with a cry of delight.

“Aaiyeee…”

Her sheath grabbed him, tight muscles
clamping down on him and tugging at his length as he withdrew and
thrust again. He reached for her clit and strummed it in time with
his movements, noting that Rowan was once again suckling Emilie’s
nipples. Her hand was in his hair holding his head close, even as
her thighs were clasping Marcus’ hips.

She was lost in the moment, in the delight of
being fucked this way. She sighed and squealed and arched her neck
backward as her pleasure rose and Marcus felt the first shudders of
her orgasm begin.

“Come, Emilie. ‘Tis a wondrous fuck we have
here. Come for us, let us watch you as you shatter. Let me feel
your body shake around me, let Rowan feel your nipples as they
shiver in his mouth…” Heedless of what he said, Marcus let the
words pour from his lips, knowing his own climax was only seconds
away.

Rowan was suckling her, cautiously teasing
her nipple away from her breast, taking care not to betray the
fangs that Marcus knew were now fully extended. The moment had to
be right, Marcus assumed.

He’d trust Rowan to know when that moment
came.

She shrieked and exploded, a shaking mass of
tremors, great spasms rattling her body and her inner muscles
clawing at Marcus’ cock with a grip of silk and steel.

Marcus reached down for Rowan, finding his
cock lying aroused against Emilie’s body. He grasped it—hard—and
stroked it quickly and strongly, wishing for his friend to reach
his own climax as well.

A moan from Rowan underscored the other man’s
need and Marcus felt his own orgasm building rapidly, his balls
tight, his spine alive with the need to erupt.

“Now, Rowan…” He gritted his teeth and
released himself, his come spewing into Emilie at the same moment
Rowan’s cock trembled and spurted with his own climax. Seconds
later, Rowan lifted his head and pierced Emilie’s breast with his
fangs.

There was silence, broken only by the sighs
of Emilie as she rode out her orgasm and Rowan’s soft suckling as
he drank.

Eventually even Emilie’s whimpers faded and
Marcus felt her limbs slide from his body as she succumbed to the
lassitude and unconsciousness Rowan’s feeding brought on.

Rowan fed as Marcus watched. Gently and
thoroughly he took what he needed of her life’s essence, satisfying
a hunger Marcus could only wonder about. How was it, this living
liquid meal? Did it taste hotly sweet? Or bitter and metallic?

Did it arouse Rowan more or sate his inner
lusts much as Marcus had sated his sexual lusts with his hand?

So many unanswered questions. Yet Marcus knew
he was lucky not to know. Fortunate that his disease had spared him
this desperation, this urgent desire for another’s blood. It was an
odd twist of fate, but one that he could—for the
moment—appreciate.

He slipped free of Emilie’s sex, his cock
softly sliding from her body on a tiny river of their juices.
Quietly he let the water take him, refreshing him, restoring him to
his normal self.

And eventually, Rowan ceased his feeding.

He lifted his head and looked for Marcus,
finding him standing waist deep in the water. “’Tis done.”

The darkness hid the stains that Marcus knew
would dapple Rowan’s mouth. The fangs were gone. “She is all
right?”

“Yes. She sleeps now. Deeply. She will not
wake for hours. And when she does…” He glanced down and gently
brushed his hand over her breast. “There will be nothing to tell
the tale of these last moments. Only the memory of our play
together.”

Rowan leaned over and dropped a light kiss on
one nipple. “Merci, Mademoiselle. Merci.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


Rowan was relieved when they reached the
small inn. He was energized, fed and feeling much stronger, but the
whole process had never really pleased him. Only when he fed from
Thérèse did he attain the sort of satisfaction he craved.

These others—they were simply necessary
events in the course of his shadowed existence.

His initial discomfort from feeding around
Marcus had faded as they rode together—in fact he’d even been able
to talk about it with some semblance of normalcy. If such a thing
could possibly be called “normal”.

They’d agreed that Emilie should be carefully
tended and both men had carried her to a soft dark spot safe
beneath some thick brush. They’d dressed her once more, covered her
with her cloak and left a substantial number of coins in and around
her belongings. She could not fail to find them and it was unlikely
anybody else would pass that way before she awoke.

No, Rowan had no regrets about what they’d
done. It had been one of the better feedings he could remember and
for that he had Marcus to thank.

Awkwardly, he’d tried. “I owe you a debt of
gratitude, my friend.”

“For what?” Marcus had lifted an eyebrow.

“For what you did—for helping me—” Rowan
stumbled over the thoughts he wished to express.

“I did little, Rowan. I enjoyed myself with a
willing partner and in the process you were able to feed. ‘Twas not
unpleasant at all. I merely fucked her. You were the one
feeding from her.” He glanced at Rowan. “Can you tell me of that
process? How does it work?”

Rowan considered the question. “In truth, I’m
not really sure. I do not seem to crave such nourishment too often,
for which I’m grateful. I’ve gone nearly a month without it,
although that seems to be my limit. There is just a gnawing sense
of need, an urgency if you will—” He paused. Describing the
indescribable was proving to be troublesome.

“’Tis as if my belly is as empty as the sky
and my soul equally bereft. A unique sensation that has to be
experienced to be fully understood, I think. The actual
feeding…well, that is as you saw. My fangs pierce the skin—those
moments right after climax are best, since the blood is thundering
fiercely and my prey scarce aware of her surroundings.” He grinned.
“Or his.”

Marcus grinned back. “Quite.” He paused.
“Forgive my curiosity, but how does it taste?”

Rowan laughed. “Questions…such questions I
could never have imagined being asked, let alone answering. But to
be truthful—I do not know. There is no taste such as you would
understand, Marcus. This isn’t a food for my body although it
sustains the existence I now endure. It’s more a food for my soul.
A heated flow of something that penetrates deeper than my physical
being. And now I’m sounding completely absurd.” He chuckled, a
rueful sound. “I cannot find the words to explain it any
better.”

“Never mind. I think I comprehend some of
what you’re saying. And—” Marcus lifted his head. “There’s our
destination. Just in time too.”

Rowan sniffed the air. Dawn was close…an
annoying feature of the change in seasons. Spring was passing into
summer and the sunlit days would get longer, reducing Rowan’s
ability to prowl freely. He sighed.

“Tired?” Marcus heard the sigh.

“Yes and no. Feeding sends a surge of energy
through me, so I am not tired as you would understand the word.
‘Tis more a weariness of the soul, my friend.”

His hand reached across the distance between
the horses and found Marcus’ strong shoulder. “I’m glad we’re
together. Glad we’re making this journey even if nothing comes of
it. You’ve given me more than you know, Marcus. And I thank you for
it.”

There was a moment’s silence. “I thank you
too.” Marcus’ response was gruff, as if he were struggling with
some emotion.

Perhaps they both were. Rowan knew their bond
was deeper than any physical link they’d shared. Both were facing
their mortality but in different ways. Maybe that was the thread
that united them so strongly.

Whatever it was, Rowan knew he’d discovered
something precious that night in the gaming hell. He’d discovered a
man who understood.

He’d also nearly forgotten Marcus’ condition,
but when the dim lamp of the innkeeper showed him Marcus’ face most
clearly—he recalled it at once.

Marcus looked—appalling.

Rowan took immediate control, asking for two
quiet rooms and brandy for Marcus. They would be staying two
nights, he announced, then recommencing their journey south.

It was settled within a matter of moments—a
sleepy maid with tousled hair obviously roused from her bed to tend
to the new guests. The rooms were adequate for their needs and the
brandy—thankfully—prompt in arriving.

“Drink this. Why didn’t you tell me you were
exhausted?” Rowan nearly snarled at Marcus as he thrust the snifter
into his hand.

“I didn’t know I was.” Marcus took the glass
and sipped. “Mmm. This is good. I doubt it ever saw a tax
duty.”

“Who cares? As long as it helps.”

“Oh it helps. Make no mistake about that.”
Marcus drained the glass. “I’ll be better after some rest.
Honestly.” His brown eyes were veiled beneath lids that drooped.
“Sometimes I overtax myself. But that doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy
it.” A tired grin crossed his face. “I shall assume we’ll be here
for two nights?”

“Absolutely.” Rowan was adamant. “I’ll not
risk your health on what may turn out to be a wild goose
chase.”

Marcus snorted. “Don’t fuss. And it isn’t a
wild goose chase—you know that as well as I do.” He yawned. “Go to
your rest, Rowan. I shall sleep now, I think. Tonight we’ll do as
you suggest—just ease ourselves here. ‘Tis private and quiet. A
night’s reflection will probably do us both some good.”

“Do you need anything else?” Rowan lingered
at the door, knowing he should go to his room but unwilling to
leave.

“Not tonight, my friend. Not tonight.”

“Rest well then.” Rowan nodded and left.

 


Marcus did rest well. As he struggled back to
wakefulness he realized the sun was sinking low. He must have slept
around the clock.

Stretching, he cursed the disease that
occasionally took its toll on his strength. For too long he’d taken
for granted his ability to live life to its fullest—now he had to
take into account these damned periods of fatigue. They interrupted
his desire to pursue his interests or—as now—to travel long hours
in the saddle without interruption.

Dressing, he decided that tonight he would
talk to Rowan about some matters that were gnawing at his mind—most
notably Thérèse. It would not be an easy subject, either, since
Rowan’s heart was clearly involved and the things they must discuss
might not sit well with a man in love with such a creature.

She must be destroyed. Marcus felt
that with greater certainty every moment he spent with Rowan. The
feeding he’d observed had reinforced that belief. It was wrong—very
wrong—for a man to be condemned to such activities. It had to take
a toll on Rowan too. It contravened the laws of man and God, this
drawing of blood from a victim who knew nothing of Rowan, Thérèse
or their kind.

Rowan accomplished the feat without harm to
his prey, but what if there were others lacking such skills? What
if Thérèse were creating an army of such creatures? Who was she,
anyway? Where did she come from?

Marcus’ own experiences with her were limited
and he had no answers to these questions himself. She liked to
fuck, was apparently not discerning in her choice of victims other
than that they be aroused males and concluded her orgasm by either
ripping the throat from her mate or turning him into a thing
of darkness.

Thoughtfully he ambled down the stairs to the
taproom and found a quiet corner by the fire. The mistress of the
house offered him a meal, which he gladly accepted. He was just
finishing the last of the cheese when Rowan entered and spied
him.

“You look a lot better, thank God.” A smile
crossed the beautiful face.

Marcus smiled back. “Thanks to you. Brandy,
sleep and now a dish of our hostess’s fine dinner and I’m right as
rain again.” He ran his gaze over Rowan’s face in his turn. “You
look well rested too.”

“I am. I passed a peaceful night—or should I
say day. No dreams, no visions to awaken me. And after—” He lowered
his voice. “After my own meal, I too am refreshed.”

“That is excellent news.” Marcus beckoned a
serving maid and ordered them both a brandy. “Just for appearances,
you understand.” He muttered the aside to Rowan.

Rowan grinned. “I can’t really taste it and
don’t need it, but I am not averse to the occasional sip now and
again.”

“Good.” Marcus leaned back and stretched out
his legs before him. “May we touch on a subject close to us
both?”

“Of course.” Rowan looked curious.

“Thérèse.”

“Ah.” A fleeting expression of some sort
crossed Rowan’s face, but it was gone in an instant before Marcus
could identify it.

“If you could…” Marcus paused for a moment.
“If you had the ability to destroy her, Rowan, would you?
Could you?”

The silence that fell after Marcus’ question
was lengthy, broken only by the low murmur of voices from the
taproom next door.

Finally Rowan sighed. “I don’t know, Marcus.
I have asked myself the same question many times, believe me.”

“Fair enough.” Marcus nodded. “When we factor
in the matter of your own existence, I can well understand your
answer. But…” He leaned forward, staring intently at Rowan.
“The more I consider this situation, the more I am convinced that
at some point she will have to be destroyed.”

Rowan’s eyes closed and he moved his head, a
slight gesture of denial perhaps, or just a shudder of pain.

“Rowan, she cannot be allowed to continue to
do what she does. To kill, to create new demons, to condemn
innocent men to a life in the shadows of her evil ways.”

Rowan sucked in a breath and released it on a
sigh. “I know. The rational part of me knows this, has
always known this. But there is another part…” He opened his
eyes and gazed at Marcus.

“Yes. The part that sees Thérèse as a
beautiful woman. The part that loves her. I understand, Rowan. Or
at least I’m trying to.” He pursed his lips in thought. “I am
relieved that you can clearly see her for what she is, not
just as the woman you love. It may make things easier should we be
faced with some difficult decisions.”

Rowan shrugged. “She cannot be destroyed,
Marcus. No matter how much we may consider the various
possibilities—her power has kept her this way for who knows how
long. I doubt that we possess the skills to finish the
business.”

“Hmm.” Marcus tapped a finger on his chin in
thought. “That raises a question in my mind.” He turned to Rowan.
“Do you know anything about her?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean—who is she? Where does she
live? How long has she been preying on the unwary traveler to
Rogaška? Does she only feed there? And most of all, how long has
she been what she is now? Who was she before she met this untimely
fate? She can’t have been born a vampire, can she? She must
have been turned, just as she turned you…”

“And who turned her, I wonder?” Rowan
finished the train of thought himself. “These are good questions,
Marcus. I’m not sure how they can help me but they are certainly
fascinating.”

“I’m willing to wager we’re not the first to
ask them, either.” Marcus looked resigned. “She must have other
victims. Other men plagued by the same curiosity.”

Rowan’s lips twisted. “I’m sure. But it gives
me no pleasure to think along those lines.”

“I’m sorry.” Marcus’ tone was regretful.
“This is a difficult subject, Rowan. I do realize that.” He
continued. “May I ask…do you talk? When she visits your dreams or
whatever she does, do you ever have a conversation? Is there an
interaction between you two?”

Rowan chuckled. “Mostly we just fuck.”

“Ah. Well, yes. But besides that…”

“Let me think.” Rowan stared into the fire.
“Rarely do we talk in the way I think you mean. We satisfy our
lusts together or with others. She sets the scene—I am merely a
player.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

Marcus steepled his fingers and stared at
Rowan over their tips. “Why does she always call the tune? Have you
ever tried to not respond in the way she expects?”

“Umm…” Rowan thought. “Well, no. Not really.
It’s just—I want her so much, Marcus. I ache with wanting her. When
I finally get to be with her, I’m nearly insane with the desire to
possess her once more. I can’t say I’ve ever really considered not
playing along with her games.”

“I wonder if it’s time for you to try. To see
what happens if you hold back a little, Rowan. Fight the need to
claim her and perhaps get her to talk to you. Anything you can
learn about her might help.”

“Help destroy her, you mean.” Rowan’s
shoulders sagged. “It’s been two years, Marcus. Two years of this
feverish desire for a woman who may not even exist in my reality. I
want it ended and yet…”

“And yet it would end your dreams too.”

Rowan looked up. “Not just that. If she is
destroyed, then what if I am destroyed too? I’m a creature of her
making. Her other victims are all her creations, assuming there are
others. What happens to us if we kill her?”

It was Marcus’ turn to stare into the fire.
“I don’t know.” He was silent for a few minutes. “I would not lose
you, Rowan. Not for anything. You have become important to me in
more ways than you could imagine.”

“I know. I feel the same. The love I have for
Thérèse—well, that’s one thing. What I feel for you—it’s something
else again. Something I cannot possibly put into words.”

“We are like-minded souls with burdens that
neither of us expected to bear. I’ve found immeasurable comfort in
sharing mine with you.” Marcus sighed. “And it would seem you have
found the same. Dreams, visions and darkness notwithstanding,
you’ve brought something into my life, Rowan. Hope maybe.
Friendship definitely.”

Rowan’s lips curled into a wicked smile.
“Don’t forget desire. I’ve found great pleasure with you, Marcus. I
would do so again.”

Marcus’ brown eyes glittered as he met
Rowan’s gaze. “As would I.”

Rowan stood. “Then perhaps you’d do me the
honor of accompanying me upstairs. I think it’s time we
rested. Don’t you?” He let one hand drift to his hip,
brushing his jacket aside and turning so that Marcus could plainly
see the arousal jutting from beneath his breeches. “If you’re
feeling strong enough, of course.”

Marcus licked his lips, sending a little grin
of delight to Rowan’s face.

“Hmm. I think I might be able to
handle—some rest.”

 


Rest, apparently, wasn’t what either had in
mind.

Each man hurried, fingers tugging at
clothing, eyes roving over the other’s body as it was revealed in
the dim candlelight of Rowan’s room. Both knew they would spend
their waking hours in bed together there and that Rowan would need
the darkness for his consequent “sleep”.

Marcus groaned as Rowan’s smooth skin brushed
against his and the covers enfolded them in a private cocoon of
pleasure.

Rowan’s answering groan came when Marcus
reached between them and found Rowan’s cock, hard and ready.

The desire they felt blossomed into passion—a
passion heightened by the emotions roiling from one to the other. A
need to share, to give unselfishly to the other some of what each
had received in return.

They moved, turned, caressed and settled
again, finding the most erotic places to kiss and lick and suck,
only to move once more into new places—new sensations. Marcus bit
back a cry as Rowan delicately laved the balls hardening between
his thighs, a muffled sound since he was enjoying the sensation of
Rowan’s cock in his mouth at the time.

The scent of their loving was all around
them, heightening these stolen moments of ecstasy.

“God, Rowan…” His whisper broke the
silence.

“Marcus…” Rowan’s answer was even
softer, a broken gasp of delight.

The simple joys of arousing and being
aroused—the knowledge that each man had offered so much more than
their bodies and the incredible joy of realizing the offer had been
accepted—it was a mind fuck every bit as much as a physical
release of their desires.

And when Rowan finally turned on his side,
mutely asking for Marcus to claim him and end the quivering need
that tensed his muscles and sent shudders across his spine, Marcus
was ready to respond with a cock that cried tears of readiness.

They joined, Marcus sinking deep between
Rowan’s buttocks, a welcome thrust that each man acknowledged with
a sigh from their souls.

Within moments they were both erupting, Rowan
into Marcus’ grasp and Marcus into Rowan’s body.

It was a mutual orgasm that bound them
irrevocably to each other—as lovers, as friends, as fellow
travelers along a road ill defined by the customary boundaries of
mortal existence.

Marcus did not know how much time he had to
live—Rowan could not foresee his own death. Each man faced an
uncertain future, but found sanctuary and peace in the embrace of
the other.

It was a unique coupling, something they both
seemed to realize and appreciate. When it was done they held each
other tightly, taking comfort and pleasure in the touch of another
so closely attuned. Issues of mortality and immortality faded into
the distance as kisses were exchanged and soft words muttered
between them.

“Had I more time, Rowan…” Marcus rested his
head on the pillows.

“Had I not met Thérèse, Marcus…”

They shared a wry chuckle. “The Fates are
against us, it would seem.” Marcus sighed.

“I don’t know about that.” Rowan stretched
himself comfortably. “They managed to get us together. I shall
never regret that particular twist in their plans.”

“Neither shall I.” Marcus was silent for a
moment. “I know not where our paths will take us, Rowan. Nor do I
know what awaits us at the end. But I know that I shall not regret
meeting you, loving you, sharing this journey with you.”

“’Tis more than sex, isn’t it?” Rowan’s head
turned on the pillow as he glanced at Marcus. “I cannot explain
what we share. Others would turn away in distaste and not
understand what lies between us.”

Marcus nodded. “To many this would appear an
aberration. Although not an uncommon one. Yet you love Thérèse with
a passion that surpasses any I can imagine. You must. For to
remain defensive of one such as she—well, that requires a love way
beyond understanding.”

“Am I defensive?” Rowan pondered Marcus’
words. “I suppose I am. And yet—I see Thérèse for what she is. An
evil creature preying on victims to sustain her needs. It’s just
that—”

“Just what?” Marcus gently touched Rowan—a
gesture of affection and encouragement.

“It’s just that beneath her wickedness I
sense something. Something sad perhaps. A pain she hides too well.
She has her own agonies, Marcus. And I cannot begin to imagine what
they must be like.”

“Rowan, you must try and talk to her.
Really talk to her. Find out about her history, her
life—whatever you can.”

“So that I can use that information to
destroy her?” Rowan’s voice was rough. “That will be
difficult.”

“I know.” Marcus sounded somber. “But perhaps
if you consider that you might be freeing her rather than
destroying her, it would help.”

Both men were silent for a few minutes,
thinking their own thoughts.

Then Rowan spoke. “I will try.”

Marcus answered. “And I will be there for you
when you do.”

Those words were more prophetic that Marcus
could have realized, because as the sun rose and Rowan tumbled into
his comatose rest—the visions began.

He found himself staring at Thérèse.

And for the oddest moment it appeared as if
she was crying.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


Rowan blinked as darkness whirled through his
senses and he found himself in a small room, bare walls surrounding
him and a piece of material covering what must be one window.

It was sparsely furnished—a simple rustic
bed, one stool—no more than that. The tang of farm animals assailed
his nostrils and he stared at Thérèse as she sat on the bed, all
traces of emotion gone. Just the usual sensual smile of welcome
curving her lush lips.

“Rowan, my darling. Come to me.”

He tilted his head. “Where are we?”

“Together. Does anything else matter?” She
held out one hand. “Come. Fuck me, my love. Claim me with that fine
cock of yours. Send me flying. See how I ache for you?” She lifted
the thin silks of her insubstantial dress and parted her thighs,
revealing swollen moist folds. “Ahh. This pussy wants you, darling.
Can’t you see?”

Rowan’s body leaped in response. “I see.” He
hardened immediately, unable to control his reactions to the fiery
red curls atop her mound or the droplets of her juices that
glittered on her fingers as she caressed herself lasciviously.

“Then come. Make me come. Fuck me
hard, my sweet. I need you. Suck me with that strong mouth, bury
your face here where I want you so much, then fuck me Rowan.
Fuck me.”

It was the undercurrent of urgency that cut
through Rowan’s rising desire and held him back. Something about
her was different—more desperate, perhaps. It was enough to keep
him from going to her as he ordinarily would have done.

“Thérèse, what’s wrong?”

“Wrong? Nothing’s wrong. I yearn for
you. Come here…to me…”

Rowan neared the bed and leaned over her,
cupping her pussy with his hand and playing with the swollen folds
of flesh. “I yearn for you too. But you seem…troubled.”

She sighed as he found her clit and toyed
with it, slicking her juices around it, teasing it from its hiding
place. “When you touch me like that, there is no trouble anywhere,
Rowan.”

He withdrew his hand. “And when I do
not?”

She lifted her chin and opened her eyes wide,
staring intently at him. “Why do you tease me so? I want you. Here
and now. What more is there?” She slid one of her own hands between
her thighs to replace his touch. “If you will not fuck me, then I
shall take care of it myself.”

He watched for a moment as her fingers became
shiny and the sounds from her pussy as she delved within darted
through the silence between them. Then he grabbed her wrist,
expecting her to erupt and dump him flat on his back while she took
what she desired from him.

To his astonishment, it didn’t happen. Her
arm stayed held in his grasp, much like that of a mortal woman.

“I—Rowan—” She stumbled over her words.

He pulled her arm up and away from her mound,
her moist fingertips catching on the silk of her gown and drawing
it up at the same time. He drew in a breath at the skin revealed
beneath the flimsy stuff—it was scarred and pitted, red marks that
even now were fading as he stared at them.

“What the hell…?”

She tore away from him, freeing herself with
her quick moves rather than any supernatural strength. “’Tis
nothing. See? Gone already.”

As she slipped the gown away from her body,
Rowan saw she spoke the truth. The marks had disappeared
completely, leaving her belly pure and white once more. Her breasts
trembled.

Instinctively he reached for them, cradling
them, feeling the nipples budding against his palms. “Thérèse, what
is happening?” He squeezed her breasts tightly. “Don’t lie to me.
Please. I need to know.”

She snorted. “You only need to fuck me.”

Rowan held her fast. “That is not true. Look
at me, look inside my soul. If you have any powers at all, you will
see the untruth of your statement. I need more than your
body…” He flicked a nipple with one nail. “More than your
breasts and your sex. More than endless hours of fucking,
pleasurable though they are.”

“Yes. You need to feed from me.” She curled a
lip.

Rowan sighed. “You are blind, my sweet. So
powerful and yet so blind.”

She was staring at him, black eyes
expressionless, lips parted. “I do not understand.”

Rowan released her breasts, pushed her back
onto the small bed and stretched out on top of her, letting her
take his weight as he cradled his cock in the vee of her thighs.
“You took my blood and my soul, Thérèse. We fucked like I’ve never
fucked anybody before or since. You turned me into a creature of
darkness like yourself. But you took something else that night in
Rogaška.”

“I did?”

“Yes.” Rowan found her hands, intertwined
their fingers and drew them high above her head, holding her still
as he lowered his face to hers. “You took my heart.”

He kissed her, a strangely soft kiss, one
that was almost sacred and respectful, giving no hint of the years
of passion that lay between them. Cool lips met cool lips, a closed
caress that opened as she tentatively invited him to explore
within.

Thérèse was still beneath him—a strange thing
for him to realize. It was as if she’d never been kissed quite this
way before. Perhaps she hadn’t. He drew back. “Tell me, sweetheart.
Tell me what happened.”

He didn’t really know what he was
asking—maybe just for words. Words that would help him understand
this creature who held his love in a grip of blood and pain.

She turned her head away. “I was…foolish. I
did not move fast enough. I underestimated my enemies. ‘Twas
nothing but a mere shower of…of…holy water.”

Rowan guessed she was speaking of the scars
he’d seen. “And they heal?”

“Slowly. More slowly than they should.” She
turned back and gazed at him. “Something’s changing, my Rowan. I am
weakening, losing my strength.” Her black eyes turned hot. “Fuck
me. Let me feed from you. Give me what I need, Rowan. You
cannot deny me.”

“I know. I can deny you nothing. I love you,
Thérèse—you have only to ask me and I shall come to you. Give you
anything at all…”

He lifted his hips, letting his cock find the
only home that suited him perfectly. As he sank his length into her
cool slick darkness, everything else disappeared from his mind. He
began to thrust, a steady pace that pleased them both.

“How can you love me?” Her question was
barely formed, as if a thought had escaped her mind and she’d
spoken it aloud without realizing it.

“How can I not?”

Her hips lifted in response to his claiming,
seating him deeper as he pushed hard into her body. “Oh yes, Rowan.
Oh yes…this is what I need. Not your heart. I don’t want it.
Give it to somebody else. Just save this for me.”

“Too late, my love. ‘Tis yours. Forever.” He
moved more quickly, pounding against her now, feeling her thighs
slide up over his hips as she locked her ankles behind his
back.

“I do not want love. I cannot love. Do
not offer something I will not ever accept…” She panted, sobs of
breath he pushed from her body as his cock hammered deep inside.
“Just give me this…fuck me. Pleasure me. Do not love
me. Please…”

It was a plaintive cry borne on the air they
exhaled between their lips. She was nearing her peak, the shudders
of her slippery sheath already gripping Rowan’s cock in a savage
embrace that tugged his own orgasm along the path to
completion.

“Why not, Thérèse? Why must I not love
you?” Rowan’s words were harsh as his spine tightened, muscles
clenching in anticipation of his release.

“It…it…brings only pain…and death…”
She bowed beneath him, fighting to hold him against her body,
writhing and rubbing her hips frantically now as he took her to the
very edge—and held her there.

“Tell me.” His order was a fierce
command, hissed out between teeth that clenched as he pushed deep
and froze for a second. “Tell me and I’ll let you come.”

“I cannot…oh dear God…do not ask this
of me…” She cried out, her fangs emerging in a rush of white over
lips that were red and swollen.

Rowan’s own fangs were free, aching to sink
deeply into Thérèse the way his cock was sinking so deeply between
her thighs. Her body shuddered and her eyes shifted away from his,
moisture gathering at their corners as she struggled to orgasm even
while refusing his only request.

He was pushing her too hard. But he
had been able to push her—something that surprised him to
his core. She was right. Something was different now, something
that had done a little to level the playing field between them.

Rowan knew he could not go further with his
questions. His body was betraying him, screaming at him to come
within the only woman he’d ever loved. “It’s all right, my darling.
Come. Come with me.” He hammered into her again, loving the sounds
their bodies made as he plunged fiercely into her.

“Yes, oh Rowan…yessssss…” She screamed
even as she frantically scrabbled at his shoulders, drawing his
body near her mouth.

He was ready. His own fangs found the place
he knew would send her flying over and over again—a soft place at
the base of her neck.

And as they exploded into the physical
release of orgasm, they fed from each other, exploding into another
place where souls met and clashed, where blood flowed in a mutual
exchange that defied explanation.

But this time, Rowan took more than blood
from Thérèse. He took—agony.

As her blood cascaded over his tongue and
down his throat, Rowan’s mind filled with a massive and
overwhelming pain, an indescribable crushing weight that sent tears
into his eyes and sucked the breath from his lungs.

Darkness and horror filled him, a grief so
shattering he wondered how he could possibly survive it. He
shuddered from its force even as he drank, unable to stop the
terrible waves of desperation and sadness.

It was coming from Thérèse. Some
floodgate had opened deep within her mind, some memory perhaps or
some dark corner that she’d kept concealed from everyone—including
most probably herself.

With difficulty, Rowan withdrew his fangs,
not yet sated but unable to feed to his fulfillment. Her emotions
would have killed him had he stayed within their deluge. Would have
drowned him in the agonies of such excruciating suffering.

How could this be? “Thérèse…” He whispered
her name. “My God, Thérèse…”

She released him, her fangs withdrawing
rapidly behind her lips. Expressionless, she gazed at him. “Now
perhaps you understand a little of what love can do.”

A sob caught deep in his lungs as the
aftereffects of his feeding continued to wash over him—a flood of
something so deep and tragic he could not put a name to it.

“And why the one thing you must never do—is
love me.”

Rowan awoke with the echo of her words
ringing in his ears.

The sob he’d held back broke free and he
turned to find Marcus on one elbow, staring at him in concern.

“Marcus…” Rowan threw himself onto
Marcus’ chest and wept.

- - -

They rode hard.

Marcus knew Rowan was driven now, driven by
whatever it was that had made him fall apart in Marcus’ arms. He’d
found himself at a loss to comfort his friend, simply holding him
as Rowan sobbed great racking cries of grief.

Then he’d withdrawn, allowing Rowan the time
to collect himself and his emotions.

“We must leave. Now. Tonight. We must
get to St. Chesswell’s as soon as possible.” Rowan’s voice had been
so distraught, Marcus had found himself agreeing without demur,
packing his gear, settling their account and leaping into his
saddle almost before he’d realized it.

Since then, they’d spoken little, each man
apparently deep in his own thoughts. Marcus’ thoughts could not be
anywhere near as dark as Rowan’s, since he had no idea what had
caused the pain his friend was clearly suffering.

That it had to do with Thérèse—well, there
was no doubt in Marcus’ mind. But that it had caused Rowan to toss
and stir from his usually quiescent “rest”—that was most unusual.
As was the consequent pain that still crossed Rowan’s face, an
expression of distress that kept Marcus in the saddle and beside
Rowan as they rode faster than he could have imagined through the
soft Hampshire night.

Finally they eased their pace, Rowan drawing
in his reins and stretching, lifting his face to the breeze. “I
smell the sea. We are near.”

Marcus wanted to stretch too, but was afraid
something might crack if he did. He was bone weary, had lost track
of the miles they must have covered during their desperate ride and
wanted nothing more than to sleep for a day or two. But he held his
counsel, knowing whatever aches and pains he might be experiencing,
Rowan’s were far worse.

“Good.” Marcus managed to keep his voice
level. “I shall be glad to get there.”

Rowan glanced over. “As will I. And I have
pushed you too hard, Marcus. For that I am sorry. But…” He paused.
“It was necessary. Is necessary.”

Marcus nodded. “Do you think I don’t realize
that? I am with you, my friend. Journey’s end is in sight. We shall
both cross the threshold of St. Chesswell’s. Do not think to leave
me out of it.”

For the first time a slight smile curved
Rowan’s handsome features. “I never doubted it. Forgive me, Marcus.
What I dreamed…what I felt…” He shook his head. “Even now I can
find no words to explain it. But I know it’s damned important.”
Rowan stared off down the road to where the sea was beginning to
slick its dark glitter across the distant horizon. “Just as I know
it’s important for us to get to where we’re going.”

“I agree.”

Rowan clicked his heels, spurring his horse
onward as Marcus did the same. This time they kept to a more sedate
pace, constantly surveying the land around them. “’Tis that way, I
believe.” Rowan pointed to the right.

Saying nothing, Marcus merely followed,
waiting to see if Rowan might reveal a glimpse of his nightmare. He
was very curious, of course. But also possessed of patience and an
affection for Rowan that precluded his prying into matters his
friend was not yet ready to share.

They rode over the top of a rise to see the
ocean before them, a glittering expanse of softly rolling whitecaps
that reflected the moonlight back into the night sky. Silhouetted
against the water was a house—or more correctly a mansion—solidly
built and lit from within, casting its own glitter onto the
surrounding downs.

“There. St. Chesswell’s.” Rowan breathed out
on a sigh of relief. “We’re here.”

“Indeed we are.” Marcus pulled up his horse.
“Now what?”

“Um…” Rowan paused beside him. “We go and
knock on the door?”

Marcus grinned. “And say something
like…hello, we’re here to see if you know anything about
vampires?”

“Hmm.” Rowan considered the notion. “Well,
it’s honest. That is what we’re here for. But perhaps we can
couch our questions in a slightly more subtle fashion.”

“At least they’re awake. That’s a good omen.”
Marcus stared at the impenetrable walls with their windows alight.
“And that place looks like it’s been here for hundreds of
years.”

The full moon flared from behind a few
clouds, illuminating a landscape dotted with smooth hills and the
occasional slash of a valley. The sea obviously dominated here,
licking at the shores, welcoming the small rivers that flowed
inexorably to mingle with its salty depths. The sound of waves and
wind was unique to the coastline and Marcus breathed in deeply,
enjoying the moment of communion with nature—something he’d
forgotten during his extended stay in the city.

“Well, we have nothing to gain by lingering
here.” Rowan squared his shoulders. “’Tis time to visit St.
Chesswell’s. Time to find out what awaits us within its walls.”

“Very well, my friend. But let me do the
talking, all right? I don’t want us turned out on our ear five
minutes after we step foot over the threshold.” Marcus
chuckled.

Rowan’s chuckle answered him as both men
began the descent to the neat gravel driveway leading to the main
doors. “It’s all yours, Marcus.”

Together they cantered to the entrance,
dismounting before a set of well-worn steps and tethering their
mounts to a convenient post.

The door was ancient, aged and impressive,
the knocker emitting a solid clang as Marcus let it drop back with
a thud. It opened shortly thereafter to reveal bright candlelight
and an elderly retainer.

“Good evening. May I help you?”

Marcus moved forward. “We understand this is
St. Chesswell’s. We seek Sir Sidney Chesswell. The hour is late,
but might we inquire if he is still receiving visitors?”

Sharp eyes surveyed them for a moment or two,
then the man nodded and opened the door wide. “Indeed he is,
gentlemen. If you’d care to enter? I am Cheverly, butler to Sir
Sidney.”

“Thank you, Cheverly.” Marcus and Rowan
entered the grand hall, awed for a moment by the solid gray stone
more suited to a castle than a private home. “This is Rowan Selkirk
and I am Sir Marcus Camberley.”

“Very well, Mr. Selkirk, Sir Marcus. If you’d
be good enough to wait in the small salon, I’ll inform Sir Sidney
of your arrival.”

Ushered into a comfortable room, Marcus and
Rowan glanced nervously at each other. “Seems well enough?” Rowan’s
tone was less than confident.

“Indeed. Just as it should be.” Marcus
frowned. “Except for the fact that we’re arriving at an ungodly
hour, you’d think we’d been expected or had arrived at the house of
a friend.”

His gaze wandered around the room. “Nice
place too. Everything as befits a country gentleman.” He paused.
“Except for—that.”

Rowan’s eyes drifted to where Marcus was
staring. “Good lord.”

It was huge. A massive broadsword lay
on the stone mantel over the fireplace, as if placed there while
the owner did other things. It was not mounted or displayed in any
way, but something about it dominated the room. Completely without
ornamentation, Marcus could easily envisage a Viking raider
wielding the weapon while doing some pillaging, plundering and
maybe a bit of marauding at the same time.

“That’s no ceremonial job, is it?” Rowan
stood a little way away as Marcus neared it and took a close
look.

“No, definitely not. This is the right arm of
a strong warrior, I should say. And damned ancient too. But look at
it, not a spot of rust on it anywhere.” He looked at the handle,
worn by time, weathered by use and shining with a dull patina that
revealed the workmanship used to create it.

Rowan stepped closer. “I can sense something
in it, Marcus. ‘Tis most strange…”

Marcus tilted his head and glanced at his
friend. “Sense something? Something like what?”

“I—I don’t quite know…” Rowan hesitantly
reached out a hand, then gasped. The sword was beginning to glow a
little.

Rowan backed away in a hurry. “It’s—it’s
hot, Marcus.”

Marcus reached out and touched it. “No it’s
not.” He was puzzled, unable to explain his friend’s response or
the odd flicker of light he thought he’d seen when Rowan stood
before the sword.

“Well, it was.” Rowan sounded
defensive.

Marcus shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it.
I did think for a moment there I saw a…”

“A what?”

“A flash? A light? Something out of the
ordinary?”

Rowan blinked. “I can’t describe it. But I
will certainly guarantee that this is no ordinary sword.”

“You are absolutely right.”

The words came from behind the two men who
spun in unison to face the speaker.

“Good evening. I am Sidney Chesswell.” He
stood, awkwardly leaning on a cane, with his butler behind him.

“This is Mr. Rowan Selkirk and Sir Marcus
Camberley, sir.” Cheverly’s tone was respectful. “Gentlemen, may I
present your host?”

Marcus was the first to move, approaching the
older man with hand extended. “Sir Sidney. A pleasure to meet you.
I hope you can forgive our untimely arrival…”

Sir Sidney smiled and shook the proffered
hand. “Not at all, Sir Marcus, not at all. We’re used to comings
and goings at odd hours here at St. Chesswell’s.” He looked at
Rowan. “And you must be Mr. Selkirk?”

“Rowan, please.” They also shook hands. “We
read about you in the London papers, Sir Sidney—your recent
lecture—”

Sidney nodded. “Ahh, yes.” His sharp eyes
roamed over their faces, coming to rest on Rowan’s once more. “I
wondered if you’d answer my summons.”

Marcus frowned. “Pardon?”

Sir Sidney’s gaze remained on Rowan. “’Twas a
gamble that brought you here, Rowan Selkirk. But a gamble that paid
off.”

Rowan stepped nearer Marcus. “I’m afraid I
don’t understand.”

Sidney smiled. “You will.” He turned to
Cheverly. “Rooms are prepared?”

“Of course, Sir Sidney.” The butler sounded a
little put out. “Your orders were followed to the letter.”

“As always. You are a treasure, Cheverly.”
Sidney turned back to the two men. “Gentlemen, dawn approaches and
we all must seek our rest. There is much to be discussed but now
that you’re here, it can wait for tomorrow night.”

Marcus opened his mouth but was stayed by a
gesture from the older man. “Yes, you have questions, Sir Marcus. I
fully understand. Please hold them in check for now? Be assured
that your rooms are secure and you may sleep undisturbed until the
sun sets.”

He spun on his heel, cane tapping as he made
his way back to the door. “Follow Cheverly. If there’s anything you
need, don’t hesitate to ask. Your horses have been cared for and
your bags already taken up.” He smiled. “Trust me, gentlemen. You
are welcome here. I shall look forward to our next meeting.”

Rowan and Marcus were left with little to
say. They obediently followed Cheverly through long hallways to
adjoining rooms that were dark and warm and where their meager
belongings had already been laid out for them. One thought ran
through both their minds and Marcus voiced it as they parted for
their rest.

“He knows.”

Rowan looked somber as he prepared to close
his door. “Yes, I think you’re right.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Sidney’s excitement knew no bounds as he
awaited the arrival of his new guests in his study the following
evening.

He’d sensed a bond of sorts between these two
men, a strong something that went beyond friendship. Perhaps
they were lovers. It was of no matter or concern to him if they
were.

But one thing was certain—Rowan Selkirk bore
the mark of Thérèse as clearly as if he were branded with it across
his forehead. His black eyes were identical to those of Sidney’s
own son, Adrian. Eyes he’d also seen staring back at him from the
face of the newest additions to his “family”, Nick Blaine and
Verity Chandler. His daughter-in-law Katherine had the same mark,
but her eyes had turned a deep blue.

Now there were five—five people whose lives
had been unimaginably altered by one red-haired demon from the pit
of hell. But might there not be strength in numbers? And what of
Sir Marcus?

Sidney stared from his window at the ocean,
not seeing the last rays of sunset or the clouds that built on the
horizon signaling rough weather ahead. He saw instead a vision of
Saint Chesswell, an elderly man like himself, who had resisted the
temptation Thérèse had visited upon him. He saw the clue he’d been
given and felt anew the heat of a ghostly touch upon his injured
leg.

Thanks to Saint Chesswell he could still
walk, although not as fast as he used to and only with the aid of
his cane.

But thanks also to Saint Chesswell he had a
clue to resolving the horror of Thérèse. A few words scrawled in an
ancient grimoire…To Free the Made, the Maker must be
Unmade.

Sidney had hoped that the arrival of Nick and
Verity signaled the beginnings of the end of Thérèse’s reign of
terror. After all, could not four strong vampires defeat one of
their own?

But apparently Sidney’s earlier efforts to
destroy her with holy water, assisted by Katherine and Adrian, had
rendered the demon cautious now. She’d refused to answer their
summons, failing to appear either in dreams or in visions to any of
the parties now at St. Chesswell’s.

But then again, the sword hadn’t glowed for
any of them.

It had glowed for Rowan Selkirk. He’d
seen it quite distinctly when he’d silently entered the room and
observed his guests earlier.

Could that beautiful young man be the key?
The one piece of the puzzle that would fall into place and free
them all? These questions led to a place that Sidney wasn’t sure he
wanted to visit. For certainly the world would be a better place
without Thérèse—but what if her destruction also destroyed her
“children”?

Could Sidney survive losing the child of his
heart? He’d waited too long to find Adrian and loved Katherine like
a daughter. Would he sacrifice them to attain the goal of a world
without the red-haired evil? Could he let that happen?

He sighed. They were questions to which he
had no answers at present. They joined the reams of other questions
plaguing him. Ones that involved the constituents of blood, how it
differed from one to another, how being savaged by Thérèse changed
these constituents, reassembling them into something
not-quite-human and doing the same thing to the once-mortal
host.

These vampires were not immortal, no matter
what they believed. Sidney had detected subtle changes in Adrian’s
blood over the past years they’d spent together. His son was aging,
but in such a decelerated rate that it was barely noticeable.

Sidney’s best estimate assumed that a year of
his mortal life probably equaled mere days as measured by Adrian’s
body.

He turned over the implications in his mind,
focusing on the matter of Thérèse and myriad unanswered questions
they would need to face if they were to defeat her. How old was
she? Who made her? Exactly how powerful was she and had she
learned these powers or were they given to her in full flower?

He sighed again. There was so little
information and so much yet to be discovered. His books and his
notes were a tiny treasure trove of inconsequential details that
might prove to be of use. Yet they were as nothing next to what he
didn’t know.

Certainly his herbal preparations and
concoctions had helped Adrian and Katherine. They hadn’t fed from a
mortal in quite some time and were even able to withstand the early
dawn hours, enjoying the moments before the sun burst fully upon
the world.

He was already encouraging Nick and Verity to
try them, although Nick swore they’d been created from some foul
pit in the depths of hell. Sidney made a mental note to add a few
sprigs of mint next time. For a vampire with little sense of taste,
Nick was damn picky about what he drank.

And then there was Sir Marcus Camberley.
Sidney vaguely recognized the name, but not how the man had come to
be traveling with a vampire yet remain unbitten. Something else he
would very much like to know.

But always his thoughts returned to the one
moment when something completely unexpected had occurred.

The sword had shone for Rowan Selkirk.

- - -

Rowan couldn’t shake that fact from his head
either as he and Marcus were shown into Sir Sidney’s study.

The elderly man was already there, seated
behind an imposing desk littered with papers and the odd vial and
jar. “Gentlemen, good evening. You rested well?”

Both nodded.

“Indeed,” answered Rowan. “Your hospitality
is remarkable, Sir Sidney. Especially given my nature, which we
believe you have deduced.”

There was nothing to be lost by beating
around the bush with this man. Rowan knew that Sir Sidney was well
aware of what Rowan was. Time to put his belief to the test.

“You are correct.” Sidney gestured to chairs,
leaned back and placed his fingertips together as both Rowan and
Marcus seated themselves. “Your nature is not unknown to me. I have
a son, Adrian. He too met Thérèse. He also became a victim.”

Rowan leaned forward. “He lives here?”

“Yes. Along with his wife Katherine and new
friends, Nick and Verity. You’ll meet them soon. All have been
touched—as you have—by the red-haired demon.” Sidney shifted his
gaze to Marcus. “And yet there is one here who has apparently been
spared her bite?”

Marcus lifted one hand to his neck and pulled
down his cravat, showing the two scars. “Not quite, Sir Sidney.
Apparently the lady found me not to her taste.”

Rowan couldn’t help but notice Sidney’s
immediate fascination and found a grin creeping across his lips as
Marcus was ruthlessly questioned. Truly this was a scientist of
some knowledge, since his questions immediately elicited the facts
about Marcus’ illness.

Possibly Marcus didn’t even realize what he
was revealing, but Sidney clearly did. “If you will permit it, Sir
Marcus, I’d very much like to examine a drop of your blood.” The
enthusiasm was evident. “If you are immune to this creature’s
attacks, there’s got to be some fundamental feature manifest in
your blood—probably from your condition—and isolating it would be
of great value to our task.”

Sidney recollected himself. “Of course, I do
not minimize the nature of your illness. You have my sympathies,
sir. I wish there was something I could do to help…”

Rowan’s eyes stung as he remembered Marcus’
ongoing battle, something too easy to lay aside when faced with
things like immortality, fangs and the taste of blood. His world
was one of endless nights, of stolen feedings from the unwary and
the unknowing.

Marcus’ world was bound by the limits of his
disease.

Marcus waved the comments aside. “I thank
you, Sir Sidney. But I have come to accept my situation. At the
moment I’m blessed to have found my friend Rowan and to be able to
assist him in whatever fashion I can. You may certainly have some
of my blood—but I’d be obliged if you didn’t use leeches to remove
it. I’ve had a bellyful of the damn things over the past year or
so.” His lips curved into a wry smile.

“I can well believe it. Useful creatures but
I think we can forgo them in this instance.” Sidney grinned
back.

Rowan found himself under the scrutiny of the
acute eyes of his host. “And you, Rowan. How long?”

Rowan quickly succumbed to Sir Sidney’s charm
and his tale was told without undue embellishment or any of the
shocked responses he’d anticipated. Sidney merely nodded, as if the
story confirmed what he already knew.

“One or two things if I may…” Sidney tilted
his head to one side and considered Rowan. “The sword in the small
parlor. You saw it yesterday, I believe?”

Rowan stilled. “Yes.”

“And you had a—response—to its presence?”

“You could call it that, I suppose.” Rowan
wondered where this was going. If Sir Sidney had seen that odd
light, then it certainly had happened. It wasn’t a figment of his
imagination or a trick of the light. “It was more like it
responded to me, though.”

“Hmm. Yes, it did rather look like that,
didn’t it?” Sidney’s voice was thoughtful.

“What is that weapon, Sidney?” Marcus
sounded curious. “Is it yours? A family heirloom?”

“In a way.” Sidney rose slowly to his feet.
“Let’s go and take another look, shall we? I believe Cheverly has
some refreshments ready for us, Marcus. You will need some food
even if Rowan doesn’t.”

He led the way from the room down to the
parlor where there were indeed trays laid out. Rowan was relieved
to know he need not, for once, invent some excuse for not eating.
The sense of comfort he derived from that knowledge was quite
strong, forcing him into the realization of how great a burden he
carried.

Living in the mortal world and not being a
part of it—well, there were issues he faced on a daily basis.
Not having to face them was quite pleasant, he
discovered.

His mood quickly dissipated as he caught a
glimpse of the sword on the mantel.

It still felt—odd. As if something was
radiating from it that rasped on his sixth sense, irritating him in
a way he could not put into words.

Sidney noticed his frown as he and Marcus ate
and poured themselves some wine. “There is something about it,
isn’t there?”

Rowan nodded, absently circling the
fireplace, his eyes focused on the weapon. “Yes, there is. And I
cannot describe it. I’ve been trying to find some way to explain
it…’tis as if a warmth of some kind is trying to reach out from
it…”

Sidney swallowed down a mouthful of ham and
nodded in his turn. “Another hand sensed something like that.
Nick’s fiancée, Verity. She mentioned a heat emanating from it. And
Katherine used it in a recent abortive attempt to destroy
Thérèse.”

Rowan froze. “In this attempt to fight
her…did you—did you by any chance use holy water?”

Sidney blinked. “Yes, we did. In fact it was
that water, coupled with a rise in the stream she stood in, that
finally forced her to disappear and probably saved us all.” He
stared intently at Rowan. “How did you know?”

Rowan’s throat closed at the remembered
agonies of his nightmare visions.

“It was in your dreams yesterday, wasn’t it?”
Marcus’ voice was gentle. “’Tis time to share them, Rowan. Tell
us?”

Rowan dropped into a chair and cradled his
head in his hands for a few moments, finding solace in the pressure
of his fingertips against his scalp. “Yes, it was in my dream.” He
looked up at the two men.

Rowan had no idea what they saw when they
looked at him, but whatever it was it was sufficient to keep them
from asking any questions. They simply waited silently for him to
continue. “Thérèse summoned me last night, as she is wont to do.
There’s nothing unusual in that. But this time—it
was—different.”

Rowan could see the questions trembling on
Sidney’s lips, but he lifted his hand to prevent them. This was
something he had to tell on his own terms—in his own words. If he
could find them.

“Firstly, we weren’t in Rogaška or the baths,
or the forests—none of her usual haunts. It was nowhere I
recognized and it was bare, a small hut perhaps, barren of all but
the essential needs. A table—a chair. And of course a bed.” He
stared down at his hands as the memories flooded back. “She had
called me for one reason, of course. But before we-we loved, I
saw…” He paused for a second or two, gathering his thoughts. “I saw
terrible weals on her skin. Deep red burns, scars that looked as if
she had been caught by acid or hot coals.”

“Did you question her?” Marcus asked
gently.

“I did. They were disappearing, healing as I
looked at them. As if she was hiding them from me. But she
answered, all the same. She told me she hadn’t moved quickly enough
and her enemies had attempted to destroy her with holy water.”

Sidney was quiet for a moment before he
spoke. “She answered you? That sounds unusual in itself.”

“It was.” Rowan straightened in his chair.
“You must know that she is always in control of my dreams.”

Sidney nodded. “Everybody’s dreams,
apparently.”

“Well, this time, she wasn’t. I could talk to
her, ask her questions, withhold—things—until a time of my
choosing, not hers.” Rowan stopped. There were some matters he
could not discuss with Marcus, let alone a stranger—albeit a
friendly one like Sir Sidney.

“Suffice it to say that I was surprised by
last night’s visions.” Rowan continued on.

“There is more, Rowan. Tell it all, my
friend. Do not hold back—it could be important.” Brown eyes glowed
at him, an unmistakable message of encouragement and support. Dear
Marcus. He didn’t know what he was asking.

But he was right. It all had to come out.
Rowan took a breath. “At the end, I fed from Thérèse as usual. This
produces a feeling I can only describe as euphoric. Coupled with
the sex it is—well, beyond description. But this time—there
was only pain.”

Sidney leaned forward. “Pain? You mean she
hurt you again?”

“No, no.” Rowan shook his head. “The pain was
hers. As I drank her blood, I drank something else too.
Something I believe she’s kept buried for years. A screaming agony
that is beyond my abilities to describe. As if one’s soul is being
tortured for eternity…truly the most terrible of sensations. If
she’s suffering like that every minute of every day of her immortal
life…”

Rowan knew the tears were standing in his
eyes as he risked a glance at the other two men. Would they
understand? Had he managed to convey the utter and complete
devastation he’d felt within Thérèse?

Two somber faces gazed back at him.

Sidney broke the silence. “Lad, there’s one
thing you omitted to tell me. You’re in love with her.”

- - -

Sounds from outside distracted all three men
and the door opened to admit two newcomers.

“Adrian.” Sidney’s voice rang with pleasure.
“Welcome home, my son. Is Katherine well? And here’s Nick too.
How’s Verity?”

He watched his son cross the room and place
an affectionate hand on his shoulder. “All is well, Father. We had
a pleasant voyage, two wonderful nights offshore and a peaceful
rest in between.” Black eyes lifted to Marcus and Rowan. “I hear we
have guests.”

Sidney smiled as his cautious son took stock
of the men, his grin turning into a chuckle as Nick moved to stand
protectively beside Adrian. While not exactly overflowing with
welcome, Sidney was pleased to see they both conducted themselves
with appropriate courtesy.

Marcus stood, followed immediately by Rowan
and introductions were made.

Within seconds the atmosphere in the room
relaxed, as Nick and Adrian recognized a fellow in Rowan. Black
eyes met black eyes, accepted and moved on.

Marcus was another matter and it took some
time to make his situation known. Adrian’s response was much as his
father’s had been. Utter astonishment that Thérèse could have
preyed upon Marcus yet left him almost unscathed.

Nick whistled through his teeth. “Not that
I’m unsympathetic to your plight, Sir Marcus, but in some ways your
ailment saved you.” He blinked. “Of course, it will kill you, I
suppose, but then again…” He stumbled and looked embarrassed. “I
don’t think I put that very well, did I?”

Marcus chuckled. “No matter, Nick. Actually
we’ve met once before I believe…at Newmarket?” He mentioned times
and places that obviously refreshed Nick’s memory and soon all the
men were seated, exchanging bits and pieces of conversation.

“Where are the ladies?” Sidney raised an
eyebrow.

“Refreshing themselves, I suppose.” Adrian
looked quizzical. “Which probably means changing their dresses,
bathing, doing their hair again—that sort of stuff.”

“I look forward to meeting them.” Marcus
stood and crossed to the fireplace, warming his hands at the
cheerful blaze. “And although I confess to enjoying this gathering,
there are matters we must discuss.”

Rowan glanced at him. “Are you all right,
Marcus?”

Sidney followed Rowan’s gaze. “Yes, I second
that question. Marcus, you must tell us if there is anything we can
do—anything you need—”

Marcus shook his head. “I am well. Just
chilled a little. Probably more by the thought of what lies ahead
of us than the temperature of the room.” He lifted his head and
gazed at the sword. “I do not have Rowan’s ability to draw heat
from this thing, unfortunately.”

A silence fell at his words, broken
immediately thereafter by questions from Adrian and Nick. It took
close on an hour to settle matters and offer explanations. Even
then, Sidney felt they’d only touched the surface of what lay
between them all.

Rowan had never answered Sidney’s question,
but under cover of the general conversation, Sidney had taken a
long look at the man. Other than the unusual black eyes, Rowan was
a handsome young devil. Sandy hair fell negligently around his
sculptured features, his body was firm and strong—and he looked
exactly like what he was—a well set-up member of the
aristocracy.

But Sidney could not forget the look on his
face when Rowan had told of his most recent encounter with Thérèse.
Was it possible this young man had given Thérèse more than his
blood? That he had done the unthinkable and fallen in love with
her, savagely erotic and evil behavior notwithstanding?

Sidney shrugged to himself. Stranger things
were possible. Spiders continued to mate even though the female
often decapitated the male after achieving her goals. Nature seemed
to possess no boundaries when it came to matters of attraction and
continuation of the species.

Who was he to say Rowan could not love a
monster?

The man himself was staring open-mouthed at
Nick. “You mean Verity felt it too?”

Nick nodded. “She felt something, that’s for
sure. Quite distinctly. Although she seemed to receive impressions
from it, not exactly visions but…” He ran a hand through his hair.
“This is all so confusing. I’d say it was a nightmare if I wasn’t
living it myself.”

“Hear, hear.” Adrian lifted a glass in a mock
toast. “To our group nightmare. May we all wake from it in one
piece. And at peace.” He sipped a little of the wine then
placed the glass carefully down on the tray.

It was quiet as each man remained busy with
his thoughts.

Sidney took stock of the situation, although
uppermost in his mind was a sense of family—of community.

With the addition of Marcus and Rowan to
their numbers, they were now a formidable little force. But they
still had no way of knowing how to end their torture. How to sever
the hold Thérèse exerted on those she’d preyed upon. Or if they’d
survive should they defeat her for once and for all.

Sidney’s heart ached for his strange family.
He wanted nothing more than to protect them, to help them face what
lay ahead with all the weapons he could provide. If they failed—God
help them all.

His gaze roamed the room, coming to rest on
the one person who returned it. Marcus Camberley. It seemed that he
too was aware of the importance of this little group of lost souls.
Touched by darkness but not devoured by it as the others had been,
both Sidney and Marcus had a different perspective, removed a
little from the immediacy of the threat.

Marcus’ lips curved slightly and he rose to
approach Sidney. “You said you’d like to take a drop of my blood.
Perhaps now would be a good time? You and I cannot be part of where
this conversation is headed, I’m thinking. Our participation will
not be missed.” He extended a hand and helped Sidney rise.

“Thank you. I would indeed be curious to see
how your blood differs. Whether it’ll tell us why you left a bad
taste in Thérèse’ mouth, I have no idea. But it can’t hurt to
look.”

Marcus chuckled. “That depends on your
perspective. It’ll probably hurt me a lot more than it’ll
hurt you.”

Sidney chuckled back. “No leeches. Word of
honor.”

“Thank God for that.” Marcus’ comment
was heartfelt as he followed Sidney from the room.

 


True to his word, Sidney’s ministrations left
only the tiniest pinprick on Marcus’ finger, a wound he completely
forgot about within a few minutes of quitting the large chamber
Sidney had set up for his laboratory.

Weary to the bone, Marcus made for his own
room. He would meet the women shortly, but for now he wanted
nothing more than to lay his aching body down and rest. The journey
had been a hard one, their subsequent arrival and revelations
exhausting and despite a night’s rest, Marcus still struggled with
a lack of energy.

He knew he’d revive, but it was getting to be
a longer process all the time.

He’d barely closed his door behind him when
it opened once more on a tap to admit Rowan.

“Marcus, you’re worn out, aren’t you? Sidney
said you might need something…’tis my fault.” Worriedly, Rowan
crossed the room and took Marcus’ face in his hands, staring
intently at him. “I forced the pace of our journey too hard.”

“I’m fine. Don’t fuss.” Marcus smiled. “Yes,
I tire more easily these days. But I shall recover. Already I feel
stronger than yesterday.”

“There’s still a full decanter of brandy in
my room. I certainly won’t be drinking any of it. Come—you could
call for your own, which I notice you’ve almost finished—or you
could have some of mine before you sleep…”

Rowan opened the door between their rooms and
Marcus found himself following his friend into a similar suite. St.
Chesswell’s hospitality included spacious rooms and fires burning
in the old stone fireplaces—most likely a necessity if the nights
grew cold and damp.

“I doubt that donating blood to Sidney’s
research did you any good either…” Glass clinked as Rowan poured a
healthy draught of brandy into a snifter and passed it to
Marcus.

“A mere pinprick and he was done.” Marcus
sipped thoughtfully. “He’s a fascinating and knowledgeable man,
Rowan. Dedicated too.”

“I can understand why. ‘Tis his adopted son
who is afflicted with this darkness, Marcus. And also his
daughter-in-law. Sidney’s a man who values his family. A good man,
I think, don’t you?”

Marcus nodded. “Yes. We’ve come to the right
place. If there are any answers to be had about this whole Thérèse
situation, this is where they will be discovered.”

Rowan sat on the edge of the bed and motioned
Marcus to the space beside him. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? The
variety of experiences we’ve all had. The similarities between our
visions of Thérèse—and also the differences.”

Marcus nodded. “Rowan, you do understand that
Sidney and this little coterie of ours has but one goal. To
destroy Thérèse.”

Rowan sighed. “I know. Believe me I know.” He
stared into the flames. “And they’re right. I also know that too.
But…”

“Yes. But.” Marcus put his glass down
and rested a hand on Rowan’s shoulder. “But if any kind of success
is achieved, you will pay a huge price. More than anybody
else.”

Rowan lifted his hand and covered Marcus’,
gripping his fingers tightly for a second. “You understand.”

“I do. If there was anything I could do to
change things, I would.” His throat closed a little at the thought
of the pain Rowan would suffer at losing the one woman he
loved.

Rowan’s shoulder moved beneath his palm as
the man shrugged a little. “I may not survive the experience
myself, Marcus. Your concerns may be moot.”

“I hope to God that is not so.”

Black eyes turned to Marcus, filled with a
variety of emotions. “You are a good man, Marcus. I’m glad we met.
I’m glad we’ve…shared what we’ve shared.” He frowned a little. “And
you are weary. Lie down. Let me tend to you for a while and take my
mind off what might come to pass…”

Marcus found himself pushed back on the bed
and efficiently stripped of his clothes. Rowan’s touch was
comforting, cool and gentle as he rolled Marcus onto his stomach.
“You are very tense, my friend.”

Marcus snorted. “Are you surprised? This
isn’t exactly a stroll in St. James’s Park, you know.”

Rowan chuckled as he slipped from his own
clothing. “It’s not, is it? Life can be very strange at times.”

The bed dipped as Rowan knelt beside Marcus,
then straddled him, knees either side of his hips. “Just relax for
a while, hmm?”

With a soft movement, Rowan began to stroke
Marcus’ back and shoulders, a rhythmic massage that was soothing
and did much to ease the tension of the last few days.

Slowly, Marcus let the worries seep away,
enjoying the feel of Rowan’s hands caressing his spine, finding the
hard knots of muscles in his back and working them loose once
more.

“You are very good at this…” Marcus huffed
the words into the pillow beneath his head.

“My animals think so. To be honest, I’ve
never done this to a person before. But the principle is the same,
I believe. Encourage the stiff muscles to unwind, replace the cold
taut areas with loose warm ones…”

“You must have happy spaniels.”

“They grin a lot, yes.”

Marcus laughed. Incredible though it seemed,
he felt comfortable—no longer tense or worried about the future.
What ever happened would happen. Right at this moment, he
felt—good.

And as the delightful massage continued, he
began to feel other things as well. Rowan’s hands strayed farther
down his back, occasionally kneading the swells of his buttocks.
His touch turned sensual at last, arousing now instead of
calming.

Marcus hungered for more. His cock was
stiffening uncomfortably beneath him, digging into the quilt. He
parted his thighs a fraction, pressing outward against Rowan’s
legs.

A low chuckle greeted his move. “I understand
your message, dear friend.”

Marcus felt Rowan’s cock slip along his body,
a silky iron rod caressing him. Sure fingers delved between his
thighs and found his balls, touching them delicately but firmly
enough to drive his excitement higher.

“Mmm, Rowan…”

“Mmm, Marcus…” Rowan laughed as he repeated
the words. “You have the best arse in the world, you know.”

“I do?”

Rowan slid down and Marcus felt a quick nip
on one buttock. “Oh yes. Without question the best arse.”

“Er…thank you.” He blinked, then sighed as
his cheeks were parted and Rowan found the tight little ring of
muscles within the cleft.

Skillfully, Rowan played with Marcus,
sometimes penetrating a little, other times brushing his cock
against that most sensitive spot. Marcus could feel the dampness
from the other man, the drops of moisture seeping free in readiness
for the pleasures ahead.

It would be but a fleeting touch, Marcus
knew. Their time together was not of a sort to become permanent.
Each had found something he sought in the other—and each took great
pleasure from the genuine affectionate emotions they shared. Sex
was a way to express that pleasure, along with a degree of trust
and honesty that neither had expected.

Marcus groaned as Rowan lay fully along his
prone body. The delight of his caresses and the thrust of a hard
cock between his legs—they were but a part of this odd
relationship. A pleasant digression, of course, but something that
could be easily discarded. The friendship, the bonds between
them—those would always remain.

Marcus moved his thighs, allowing Rowan room
to settle himself.

Let tomorrow bring whatever Fate decreed.
Tonight was just for them.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


Rowan relished the slide of Marcus’ firm body
beneath his. It was a rare pleasure—this joining, this passion they
shared. So much more than the simple sexual act, it was more of a
pledge, an affection that went deeper into both their souls than
Rowan could ever have believed.

He wondered if this would be the last time
they would share such a pleasure.

His world was changing, he knew. By traveling
to St. Chesswell’s, Rowan and Marcus had altered the course of
their lives, set their feet on a path that would lead to…to
what?

Rowan had no idea. But he felt deep in his
heart that nothing would ever be the same for him. He sensed the
stirring of his fangs, but held them back. He could not feed from
Marcus. Nor would he, even if circumstances were different. Not
now, not when there was such a strong bond between them.

He would feed again soon, but at this moment
he could simply surrender to the delights of being with Marcus in
this most intimate of ways.

Rowan let his cock slide back and forth
within the cleft of Marcus’ arse, delighting in the mounds that
clasped him as taut muscles tightened in response to his touch.

“Bloody hell, Marcus. If things were
different…” He bit back the words that he could so easily have
spoken. Words that would have changed matters between them even
more.

He could have loved this man. Given his life
and his soul into Marcus’ keeping.

Had he not already done so with Thérèse.

“I know. But they are what they are.” Marcus
shifted a little, lifting himself, presenting himself to Rowan like
the gift he so certainly was. “Take what is now and enjoy it. I
certainly shall. Let tomorrow be. No matter what lies ahead, we
will ever and always be friends.”

Rowan’s brain eased and he obeyed, determined
to bring Marcus as much satisfaction as possible, knowing that by
doing so he would satisfy himself as well. Once more he dotted
kisses down Marcus’ spine, adding to the tension by pressing his
cock against the tight ring of muscles he knew would be soaring
with sensation within his friend.

A groan told him how much Marcus was enjoying
it. But this time, Rowan needed more.

He shifted away and encouraged Marcus to roll
over onto his back. “I would see your face as you come,
Marcus.”

The other man quickly turned. “And I would
see yours too.”

They positioned themselves carefully; Rowan’s
arse poised over Marcus’ cock as he shuffled his knees up and
straddled the firm belly. “Hold me. Stroke me. Let’s do this
together.”

Willingly, Marcus reached for Rowan, taking
his cock in a firm grasp, caressing it with just the right amount
of strength and tenderness. As he began his strokes, Rowan lowered
himself, piercing his body with Marcus’ erect length. He was
ready—oh-so ready—to be filled by this man and to share an orgasm
with him that would sate them both.

And perhaps help them put aside the shadows
that darkened both their lives. At least for a little while.

Marcus’ gaze clashed with Rowan’s as both men
began to move, a look filled with emotions that flickered behind
his eyes like summer lightning. Heat, lust, pain and affection—they
chased themselves in circles, clear to Rowan as he raised and fell,
massaging Marcus’ cock and being massaged in his turn.

It was quick—both men were ready to let go
and seek forgetfulness in the few blissful moments of climax. Rowan
could feel Marcus’ body tensing beneath him, even as his own
muscles knotted and his spine began to throb in anticipation. Balls
tight, Rowan laid aside his worries, simply focusing on the feel of
Marcus’ hands and the fullness of his cock within them.

Marcus parted his lips, grimacing a little as
he thrust hard, hips lifting Rowan even as Rowan pushed down. They
moved more rapidly, Marcus panting and grunting with the effort of
fucking Rowan this way.

It was soon accomplished.

Rowan cried out, his cock throbbing within
Marcus’ hands even as Marcus’ cock exploded inside Rowan’s
arse.

Together, both men rode the orgasm, trembling
and shuddering through the climactic shocks to their bodies, linked
together by so much more than just their sex.

As Rowan eased down from his peak, he was
astonished to see the traces of tears on Marcus’ cheeks.

Gently, still seated on Marcus’ softening
cock, he leaned forward and touched them with the tip of one
finger. “Marcus?”

“I’m all right.” The brown eyes were somber
now, no traces of emotion behind them. “Thank you, Rowan. Thank you
for everything.”

“You feel it too, don’t you?”

“That we shall not do this again? Yes. With a
certainty I can’t put a name to. And I’m sad in some ways, yet in
others…”

Rowan sighed and let their bodies fall apart,
lying next to Marcus, but not touching him anymore. “I understand.”
Gently he reached for Marcus’ hand and twined their fingers
together.

The crushing grip he received was enough to
let him know that his emotions were shared. Whatever lay ahead,
neither man knew. That their friendship would withstand it, neither
was in doubt.

Rowan knew his heart would always belong to
Thérèse. It was the one part of himself he could not share with
Marcus, or anybody else. It was the greatest curse he could
imagine, greater than being turned into a creature of darkness. And
yet it was the only thing that sustained him in that darkness.

With a sigh, he released Marcus’ hand,
knowing his friend was drifting into sleep. Comforted by the
knowledge they’d both shared such complete intimacy—and without any
prevarication on either of their parts—Rowan closed his eyes.

Total honesty was rare. Total honesty between
lovers was even rarer.

He might be cursed, but in this strange way
he’d been blessed too. What would come of it…

He drifted away into his world of total
nothingness. And as always, his last thoughts were of Thérèse.

- - -

Marcus’ dream came to him softly, an
unfolding of images, blurred visions, drifting fogs that cleared at
last to reveal a rocky coastline. He did not recognize the
location, but in that odd way of dreams he did not particularly
care.

What did surprise him was the woman standing
on top of the cliffs, staring out over the dark ocean and letting
the wind play with her hair.

It was Thérèse.

He recognized her easily. Her image had never
fully deserted his memory since their first eventful encounter and
her appearance in his recent dream with Rowan simply reinforced
it.

She was astoundingly beautiful. Skin like
cream, hair the flame red color of portraits by old Masters. Her
body, molded now by some flimsy silk gown as it fluttered in the
wind—well, if God himself had created woman, then this was probably
as close as Marcus could get to seeing what the Almighty had in
mind.

Proud full breasts stood out from her chest,
sloped to the beaded tips exactly as they were meant to be. Beneath
them was a soft belly, curved slightly, leading the eye downward to
thighs that were shapely and firm above calves and ankles that
could clasp around a man’s waist as she held him tightly within
her.

Every pore of her body radiated a unique
sensual appeal—and Marcus found he was not immune. His cock stirred
and his balls ached as she turned her black gaze toward him, an
expression of puzzlement briefly crossing her delicately perfect
features.

“You? Why are you here? I did not call you…”
Her voice was strangely soft, almost a whisper. And yet Marcus
heard it clearly over the sounds of the ocean.

“I have no idea.” He waited. He knew this was
not real, but it seemed substantial. He knew Thérèse could not harm
him, a fact that gave him the patience to stand silent, biding his
time while she considered her next words.

“It’s Rowan, isn’t it?” She turned away once
more to resume her study of the sea. “You have been with him. Loved
him.”

He saw her throat move as she swallowed, a
tiny ripple of her neck—no more than that—and yet such an
enticement he found himself longing to touch that little spot of
softness with his tongue. His voice dried up and he found himself
unable to answer her. What could he say, anyway?

“I’m glad.” She lifted her face to the
wind.

Marcus blinked. “Why?”

“Because he thinks he loves me. He
must not.”

“He cannot help himself.” Marcus tilted his
head. “Surely you know there are some things beyond even your
control.”

Thérèse’s shoulders drooped. “I would have
spared him. It can only lead to pain.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “That sounds most
strange, coming from one such as you.”

She turned her head at that, staring at him
with eyes that no longer shone with the light of feverish desire.
The black pupils were almost dull, lifeless, the gaze of a corpse
unburied. Marcus shivered.

“I know what I am, Marcus. Believe me, I know
what I am. Yet there is still a part of me that would spare Rowan.”
She turned away to face the wind again. “Of all the men—all the
countless mortals who have crossed my path—only Rowan would I spare
if I could.”

“Why?”

There was no answer. She merely shrugged, an
awkward shifting of her creamy shoulders.

Marcus was aware of the desolation in her
stance, an emptiness matched by the endless ocean onto which she
stared. “Is there…can I…” He paused, oddly at a loss for words.
“Thérèse, what can I do?”

The question caught him by surprise. This
was, after all, a woman best described as a carnivorous demon from
the darkest reaches of hell who had wrought terrible things on too
many victims.

And yet—at this moment—she seemed less savage
and more vulnerable. As if she was being crushed by something, some
dreadful burden Marcus could not even begin to imagine. He could
only feel an undeniable need to offer help.

She laughed then, a sound only a few
heartbeats away from a sob. “Nothing, Marcus. Nothing. The
time for doing is long past. No one can do anything.”

“I…”

She raised her hand to halt his words and
turned to him, full face this time, lifting her chin. “I know that
my time grows short. Even those like myself are not truly immortal.
I shall not be sorry to part company with this existence, Marcus.
Although I dread the eternity of suffering I know awaits me beyond
as punishment for my sins.” Again that oddly sad laugh. “It can,
however, scarcely be worse than what I have endured for so
long.”

“What have you endured, Thérèse? Tell
me.” Marcus’ words were urgent, filled with his need to
understand the odd contradictions he was now seeing within the
woman who had preyed on so many helpless mortals.

“I cannot. You would not be able to bear it.”
She shook her head, red curls flying around her face.

“Try me.”

“I will not.” This time she was adamant.
“Rowan…” Her throat moved on a gulp of air as she spoke his name.
“Rowan knows. Ask him.”

And the dream, if it was a dream, ended.

- - -

“There was no more?” Sidney asked the
question eagerly of Marcus, the words tumbling from his lips before
anyone else had the chance to voice them.

They’d gathered after sunset in Sidney’s
study, each face betraying the tension they all felt at the rising
of something—darker than usual in their strange world.

Marcus shook his head. “That was all. That
was, come to think of it, quite enough. My spirits were bowing
under the weight of what I sensed from Thérèse. I wanted nothing
more than to help her.” Marcus’ eyes widened as he looked around at
them all. “Help her. Can you imagine that? After what she
tried to do to me? After what she’s done to you?”

Adrian blinked as Katherine straightened her
shoulders. “You’re a kind man, Marcus. And you have been spared
much of her savagery. Yes, I can believe it. She’s clever.
Manipulative. She knows full well how to get what she wants.” Her
red hair glinted as she nodded at Marcus, even while reaching for
Adrian’s hand.

“I’m not that kind, my dear.” Her husband
glanced quickly at her. “I’m thinking she may be more vulnerable
for some reason. Perhaps the time is growing near when we’ll have
better luck wiping her off the face of the earth, forever this
time.”

“She said I knew.” Rowan didn’t respond to
Adrian’s comment, lost in thoughts of his own apparently.

Sidney inclined his head. “She did, didn’t
she?” He watched the younger man wrinkle his brow. “What do
you know, lad?”

The others turned as one to Rowan.

He looked at a loss. “I know only her pain.
Her agony. Overwhelming and indescribable. I told you all about
that—the last time I fed from her it was as if something escaped
from within her soul. Some horror for which I have no words.”

He leaned back in his chair, clearly fighting
the urge to plead for her. “I do not hide the nature of my
affections for Thérèse. I cannot fight it, nor bury it. I will love
her to the day my soul goes to whatever place is designated for
such as us. I can only hope hers is there waiting. Eternity is too
short for what I feel. I know what she is and some of what she has
done.”

His shoulders drooped and he looked
exhausted. “But in spite of all that—in spite of what I’ve seen
with my own eyes—I cannot help but love her. And now, after that
spate of terrible agony she shared with me, perhaps by mistake or a
momentary weakness, I have to know the answer to an all-important
question. I have to understand why she is the way she is. Then—and
only then—will I know if I am strong enough to join you in
destroying her.”

Nick nodded once. “Fair enough, Rowan.”

Verity was next to him, her expression a
mixture of compassion and confusion. “I feel for you, dear Rowan.
Loving her cannot be easy. We each bring our own emotions to this
battle and yours—well, they are not simple or lightweight, are
they?”

Rowan bent a quick glance of gratitude at
her. “No, they’re not. I’m torn between the knowledge that what you
are all doing is the only right path to take. And yet my heart is
screaming at me to protect the one I love.”

Marcus rested a hand lightly on his friend’s
shoulder. “We all understand. And rest assured that whatever course
we decide on, we shall do our best to make sure it’s the right one,
Rowan.”

Rowan closed his eyes and nodded. “I
know.”

Sidney shifted his cane for a moment or two,
idly tracing the pattern of the carpet with the tip as his thoughts
raced along diverse paths. He scarcely noticed the companionable
silence that had fallen in the room, since his mind was grappling
with a notion. Ridiculous though it might seem, Thérèse could have
been speaking the plain and simple truth to Marcus.

Rowan might indeed know. He just
didn’t realize it.

“I have a suggestion. It’s rather outrageous,
but I’ll make it anyway.” Sidney looked up at the faces now turned
toward him. “Thérèse has stated that Rowan is the only one to be
aware of her agony. I ask myself how this can be so, since she
told him nothing.”

As one, all nodded in agreement.

“So, following one assumption logically to
its conclusion, I think that perhaps Thérèse did share
something with Rowan—only not in words. Not in ways his
conscious mind can understand.”

Rowan frowned. “Explain please?”

Sidney focused his attention on Rowan. “You
fed from her, lad. You drank her pain. It filled you—damn near
drowned you according to what you’ve told us. So…putting all the
pieces together, I can only come to one conclusion.”

Silence fell as the others listened, thought
and began to see what Sidney implied.

“The knowledge passed to you through her
blood, Rowan. That’s where you hold this knowledge.
That’s where the truth of Thérèse lies. In your
blood.”

- - -

It had taken over an hour for the discussion
to wane—long enough for all to arrive at a similar conclusion as
Sir Sidney.

Rowan had been one of the first. He alone
knew the depth of the turmoil and excruciating torture within his
love’s soul. He alone had felt the shattering agonies, sensed some
of her deep and savage grief.
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