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	This vampire which is amongst us . . . can command all the meaner things, the rat, and the owl, and the bat, the moth, and the fox, and the wolf, he can grow and become small, and he can at times vanish and come unknown.

	 

	—Bram Stoker, Dracula



	



	 

	Chapter One
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	“Good morning, miss,” calls a gently lilting voice, rousing Adelina from her restful sleep.

	Resisting the urge to groan, Adelina sinks deeper into her covers, pulling the plush blankets up to her chin. Soft footsteps cross the wooden floor, and she squeezes her eyes tight as the curtains are opened.

	Despite her body’s protests, she forces her eyes open, wincing at the brightness of the room. The sunlight is warm and yellow, and it makes the glass perfume bottles on the vanity glitter.

	“Come now. Lord and Lady Gray are already in the dining room,” Adelina’s lady’s maid, Rose, says from the foot of the bed. Her apron is stark white, her light brown hair pulled up and off her neck in a tight chignon. She has a small smile on her lips, her cheeks rosy, and her morning cheerfulness makes Adelina feel nauseated.

	Before Adelina even sits up in bed, she notes the shaking of her hands as they grip the covers. In her dreams, she’s liberated of her mystery illness, free to do as she pleases, whether that’s kissing handsome men in darkened ballrooms or skating upon the pond on their country grounds in the deep winter. But in her waking world, those dreams vanish into harsh reality.

	“Where’s my—”

	“I’ve it here for you, miss,” Rose says. She disappears into the hallway and returns a moment later carrying a tray. On it is a white teacup painted with royal-blue flowers, and Adelina perks up at the sight. She sits up in bed and reaches with trembling fingers for the cup.

	The tonic, while displeasing in taste, is the only thing that helps Adelina from her bed in the mornings. She drinks it slowly, and though her lips at one time puckered from the disagreeable taste, she’s used to it now.

	“Thank you, Rose.” Adelina places the teacup back on the tray and closes her eyes as the liquid travels down her chest and settles in her stomach. It warms her from the inside, and the trembling in her fingers lessens before she’s placed her bare feet on the floor.

	Rose sets the tray on the vanity, then moves across the room to the wardrobe, opening the doors wide to reveal a collection of dresses in varying pale shades. “Now,” she says, turning to Adelina with a flourish, “shall we get you dressed?”
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	By the time Adelina steps into the dining room, dressed in a lilac gown with her long brown hair twisted into a loose plait, the shakes that plagued her upon waking have ceased.

	Her parents look up from the dining table and offer her matching smiles.

	“Papa.” Adelina pads lightly across the dining room and presses a gentle kiss against her father’s clean-shaven cheek, then takes a seat between her parents at the long dining table.

	“You look well, dear,” Lady Gray says after her brown eyes finish their usual morning assessment of Adelina’s countenance.

	“I’m fine, Mama. You mustn’t worry so much. I’m no longer a child.” Adelina arches a dark brow at her mother as the footman pours her a cup of English tea and prepares a plate with which she’ll break her fast.

	“Forgive me for caring after the health of my only daughter.”

	Lady Gray purses her lips, and Adelina feels her mother’s eyes on her as she lifts the teacup to her mouth. It’s always the shakes her mother looks for, the telltale sign that her condition is getting the best of her. But her hand is steady, and the tea makes its way past her pink lips without note. Adelina puts her cup down with a smirk and reaches for the silverware gleaming in the sunlight.

	Crisp footsteps click in the tiled hall, and Adelina looks up as the butler steps into the dining room. He carries a tray with a single letter, which he offers to Lady Gray with a bow.

	“Thank you, Simon,” she says, fetching the letter and holding it up in the light.

	Simon smiles at Adelina, his typical morning greeting, before turning on his polished heel and moving swiftly from the room.

	Lady Gray opens the letter, and her brows rise toward her golden hairline as she reads.

	“What is it, Mama?” Adelina asks, a ripe red cherry resting against her parted lips. “Another ball?”

	The thought makes her chest squeeze and her stomach twist. Though she’s been out in society for two years now, having debuted when she was seventeen, her weak constitution often dissuades her from the dance floor and prevents her from participating in the lively events of the season, therefore keeping her away from the eligible bachelors looking for wives with whom to start their new lives.

	Many nights Adelina has lain awake, imagining herself twirling across the floor in the arms of a man she may someday call her husband, but this dream has yet to come true. If she’s not strong enough for a night of dancing under candlelight, how will she ever gather the strength to keep a household running smoothly or bear and raise children?

	Adelina yanks the cherry from the stem and pushes the thoughts from her mind.

	“Yes,” Lady Gray says finally. She sits up in her chair, and her gaze lands on Adelina. “Hosted by the Rosettis.”

	Lord Gray lowers his newspaper, the pages crinkling in the quiet of the room, and Adelina and her mother look at him with wide eyes. It’s not often that dining table conversation can prompt him to lower his paper, even for a moment.

	“The Rosettis?” One of his bushy brows rises dubiously.

	“Yes, dear.” Lady Gray passes the letter to him, and he scans it with an expression Adelina can’t quite place. Disinterest? Irritation?

	“Is something the matter, Papa?”

	The expression vanishes, replaced with the endearing smile Adelina is so used to. “Not at all.” He hands the letter back to Lady Gray and opens his paper once more.

	“The Rosettis,” Adelina says, looking to her mother now that her father has dissolved into his news stories once again. “Lord Rosetti is—”

	“An earl,” Lady Gray says. She lowers the letter and sets her sights on Adelina. “And his eldest son is unmarried yet. A viscount.” She begins to fan herself with the parchment as if the very thought has her overheating. “Can you imagine?”

	Adelina cannot. A wealthy viscount would be a good match indeed for any of the young ladies looking so dutifully for a husband, but he’d certainly not have any interest in her. “Mama, you know I—”

	“I know you have all the qualities of a lovely wife,” Lady Gray says, and it’s as though she can read Adelina’s mind. “Why shouldn’t the viscount take an interest in you?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps because I can barely take a turn about the floor without feeling faint?” Adelina clutches her linen napkin in her lap, but her mother brushes her off with a wave.

	“Hurry now and finish your breakfast. We must go to the modiste promptly. If everyone received an invitation—oh, it’ll be dreadfully crowded. You know how popular Mrs. McDonald’s designs are. Rose!” Lady Gray rises from her chair and sweeps from the room, still beckoning the lady’s maid, the letter clutched in her hand.

	Adelina looks helplessly to her father. “Papa, you must tell her.”

	He lowers his paper so Adelina can see his smile. Taking her hand, he gives her fingers a light squeeze. “You know how she gets about these things. Indulge her, hmm? You’re her only daughter, after all.”

	Blowing out a sigh, Adelina pulls away from him. “Oh, very well.” When he puts it that way, how can she refuse?

	Her father chuckles and resumes reading.

	Another ball, she thinks as she pops a second cherry into her mouth, another opportunity to see that which I can never have. The juice explodes on her tongue, tart and sweet. How delightful.



	




	 

	Chapter Two
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	The carriage coasts along the cobbled streets of Everborough, and Adelina leans over to peer from the window. It is an overcast night, and the moon limns the dark clouds in silver. Despite the shawl draped over Adelina’s shoulders, she shivers.

	“There it is,” Lady Gray whispers as she looks out the window beside Adelina, her tone bordering on reverence.

	Indeed, the Rosetti manor strikes veneration into Adelina’s heart, and she can’t help the slight gasp that escapes her lips. “It’s so . . .” She searches for the right word as the carriage rolls up the winding drive toward the glowing manor, and only when the footman has helped her from the carriage and she looks upon the home in all its grandeur does she finally find the word.

	Romantic.

	The manor has more windows than she has time to count, and its steeply pitched roof seems to touch the sky. If she were to stand on that roof, perhaps she’d know what it’s like to trail her fingertips through a cloud or taste a rainbow on her tongue. Would it taste like spring? Like collecting flowers with one’s lover after a storm? The thought sends goose bumps dancing over her skin.

	Lady Gray steps down from the carriage behind her and takes Adelina’s arm.

	“Are you ready?” she asks, reaching out to lift Adelina’s chin with a featherlight touch.

	“For what?” Adelina pulls away. “We’ve been to ten balls this season, and I can count on one hand how many dances I’ve had.” She pushes her shoulders back and stands tall. “This ball will be no different.”

	Lady Gray clucks her tongue. “You don’t know that. Where’s your sense of spirit? Of romance?” She opens her fan with a snap and flutters it demurely, making the ringlets of blond hair around her temples dance. “Perhaps you’ll meet your husband tonight, hmm?”

	Her mother’s excitement makes Adelina smile even though she’s tempted to frown.

	Once Lord Gray has stepped from the carriage and taken the ladies’ arms, the three set off toward the Rosetti manor.

	Adelina tries not to grip her father’s arm too tight, but she feels she might lose her balance as they climb the many stairs to the entryway. She pauses to catch her breath at the top, and then her mother guides her gently inside.

	Servants swarm about the hall, serving glasses of wine and trays of appetizers that make Adelina’s mouth water. Young women in pastel dresses sweep past with dizzying grace, pursued—ever politely—by gentlemen with horses and houses and butlers to call their own. Laughter and voices rise into the cathedral ceiling, where hundreds of candles flicker, casting light on the revelers below.

	Adelina tilts her head back to take in the artwork adorning the ceiling, but she can scarcely make out a painted form before her mother ushers her into the ballroom, where a quadrille is well underway.

	As soon as she steps through the arched doorway, her chest constricts. Couples dance to a song played by an orchestra sitting upon a dais at the far end of the ballroom. The dancers move as if of one body, not a pointed toe or carefully positioned hand out of place. If a young man were to slip his hand ever a touch low, a lady might be required by decorum to pull hastily away, even should she wish to explore that touch further. Not that Adelina would know.

	In the rare occurrence she’s asked to dance, her steps are always one beat behind, her every gesture slightly out of sync with those around her. Thinking of it now, she glances down and finds her fingertips trembling. She clenches her hand into a fist as a young woman appears from the fold.

	“Adelina!” Eliza is glowing, her freckled cheeks pink from the heat in the room and, very likely, the man who trails just a step behind her. “Lord Gray. Lady Gray.” Eliza nods to Adelina’s parents.

	“Lady Williamson, how nice to see you. Love looks good on you, my dear,” Lady Gray says before reaching out to squeeze Eliza’s hand.

	The compliment only makes Eliza’s cheeks redden further, and she leans toward her new husband gleefully.

	Adelina turns to her parents. “Now that Eliza’s here, you need not lurk. Go. Drink. Be merry.”

	Her parents would hover about her all night if she didn’t forcefully send them away.

	Acquiescing, Lord and Lady Gray turn, arms linked, but Adelina’s father pauses for a moment. “Stay where we can see you, dear.” His eyes scan the crowd, but for whom, Adelina doesn’t know.

	Her dark brows knit together briefly, but before she can ask what he’s worried about, her parents are gone. Her mother pulls her father into the crowd, snatching a flute of sparkling champagne as she goes. Beneath the candlelight, their pale hair glows, and Adelina reaches up to touch a lock of her dark hair.

	“It’s been too long,” Eliza says, drawing Adelina’s attention away from her golden parents. “We’ve not spoken since the wedding.”

	“That’s because you insist upon ignoring my letters.” Adelina arches a brow and tries not to smile as Eliza averts her eyes sheepishly. “Married life must keep you”—she glances at Eliza’s husband—“busy.”

	John Williamson takes a step toward his new bride, and Eliza gazes up at him as though he is the moon and the stars. Their marriage was the first of the season, and though Adelina would never admit it, she ached to see her closest friend swept so beautifully off her feet. She’d hoped for Eliza to be by her side forever, two spinsters destined to pen novels and lock themselves away in towers, but it was not to be, as is so clear by the stars in the young couple’s eyes.

	“That’s one word for it,” Eliza says, finally pulling her eyes from her groom. Her gaze travels to Adelina’s throat, and she reaches out and touches the tiny silver vial nestled between Adelina’s collarbones.

	“That’s a most unique necklace,” Lord Williamson remarks.

	“It was a gift from my father,” Adelina says. She reaches up to touch it. “It’s filled with patchouli. Mama says the young men will find it . . . fetching.” Her lips quirk up in a smirk.

	“Well, I’m certainly glad Lord Gray did not gift Eliza one. I may not have been so lucky otherwise.” He smiles down at his bride, who rises onto her toes to press a dainty kiss upon his cheek.

	The orchestra finishes their quadrille, and the dancers on the floor part politely. Manners dictate a lady should dance with the same partner no more than two times, and as such, the pairings shift as seamlessly as a river moving around smooth stones. Adelina casts her eyes about the room, but no gentlemen move or even glance her way.

	“Archibald,” Lord Williamson calls, and a young man turns. They exchange pleasantries before shifting their attention to Eliza and Adelina. “My dear, Miss Gray, allow me to introduce Archibald Felton.”

	Adelina and Eliza both nod politely, and Adelina tries to ignore the sparkle in Eliza’s eye.

	“The pleasure is mine,” Lord Felton says. His copper hair is smoothed elegantly back from his forehead, and his hazel eyes are bright and sharp. “Miss Gray, I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of a dance.”

	Adelina tries not to recoil. If this young man has not seen her dance, he is surely in for an unpleasant surprise.

	“Do me the honor?” He offers Adelina a white-gloved hand, and she takes it with a strained smile.

	“Certainly, Lord Felton.”

	The young man leads her onto the floor, and they intermingle with the many other couples preparing for the next dance.

	“I’ve not seen you on the floor tonight,” Lord Felton says.

	“You’re soon to discover why, my lord. I fear my steps leave much to be desired.”

	He smiles as though she’s joking, and she desperately wishes that were the case.

	Just before the string players put their bows to their instruments, another couple takes to the floor, and the dancers part to make way for them. Adelina glances their way, as does everyone else in the ballroom, and her eyes become affixed to them.

	The man, tall and broad shouldered, has his back to her. His partner has hair like honey, soft and gleaming and golden, and her cheekbones are high and sharp, but not nearly so sharp as her striking blue eyes. Even her eyelashes catch the candlelight. If an artist needed a muse, she’d be it.

	The orchestra plays their first note, and Adelina pulls her gaze from the woman in time to curtsy to her partner. When Lord Felton smiles, Adelina smiles back, but beneath it is a quivering frown. He takes her hands, and the waltz begins.

	She does her best to keep up, to ensure her slippered feet shift in time and she gets every move right. Though her hands tremble and her stomach knots, she keeps her shoulders back.

	As Lord Felton spins her about the floor, she catches sight of her parents. Lady Gray is beaming. The half-empty glass in her hand might have something to do with it, but it warms Adelina’s heart. Lord Gray, though, seems not to notice her, even as she passes right before him. His gaze is elsewhere, eyes narrowed and darker than is appropriate at such a joyous event. Adelina follows his gaze and finds he’s watching the couple that was late to the floor.

	She looks first at the woman, but as Lord Felton turns her ever slightly, she sees the man. And as she does, he looks up.

	His eyelashes are black, his eyes green, and the sight of him sends such a startling jolt through Adelina that she stumbles. Lord Felton catches her with nary a foot out of place. She thinks to smile up at him, to be thankful for his ability to conceal her misstep, but she can do little more than stare at the man across the room.

	Against all odds, and despite the beautiful woman in his arms, the man stares back.

	Around and around they dance, twirling beneath the candlelight. Though dancers pass before Adelina countless times, her eyes always find the dark-haired man, and each time they do, she finds him looking back at her.

	The waltz brings them closer, and when their eyes meet again, it’s as if a spell has come over Adelina, and the dancers and revelers in the room slow and dim until the man is all she sees.

	His face is focused, almost cross, and if she didn’t know better, she’d think him upset with her. Why else would he regard her with such narrowed eyes?

	Beneath her breast, her heart races. It pounds out of time to the music, and she becomes dizzy as the blood rushes through her veins. Her heart gallops ever quicker.

	Lord Felton spins her once, twice. It feels like she’ll become lost in the sea of skirts. She sees the man again, turns to reach for her partner’s arms, but then the floor rushes up to meet her.

	The last thing she sees is Lord Felton’s concerned frown as he catches her, and then everything goes dark.


 

	Chapter Three
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	“I can’t believe I fainted.” Adelina frowns at her reflection as Rose runs a brush through her long chocolate hair. Her brows are drawn low over her blue eyes, and her cheeks are flushed. “It’s humiliating.”

	“Not at all, miss,” Rose says. Her fingers are soft as they work through the tiny tangles in Adelina’s dark locks. “As I hear it, Lord Felton found it endearing.”

	“Endearing?” Adelina tries not to scoff. “Perhaps if it had been intentional.” She glares at her fingers, which tremble in her lap. Despite the tonic Rose brought her when she awoke this morning, the shakes have not eased. Her heart beats slightly faster and harder than normal, and her breathing is shallow.

	Ever since she woke upon the ballroom floor, the rhythm of her heart has been erratic, unnatural. Though she desired to look about for the man with green eyes, she could not bring herself to and instead kept her eyes on the floor as she was swept away by her concerned parents. Her mother called upon the family doctor, of course, but he found nothing amiss—no more so than usual, at least.

	Now, as Adelina stares at her eyes in the mirror, shame washes over her, and she groans. Of course she made a fool of herself in front of the most attractive man she’s ever seen.

	“Adelina!”

	Both Rose and Adelina jump at the raised voice, and Lady Gray rushes into the room as Adelina turns at her vanity.

	“Adelina,” she says again, putting a hand to her chest as she catches her breath. “You’ve a caller.”

	Adelina is off her stool and across the room in a moment. “What? Who is it?” She imagines Lord Felton, with his easy smile and hazel eyes, and wonders how she’ll ever stomach the embarrassment of collapsing in his arms. Many young ladies have fainted elegantly at the feet of their suitors, but she very much doubts her slack jaw and twisted limbs were cause for adoration. The thought nearly makes her shudder.

	Lady Gray’s brown eyes sparkle, and she takes Adelina’s hands with enthusiasm.

	“Viscount Rosetti.”

	“The viscount?” Adelina’s brow furrows. Though she tries, she cannot bring his face to mind. In fact, she can’t recall ever having been introduced to the earl’s eldest son. So why, then, would he call upon her? “It must be a mistake,” she says. “Are you sure he’s at the right house?”

	Lady Gray draws herself up, her lips turning serious in a moment. “Rose, help Adelina dress right away. The pale blue gown will do wonders for her complexion.” Lady Gray turns toward the door. “And make haste! He’s waiting in the garden!”
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	Donned in one of her finest dresses and with the silver vial glimmering at her throat, Adelina descends the stairs to the entryway below. The double doors to the garden are standing open, and the sheer draperies billow in the early-afternoon breeze. She approaches with trepidation, her slippers moving soundlessly across the gleaming floor.

	He cannot be at the right house.

	There’s no logical reason for the viscount to call upon her. Indeed, it’s almost inappropriate, for they’ve yet to be formally introduced. Were he a gentleman of lower station, such behavior would be frowned upon, but when an earl’s son calls upon a lady, she answers.

	The sunlight is bright as Adelina passes through the double doors. She takes the two steps down into the grass, and as her eyes adjust, the silhouette of a man rises from the bistro table to greet her.

	When her vision clears, she stops in her tracks, her skirt settling delicately in the emerald grass. The man looking back at her has dark hair and impossibly green eyes. This time, his arm is unoccupied.

	“Miss Gray.”

	Even his voice—deep and rich—sends her heart racing. It has been unsettled since she laid eyes on him at the ball, and now it threatens to beat from her chest. She would reach for her fan, but her hands are trembling so furiously that she could not hope to open it without floundering.

	The viscount tips his head to her and steps aside, gesturing to the bistro table. “I’d hoped to become acquainted over a cup of tea.” When Adelina doesn’t move, he smiles. “If you’ll have me.”

	“Of course she will, Lord Rosetti,” says Lady Gray, who promptly hurried over from her seat under the canopy and is now at Adelina’s back. She guides Adelina forward with a gentle touch. “You do like cucumber sandwiches, my lord?”

	“I do, Lady Gray. Thank you.”

	“They’ll be out in just a moment.” Lady Gray leans in so her breath is soft on Adelina’s ear. “Smile, dearest. He’s a viscount.” Lady Gray retreats to her shaded chair on the veranda, ever the dutiful chaperone.

	Adelina blinks as if awakening from a dream, and she gives Lord Rosetti what she hopes is a charming smile. She slips into a curtsy, and her skirt swishes around her ankles. Lord Rosetti gestures to the chair at the table and waits until she is seated before he sits across from her.

	His eyes are so verdant as to be almost unsettling, and his olive complexion is lustrous in the summer sun. The crisp white cravat about his neck further accentuates the cut of his firm jaw, which alone is something to write home about. This man—this wealthy, gorgeous viscount—is unlike anyone she’s ever crossed paths with. He’s so stunning, it’s as if he’s not even real.

	Catching herself staring, Adelina tears her gaze away. Silence stretches between them. Only the breeze through the elm tree and the birds singing in the branches overhead punctuate the quiet.

	Though she doesn’t turn to look, Adelina is sure her mother is staring daggers at her. This is not how she was raised to behave. But she never expected a man as beautiful and intimidating as Lord Rosetti to take tea with her in the garden. She’s wholly unprepared for this.

	“Miss Gray,” the viscount says at long last. It sounds just as beautiful as the first time he said it, but this time he offers her a hint of a smile.

	“Lord Rosetti.” Adelina sits a bit taller, her hands tucked politely into her lap. She takes a subtle breath, trying to focus without allowing herself to become lost in his gaze. “We’ve not had the pleasure of meeting.”

	“No, we certainly have not.” His green eyes narrow slightly, the whisper of a smile slipping from his lips. Now he more closely resembles the man she saw on the dance floor, whose gaze was hard, focused, searching. He lowers his voice. “I’d have remembered you.”

	Adelina’s heart gallops faster than before. “I’m not so very sure I believe you,” she says lightly, hoping he can’t see how flustered she is.

	Lord Rosetti leans forward, one elbow braced against the table. His proximity makes her bite her lip. What will her mother think?

	“I’d not lie to you, Miss Gray.”

	Her gaze flicks to his, and she finds his stare unwavering. It makes her sit up straighter. His solemnity is jarring; most young men don’t become quite so serious so quickly.

	“Well, after last night, it would indeed be difficult to forget me.” She averts her eyes. “I was sprawled on the ballroom floor in most indelible fashion.”

	Rose arrives a moment later with a tray of cucumber sandwiches, and as she slips it onto the bistro table, Adelina notes her narrow-eyed expression. She thought Rose would be happy for her, but instead, the air around her feels tense. Then Rose is gone, hastening away as quickly as she arrived.

	Adelina thinks to reach for a sandwich, but her hands are still trembling, so she leaves them clasped in her lap.

	Lord Rosetti’s eyes don’t leave Adelina’s face, and she struggles to keep heat from rising to her cheeks.

	Why must he stare?

	“I saw you fall.” His tone is concerned. “Are you quite all right?”

	“Oh, of course.” Adelina offers him a smile. “It wasn’t the first time, though I prefer to take my tumbles in private.”

	She expects him to laugh politely, but he narrows his eyes further, and his long lashes tangle in the corners. Adelina imagines the brushstrokes she would use to paint such expressive eyes. But getting the color of his irises just right—now, that would be tricky. They’re a mixture of greens, like a forest at the height of spring, darks and lights stippled by the leaves on the sprawling elm overhead.

	“Do you do that often?”

	Adelina blinks, and this time she can’t prevent the warmth that rises to her face at having been caught staring. “Do what, my lord?”

	Stare? Most certainly no—

	“Collapse.”

	“Oh!” She touches the silver vial at her throat, and Lord Rosetti’s gaze flicks toward her fingers briefly. “I do, unfortunately. Weak constitution. I’ve a limited capacity for gaiety, it would seem.”

	“Is that why we’ve never met?” He tips his head to one side, and a dark curl tumbles across his forehead. He has a luscious head of them, the rich color gleaming in the sunlight.

	Each of his questions feels more inquisitive than the last, and he leans almost imperceptibly closer. His fingers shift across the bistro table as though they’re reaching for her, and Adelina’s stomach flutters at the idea of letting her fingertips touch his. It would be scandalous to touch him so frivolously, but even so, she desires to know what it would feel like.

	The thought goes straight to her heart, and its galloping fervor can be maintained no longer. Adelina gasps, her fingers grasping at her chest.

	“Miss Gray?”

	“I-I’m fine,” she says, standing so quickly that her chair tumbles over.

	Across the garden, Lady Gray is already on her feet, calling out to Rose as she moves down the stairs on the veranda.

	Lord Rosetti is at Adelina’s side in a moment, his hand hovering near her waist but never touching it. His eyes are narrowed and rimmed in lashes black as a starless night, and for the briefest moment, Adelina finds solace in them. Perhaps here, in his gaze, she could dance without stumbling, paint without trembling, love without wanting for anything more.

	And then that peace is stolen away. Her chest squeezes like a vise. It becomes difficult to draw breath, and though her corset strings are loose, she feels as though someone is straining at the laces.

	“Dearest,” Lady Gray says as she takes Adelina by the arm. “We must get you out of this heat. Please excuse us, Lord Rosetti.” She begins to lead Adelina toward the house just as Rose appears in the open doorway. The lady’s maid takes Adelina’s hand, supporting her as they move up the stairs to the veranda. But before they pass through the open doors, Adelina glances back.

	Lord Rosetti stands in the garden, still as a Nollekens sculpture, his eyes dark and troubled.

	And then Adelina is whisked away, and she can do little more than follow and gasp for breath.

	[image: Image]

	“Her heart rate is elevated, but nothing else seems to be amiss,” Dr. Parsons says as he steps back from Adelina’s bed. She sits propped against her pillows, her blankets tucked around her despite the summer heat. This is the second time in two days he’s been called to her bedside.

	“But something must be the matter,” Lady Gray says, hovering over the doctor as he closes his large leather bag. “The shakes, the fainting.” She glances at Adelina apologetically, a smile barely gracing her pink lips.

	“I understand your concern, Lady Gray, but there’s nothing I can do.” The doctor glances back at Adelina, his small eyes sharp as a scalpel.

	She’s never liked the man; his presence has always felt intrusive. Why her father insists upon using his services, she doesn’t know.

	“Is Lord Gray present?” he asks, dismissive as ever.

	“No. He’s out,” Lady Gray says as she puts a hand to her perspiring forehead.

	“Very well. Until next time, then. Lady Gray. Miss Gray.” He nods his balding head before leaving the room, and Adelina finally sinks back into the pillows.

	“It was just the heat,” she says as her mother moves toward the bed. “I’m sure some rest will fix me right up.”

	Lady Gray sits beside her and reaches out to touch her cheek. “I’m so sorry, my dear. No one deserves this, least of all you.” Her brown eyes glisten with tears, and Adelina holds her mother’s hand close to her cheek.

	“Don’t cry, Mama. What I lack in vitality I most surely make up for in love. You need not shed tears for me.”

	Lady Gray pulls away and dabs gracefully at her tears. “Oh, stop that now. You’ll only make me weep.” A smile sweeps across her face, her eyes crinkling in the corners. “What do you need? Rose can bring up some tea.”

	“No, no. I’ll just rest a bit. I’d like to have dinner with you and Papa. Have Rose wake me?”

	“Of course.” Lady Gray leans in and presses her lips to Adelina’s forehead. “And later you can tell me all about the viscount. He seems taken with you.” She pats Adelina’s leg lightly, her lips curling playfully.

	Smiling, Adelina sinks deeper into the pillows and closes her eyes. Lady Gray’s weight leaves the bed, skirts swishing as she moves. Only when the door has clicked closed and her mother’s footsteps have retreated down the hall does Adelina open her eyes.

	She stares at the window as the drapery billows in the breeze. The smile she put on for her mother is gone, replaced with a frown and a deep longing—for health, for the ability to dance, for love. Lord Rosetti’s face, with his troubled lips and tumultuous green eyes, comes to mind and is the last thing Adelina sees before she slips into a restful sleep.
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	“Welcome home, Papa!” Adelina sweeps across the dining room, much rejuvenated after her nap, and greets her father with a kiss.

	“One might think I’d been off fighting for fair England,” he says cheerfully as she wraps her arms around him. “You do flatter me, dear.”

	“Only so much as you deserve.” Adelina smiles at him before moving to take a seat between her parents. If she displays vigor, perhaps they can avoid speaking of what happened in the garden—or on the dance floor. “Do tell us about your day,” she says as the staff begin to bring dinner into the room.

	The table becomes decorated with glistening dishes: artichoke soup, savory pies, pickled vegetables. Adelina eats and smiles and asks her father questions, all the while trying to hide the trembling of her fingers.

	Only when dessert has been consumed does Lord Gray sit back and level his eyes on Adelina. “And what of your day? I hear you had a caller.” He arches a brow, and Adelina looks to her mother.

	“She did.” Lady Gray dabs at her lips and smiles. “Lord Rosetti came to call, and they were enjoying a lovely conversation in the garden until—”

	Adelina clenches her hands in her lap. She hoped her mother wouldn’t bring it up.

	“Until?” The smile is gone from Lord Gray’s face as he looks between Adelina and Lady Gray.

	“I became overheated in the garden and had to lie down to rest. But I’m feeling fine now, I assure you.”

	Lord Gray sits up and leans forward, his eyes narrowing as he regards her more closely. “I’ll not have you overexerting yourself, Adelina. We’ve discussed this.”

	“I know, Papa, but—”

	“But nothing.” His voice is hard, unyielding. It takes Adelina by surprise. “You’re not to see Lord Rosetti again, or any gentleman for that matter.”

	“Robert!” Lady Gray’s mouth hangs open, her expression one of ghastly surprise.

	“We’ll not discuss it, Marian. Not until Adelina’s health improves. I’ll not have her becoming ill for the likes of that—” Lord Gray’s lips pinch into an aggressive line, and he stands abruptly from the table. “I’m sorry, my dear, but I won’t have it.” He looks down at Adelina with dark eyes. “I do hope you understand.” With that, he leaves the room, and Lady Gray is soon on his heels, calling his name down the hallway.

	Adelina sits alone at the table, her reflection staring back at her from a glass of wine. Her mother’s voice continues to carry from the hallway, but she can no longer make out the words. Anger rises in her chest.

	One caller, one afternoon, one chance at what might’ve been love. Her body didn’t even allow her that.

	And now her only chance might’ve been lost.


 

	Chapter Four
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	Birds sing in the elm tree as Adelina’s brush swishes across her canvas. She sits in the shade, her dark hair loose and hanging to her elbows, and dips her brush into a rich blue paint. The bristles dance, shaping shades of blue and green into something both beautiful and intangible.

	While painting, she tries not to let her mind wander, but it’s a struggle. Her parents argued late into the night, their voices carrying down the long hall into Adelina’s bedroom. Her mother fought valiantly for her, pleading with Lord Gray to see reason, but he was steadfast, and now Adelina is destined to sit in this garden, alone, and paint for the foreseeable future. Gentlemen callers will have no place in her life from this day forward, at least until her health improves.

	The thought makes Adelina narrow her eyes, and she presses a tad too hard, darkening an area she didn’t intend to.

	With a huff, she sets her brush and palette on the table beside her and sits back in the bistro chair. The leaves overhead shift in the breeze. She follows them with her eyes, studying the way the veins glow in the sunlight. Perhaps she’ll try her hand at a landscape, or a still life, or—

	A loud knock at the door draws her attention, and she casts her gaze to the veranda and through the open doors. The shadows make it difficult to see the figures inside with any clarity, but someone moves toward the front door and becomes silhouetted against the sun as it opens. At this distance, Adelina can see no distinguishing features, but her pulse thrums in her wrists.

	Could it be . . . ?

	A moment later, the door closes. Adelina stands. The garden is enclosed in an eight-foot-tall wrought iron fence crawling with greenery and flowering vines. The privacy allows Adelina to enjoy pleasant afternoons in the garden without feeling the eyes of passersby, but today it is a hinderance.

	She glances toward the veranda, ensuring Rose and Lady Gray are nowhere to be found, before hurrying across the garden toward the fence closest the front of the house. She ducks under low-hanging branches and steps delicately around blooming rose bushes before finally making it to the fence, where she pulls the greenery aside and looks out at the street beyond.

	A carriage drawn by two ebony horses is stationed outside the house, and the footman has just opened the door for the passenger when Adelina peers through the fence. The gentleman pauses, his back straightening, and turns.

	Adelina scarcely allowed herself to hope, but Lord Rosetti stands on the cobbles a mere few feet away, his dark-lashed eyes focused solely on her. She opens her mouth as if to speak, but no words form. His visage steals the breath from her lungs, and though she’s been trained her whole life to converse with gentlemen and smile just right and flutter her eyes just so, she can bring herself to do none of these things.

	Lord Rosetti glances back toward the house before closing the space that separates them. If he cares what people might say about him conversing with a lady through a fence, he doesn’t show it.

	“Miss Gray.” He looks down at her, and she tips her head back slightly to meet his eyes. “I’d not thought I’d be graced with your presence today.”

	“I-it’s my father,” she says, glancing away. The intensity of his gaze continues to unhinge her. “He worries for my health. I’m to meet no gentlemen until I’m well.”

	Lord Rosetti’s smile falters. “That’s . . . disappointing. I’d hoped very much to speak with you today.”

	Curiosity piqued, she looks up at him. “What about?”

	“You, of course.” His smile returns, dazzling in its beauty. “I have so many questions.”

	He takes a small step forward, and he’s so close now that Adelina could touch him were she to reach through the iron pickets.

	“About me?” Adelina covers her lips as she laughs, and Lord Rosetti tips his head.

	“Whyever do you laugh?”

	“You seem to think me interesting, my lord.”

	“Fiercely so.” He speaks emphatically, a hand wrapping around one of the iron bars that separates them. His fingers seem to strain at the metal as if longing to pull it away.

	As he leans in, Adelina is drawn to do the same. She studies the shadow on his jaw, the flecks of sage and emerald in his eyes, their color so alike the ferns that tickle her bare ankles.

	“And what gave you such a preposterous idea?” she asks, her voice having dropped to almost a whisper.

	“You diminish yourself.” His hand trails down the wrought iron, nearing where Adelina’s fingertips touch the cool metal. He moves slowly, as if giving her a chance to pull away. But she doesn’t.

	His fingers brush hers, and if she didn’t know better, she’d think herself on fire. The heat that blossoms in her stomach is like nothing she’s felt before. It reaches into her chest and wraps around her heart, squeezing it until she feels it might burst.

	“Miss Gray?” Rose calls from the garden. “Are you out here?”

	Adelina pulls back from the fence, blinking as if awakening from a dream.

	“I must see you again,” Lord Rosetti whispers.

	“Miss Gray?” Rose’s voice is louder now, drawing closer. “Where are you?”

	“Tomorrow,” Adelina says, stepping away from the fence. “Midday. I’ll be promenading at the park.”

	Her skirt catches on the rose bush, and as she reaches down to free herself, a thorn pricks her skin. Blood wells on her fingertip, and she hisses as she finally pulls the fabric free. Behind her, the viscount draws an audible breath.

	“Clumsy,” Adelina says, glancing up to give Lord Rosetti a genial smile. But he’s gone, and his carriage is already rolling away.

	“There you are!” Rose huffs. A wisp of curly hair is stuck to her cheek, and she brushes it away with a cluck of her tongue. “Did you not hear me calling for you, miss?”

	“Sorry, Rose.” Adelina tucks her hands behind her. “I must not have heard you through the greenery.”

	The lady’s maid glances over Adelina’s shoulder, and one of her eyebrows quirks in the corner. Adelina waits for her to ask what she was doing in the bushes, but Rose spares her.

	“Very well. I sought only to ensure you are well. Your cheeks are quite flushed. Perhaps you should sit down.”

	“Oh, yes.” Adelina reaches up and presses the back of her hand to her cheek. It’s warm to the touch, but not from the summer heat. “Thank you. You always watch out for me.”

	“Of course I do.” Rose smiles warmly, then beckons Adelina from where she stands in a flowerbed. “Come now, before the gardener sees you and has a coronary.”

	Adelina allows Rose to lead her back to her canvas and accepts a cup of tea, which she sips as the leaves rustle overhead. Once Rose has returned to the house, Adelina lets her eyes wander toward the fence. The sensation of Lord Rosetti’s fingertips on hers still lingers, and she’s glad not to have an audience when heat once more rushes to her face.

	What would it feel like for him to—

	Adelina stops the thought before it has a chance to blossom into something more. As she sets her tea on the table and turns back to her canvas, she notices the same shades of green in her painting that sparkled in Lord Rosetti’s eyes.

	A promenade in the park will be innocent enough, she thinks, and Papa need never know about it.

	Her lips curl ever slightly, and she picks up her brush to resume painting.


 

	Chapter Five
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	“Mama?” Adelina says from where she sits at the pianoforte in the drawing room the following day. Her fingers have been dancing across the keys, filling the room with Beethoven, but now she pauses and turns on the bench to face her mother.

	“Yes, dear?” Her mother doesn’t look up from her stitching, so Adelina clears her throat.

	“I was hoping we could—”

	The door to the drawing room opens, and Simon sweeps in with his polished letter tray. At this, Lady Gray looks up. She gives the butler a warm smile while swiping the letter from the tray. Simon tips his head before walking silently from the room, disappearing as quickly as he arrived.

	Lady Gray opens the letter and unfolds the parchment. Her eyes scan the page quickly, her lips puckering.

	“What is it?” Adelina asks.

	“Another ball. But we need not attend. No reason to tire yourself.” The tone with which she says it is strained; Lady Gray has never been particularly good at lying, and Adelina knows well enough that her mother would strongly like for her to attend the ball—if only Lord Gray would allow it.

	Adelina laughs, but the sound is sharp and humorless. “I am not tired, Mama. I am perfectly capable of attending a ball and will happily watch from the wings. You cannot truly mean to let Papa keep me locked up in this house forever.”

	“You are not locked up. Your father just wants what’s best for you.”

	Adelina rolls her eyes.

	Lady Gray sets the letter down on the ottoman, her brow pinching. “Why, that is a very ladylike expression.”

	“What does it matter if I should be ladylike if I’m not allowed to attend balls and mingle with gentlemen?” Adelina stands from the pianoforte and crosses the drawing room in a huff. “I shan’t stand for it, Mama.”

	Lady Gray tilts her head to the side, one brow arching thoughtfully. “Why the passion now for balls and mingling? You’ve never had a taste for such things before.” A mischievous look comes over her eyes. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with the viscount, would it?”

	“Of course not.” Adelina straightens up and turns away as her cheeks tingle with warmth. She looks out the window, watching as horses clop down the cobblestone street. “I do not wish to be a spinster, Mama. You know what the other ladies will say.” Adelina glances over her shoulder as her mother nods. “You will talk to Papa? Convince him to allow me to attend the ball?”

	She imagines sweeping across the floor with Lord Rosetti, watching the way his eyes reflect the candlelight. If she’s forced to sit out the rest of the season, there’ll be no chance to dance with him, no chance to feel his hand on her waist or the small of her back. She must do something.

	“I will try, but I can promise nothing. You know the way your father gets.” Lady Gray reaches for a cookie from the jar sitting on the tea table beside her. After taking a bite, she looks suddenly at Adelina. “What was it you needed before Simon came in?”

	A smile pulls at Adelina’s lips.
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	It took some convincing, but her mother finally agreed to promenade in the park. The air is warm, bordering on muggy, but the breeze cools the back of Adelina’s neck, playing with the wisps of hair that managed to escape her chignon. She carries a parasol over her shoulder and twirls it lightly as she and her mother stroll leisurely about the park.

	Geese soar overhead and land in the lake around which the promenade winds, squawking to one another, their voices the sounds of summer. Adelina wonders what it might feel like to toss her parasol, kick off her shoes, and dive into the cool water. Would her skirts weigh her down, drag her to the bottom? Or would she float like a flower blossom while the sun warmed her cheeks? As a lady, she’ll never find out.

	“Well, look who it is,” Lady Gray whispers.

	Adelina looks up quickly, hoping to see Lord Rosetti walking toward them, but it is Eliza and her mother, Lady Fletcher. Eliza wears a look of exhaustion, while Lady Fletcher seems none the wiser, her lips still moving in animated conversation.

	“Lady Gray, Adelina!” Eliza says, appearing relieved to have a moment’s respite from discourse with her mother. Her face is rosy with heat, and a summer glow touches her brow.

	Pleasantries are exchanged among the four women, and Adelina and Eliza pull away, walking a few steps in front of their mothers.

	“Thank you for saving me,” Eliza whispers, walking close so that she is shaded by Adelina’s parasol. “My mother wants only to speak of children.”

	A twinge of jealousy sings through Adelina’s veins, but she tries not to let her dearest friend see it. She only wishes she were in a position to discuss children with her mother. It would bring both of them great joy, should that day ever arrive.

	“And you’re dissatisfied by this?” she asks, trying to keep her voice level.

	Eliza groans. “Oh, very much.” She walks closer and lowers her voice further. “Can a woman not be allowed to enjoy her husband before she’s expected to give him children?” She pushes her strawberry hair back with a sigh. “There’s time enough for children in the future. I’d like for this stage to last as long as possible, if you know what I mean.”

	Eliza’s freckled cheeks flare pink, and Adelina smiles, letting her aggravation go. It’s not Eliza’s fault she’s still unmarried, and her friend certainly doesn’t deserve her ire.

	“But enough about that. What happened at the Rosetti ball? I could barely see you through all the commotion.”

	“Oh, that.” Adelina twirls the parasol again. “It’s nothing new. I got overheated is all. The room was too stuffy.”

	“We’ve been to many balls together, and never have you collapsed like that. I worry for you.” Eliza places a gentle hand on Adelina’s forearm and gives it a reassuring squeeze. “You would tell me if something were amiss, wouldn’t you?”

	Concern swims in Eliza’s pale blue eyes, and adoration swells in Adelina, making her regret her earlier frustration.

	“Of course I would. You are my dearest friend.”

	“And you are mine.” Eliza’s smile is tender. “Don’t you forget it.”

	Adelina laughs, and they continue their stroll, arm in arm. The sun is warm overhead, and she’s grateful for the shade beneath the parasol. As she casts her gaze about the park, it lands on a family of four walking in her direction. In a moment, her heart leaps into her throat, and her grip on the parasol tightens.

	“Is that who I think it is?” Eliza whispers. She gasps, stepping closer to Adelina and squeezing her arm. “It’s the viscount. And he’s looking at you.”

	Indeed, Lord Rosetti is looking right at her. His lips curl into a smile as he approaches, and his dark hair shines lustrously beneath the summer sun. Two young children walk before him, and a beautiful older woman has her arm looped through his. She, too, carries a parasol, and the ribbons streaming from it flutter in the light breeze.

	“Miss Gray,” he says as they approach, his voice holding just enough surprise as to be convincing.

	“Lord Rosetti.” Adelina dips her head before looking to Eliza. “This is my dear friend, Lady Eliza Williamson.”

	“My lord.” Eliza wears a playful smile, one Adelina has come to know well over the years.

	The woman beside Lord Rosetti smiles as Lady Gray and Lady Fletcher join the small group.

	“This is my mother,” Lord Rosetti says. “Mother, meet Miss Gray.”

	Lady Rosetti tips her head quizzically. “Miss Gray, hmm?” Her eyes glimmer, and a smirk pulls at her lips. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

	The countess seems to study Adelina, and she almost squirms beneath the elder woman’s gaze. Is she assessing her countenance, coming to conclusions regarding whether Adelina is worthy of the viscount’s attentions? Thinking it, Adelina stands slightly taller, though none of it will matter if her father has his way.

	Introductions are made all around. The two small children, Luca and Francesca, are Lord Rosetti’s youngest siblings. Had their shiny dark hair not given it away, their gleaming green eyes certainly would’ve. Unnatural beauty must run in their family.

	“I’d be honored if you would join me for a stroll,” Lord Rosetti says, his gaze shifting from Adelina to Lady Gray.

	Adelina gives her mother a begging look, and if she had the power to bring tears to her eyes on a whim, she would surely use that power now. Her mother glances at Lord Rosetti, then back to Adelina, her expression unreadable. A beat passes, and then two. Lady Gray’s lips twitch ever slightly, and relief washes over Adelina.

	“She’d be delighted,” Lady Gray says at long last.

	Eliza gives Adelina’s arm an encouraging squeeze before Adelina pulls away and steps toward the viscount.

	The women fall into step behind Adelina and Lord Rosetti as they continue their promenade around the park. Luca and Francesca skip at Lord Rosetti’s side, stealing peeks at Adelina and smiling bashfully until their mother calls them away.

	“I thought your mother might turn me down,” Lord Rosetti whispers once they’re barely out of earshot of the others.

	“Whatever would you have done?” Adelina’s tone is playful, and she glances up as the viscount shifts his gaze to her. Her heart strains in her chest like a horse pulling at the reins, fighting to run away with her.

	Lord Rosetti gives her a roguish smirk. “She’d have left me no choice but to steal you away.”

	Goose bumps dance over Adelina’s skin. Oh, how she’d love to be whisked away by him. “And where would you take me?”

	Lord Rosetti glances about, the smile on his lips turning momentarily into a frown. “Away from all of this. Away from eyes and society and rules governing what I can and can’t do with you.” A muscle in his jaw flexes, and his hand curls into a fist at his side.

	His candor brings heat to Adelina’s cheeks despite the shade her parasol provides. What, precisely, does he so wish to do with her? She wants to ask, but decorum and timidity stay her tongue.

	“My apologies.” The viscount clears his throat, the palpable tension in his body vanishing as quickly as Adelina noted it. “I should not say such things.”

	Indeed, he should not, but Adelina wishes he would say more. She wishes he would take her hand, run his thumb across her knuckles, and press a kiss to her bare skin. The very thought makes her even more desperate for a plunge into the lake.

	As they walk, eyes follow them. To promenade is to invite the gazes and opinions of others, but Adelina has never been much of a spectacle—apart from her untimely performance at the Rosetti ball, of course. With the viscount at her side, however, it seems she’s become more riveting in the eyes of society. Mothers and daughters stare and whisper as they walk past, and gentlemen who would never have looked twice at Adelina tip their hats in polite greeting. She feels like the queen.

	“Is it always like this?” she whispers to the viscount, and he chuckles.

	“To a degree. But with you by my side, it seems I’ve become ever more interesting.” As he looks down, his eyes settle on Adelina’s throat. “What is that?” He lifts a hand as if to reach for the silver vial clasped about Adelina’s neck, then clenches his fingers into a fist and drops it back down. “You were wearing it the other day as well.”

	“A gift from my father,” she says, touching the metal gingerly. It’s warm from her skin, and the smell of patchouli wafting from the vial is strong and inviting. Adelina disliked the smell when she was young but over the years has come to find it pleasing. Each morning when she puts it on, she’s reminded of the day her father gave it to her.

	He clasped it about her tiny neck and told her to wear it always, that it would keep her safe from harm. It seems silly now, that a vial containing fragrance would keep her safe from anything, but it still holds a fond place in her heart.

	“I hope you don’t find it disagreeable, my lord,” Adelina says.

	“The smell is”—Lord Rosetti’s brows draw down over his eyes—“distracting.”

	Distracting? That’s not a word anyone has ever used to describe the scent, and Adelina finds herself uncertain how to respond.

	Lord Rosetti halts suddenly, causing Adelina and the ladies following them to fumble to a stop. Luca and Francesca giggle, and the countess hushes them.

	“What is it?” Adelina glances about, searching for anything that would’ve caused him to falter.

	“Who are you?” Lord Rosetti’s eyes have taken on the same look they had in the ballroom and in the garden, when he looked ready to tear away the iron bars that separated them.

	The question is so vague that Adelina knows not what to say. She glances back at her mother, who is watching them intently—while seemingly trying to appear she is not—and then at Lord Rosetti.

	“I-I’m Adelina Gray, my lord.”

	“Adelina.”

	Her name is but a whisper on his lips, and it sends a lick of fire running across her skin.

	“Tell me more.”

	He holds out a hand, gesturing for them to continue their promenade, and Adelina does so gratefully. If she causes a scene, her father might come to know of this promenade, and then her poor mother will never hear the end of it.

	“I want to know everything.”

	“Well . . .” She twirls her parasol and looks down at her feet, which barely peek out from beneath her pale mint skirt as she walks. “I was not born a Gray, though I assume you’ve already noticed the lack of resemblance I share with my family. My parents took me in when I was still a babe. That was near twenty years ago now.” She looks up at the viscount and finds him watching her intently, his expression focused and unwavering. As heat creeps up her neck, Adelina looks quickly away. “I’ve always had a weak constitution, but the doctors can’t tell me why. It has led to many great things, however. Papa says I’m quite an accomplished painter, though I do admit he’s likely biased.” She smiles at the thought. “I play the pianoforte, but I suppose that is not so very interesting. Every young lady has some artistic ability, yes?”

	“Your weak constitution . . . What do you know of it?”

	It should not surprise her at this point that he always fails to respond in the way she expects him to. Courting is like a dance—each partner knows what’s expected of them, what steps to take, when to spin and when to dip—but Lord Rosetti seems to move to a song only he can hear, and Adelina is left struggling to keep up.

	Though she would have preferred not to discuss her health, she elaborates, telling the viscount of her constant fatigue, the shakes, and the tonic that eases her into the waking world each morning. At mention of it, he perks up.

	“What is in this tonic?” he asks.

	Adelina pauses briefly. She’s wondered herself but has never found the question riveting enough to pursue. Looking up at Lord Rosetti, she offers a shy smile. “I do not know, my lord. Though it does smell overwhelmingly of garlic. I would not describe it as pleasant.”

	“No, I don’t imagine you would.” His tone is low, nothing like the conversational manner with which most gentlemen converse.

	Not for the first time, Adelina is unsure how to respond. Despite studying the art of conversation, she’s at a loss. This man turns everything she thought she knew upside down.

	Lord Rosetti tucks his arm, with hers looped around it, ever slightly into his chest, drawing her a hair’s breadth closer. Her hand tingles where it touches him, but she strives not to react.

	They walk in comfortable silence, and though Adelina casts her eyes about the park, enjoying the trees and emerald foliage and geese upon the lake, she can think of nothing but the gentleman beside her.

	Just when it seems he might have nothing more to say, he shifts, and she glances up to find him looking down at her.

	“Have you ever tried forgoing it?”

	Forgoing her tonic? Whyever would she? It’s the only thing that stops her shakes and allows her to rise from bed in the mornings.

	“I’ve not,” she says lightly, smiling at a couple as they pass by. “I fear I may be confined to bed should I stop taking it.”

	“Would you consider it?” His gaze is focused again, but now something softer swims in the green.

	Though Adelina can see no reason to agree to such a thing, she finds herself giving the viscount an almost imperceptible nod. She scarcely knows the man, yet she wishes to please him. It’s a most strange feeling.

	He lets out a small breath, sounding almost relieved that she’s acquiesced. “You’ll tell me how you feel?”

	“If you’d like,” she says, feeling a tinge of embarrassment come over her for discussing her health complications so openly with a gentleman she barely knows.

	“I would.” He eases her to a stop beside a well-tended flower garden, where bees buzz peacefully about the colorful blooms. “Very much.”

	Adelina gazes up at him and becomes momentarily lost in his eyes before her mother and the other ladies join them.

	“It’s growing a touch warm, dear,” Lady Gray says. “Perhaps we should retire for the afternoon.”

	“Of course,” Lord Rosetti says, taking a step back from Adelina. He reaches out a hand, and his younger sister, Francesca, is quick to snatch it up. She hugs his arm to her chest and looks up at Adelina with wide eyes and an unwavering stare. When Adelina offers a smile, the young Rosetti moves to hide behind her elder brother’s legs.

	“It was a pleasure to meet you, Lady Gray, Miss Gray,” says Lady Rosetti. She looks from Lady Gray to Adelina, and now it’s Adelina’s turn to feel shy. She, however, cannot hide from the countess and instead bows her head politely.

	“The pleasure was ours, Lady Rosetti,” says Lady Gray.

	They say their farewells, and as soon as the Rosettis walk away, Adelina receives a barrage of questions. Still running the viscount’s request through her mind, she brushes the questions off with a twirl of her parasol, to the disgruntlement of Eliza and the mothers.

	“How about brunch, Mama?” Adelina asks. “I’m feeling edacious. Lady Fletcher, Eliza, you must join us. Yes?”

	Despite their obvious disappointment in Adelina’s reluctance to answer their questions, the ladies agree to a light meal.

	As they turn to leave, Adelina glances over her shoulder one last time, and at the far end of the park, Lord Rosetti does the same.


 

	Chapter Six
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	Over tea and light sandwiches at the Gray residence, Lady Gray and Lady Fletcher talk almost exclusively of the Rosettis—namely the countess.

	“How many children does she have now?” Lady Fletcher asks.

	“Six,” Lady Gray says before lifting a teacup to her lips.

	“Didn’t the eldest marry a few seasons ago?”

	“Indeed she did. A private affair, if you recall.” Lady Gray’s tone is one of distaste. In their circles, anything private is subject to even more scrutiny.

	“I do. And Lady Rosetti has nary a wrinkle,” Lady Fletcher whispers. She clicks her tongue before nibbling on a sandwich. “She must know something we do not.”

	The women laugh, but Adelina notes the strain in her mother’s face, the way her lips don’t curl as naturally as they typically do. Though Lady Gray has not said as much, Adelina knows her mother’s inability to carry children haunts her.

	As the only child, and not a blood child at that, Adelina has always strived to please her parents, particularly her mother, in an effort to fill the empty space that siblings most certainly would have occupied. But with her compromised health, she’s not been able to do even a fraction of what she wishes she could. She’d hoped by now to be married and with a child on the way, to eventually have a large brood of children who would run through their grandmother’s home and fill her days with laughter and love.

	The thought sends hope and sadness swirling through Adelina, and she looks quickly away, averting her gaze before her mother’s tight-lipped smile can bring mist to her eyes.

	“Adelina,” Eliza says before dabbing her coral lips with a linen cloth. “Walk with me? I’d like to see more of your mother’s gorgeous garden.” She smiles at Lady Gray, who waves the compliment away bashfully.

	“Of course.”

	Adelina and Eliza stand and leave their mothers gossiping at the bistro table.

	“I told you all my mother wants to speak of is children,” Eliza says as she kicks off her shoes and pushes her toes into the green grass.

	Adelina does the same, letting the soft blades tickle her toes. “Can you blame her? You’re the only Fletcher left close to home. How often do your sisters visit?”

	“Not often enough, though Emily will be here by summer’s end. She has another on the way, you know. After two girls, I think she’s hoping for a boy.” Eliza stops to smell a honeysuckle. “I imagine I’ll get some respite while she’s here. My mother will have someone to mother again.”

	“Don’t be so hard on her.” Adelina glances back at her mother and feels a pang of guilt for her shortcomings.

	Eliza sweeps by, twirling a flower between her fingers. “Enough about children and mothers. Tell me about Lord Rosetti.” She lifts the flower to her nose and bats her eyelashes. “He seems to have taken quite a liking to you, Miss Gray.”

	“Oh, stop.” Adelina glances down, trying not to smile.

	“Don’t be modest, Adelina. There’s no one else here.” Eliza takes Adelina’s arm and tucks the flower behind her ear. “You’ve never even mentioned him to me, and now you’re promenading in the park. What did I miss?”

	“Nothing.” Adelina holds her friend’s arm and shrugs lightly. “I can’t explain it myself. After the ball, he came calling. We’d not even been introduced.”

	“Ooh, scandalous.” Eliza giggles, and it’s like they’re young girls again, waiting for their debut into society so that they may dance with and be courted by handsome young gentlemen. “Go on, tell me more.”

	Adelina tells Eliza about their afternoon in the garden and their hidden conversation through the fence. She lowers her voice to a whisper before recounting how the viscount brushed his fingers across hers and the way it sent her stomach twisting in a not entirely uncomfortable manner.

	Eliza stops suddenly and turns Adelina to face her. The heat has made her strawberry hair unruly, and it curls about her freckled cheeks in a perfectly angelic way. It’s no wonder Lord Williamson fell madly for her; she’s the picture of beauty.

	“It’s settled,” she says. “The man is in love with you.”

	Laughter bursts unbidden from Adelina’s lips. “He cannot be. We barely know each other.”

	“Which just serves to prove my point. If a man must court you an entire season”—she takes up Adelina’s arm again—“then is there really any passion there? I’d argue not. John only courted me for a month, if you remember.”

	Adelina rolls her eyes playfully. “How could I forget? It was ‘Lord Williamson this’ and ‘Lord Williamson that’ for weeks. You’d speak of nothing else. It was rather nettling.”

	Eliza gasps as if offended, but Adelina is downplaying it entirely. She thought Eliza’s swooning would never end. Theirs was the first match of the season, and it was only after the wedding that Adelina was granted any peace. But then her friend climbed into a carriage and rode away into the sunset, and nothing has been quite the same since.

	“I miss you, you know.”

	“Of course you do,” Eliza says, her smile playful. “But you have someone else to occupy your time now.”

	“Not quite.” Adelina looks down at her toes in the grass. “Father won’t let him court me. I might not get to see him again after today.”

	“What?” Eliza turns so abruptly that a curl comes loose from her plait. “Why? His father is an earl, and he’s the eldest son. I’d think your father delighted at the prospect.” She lifts the hem of her skirt and settles into the grass, then pats the spot beside her.

	“He thinks it’s too much excitement for my delicate constitution, or so he told my mother,” Adelina says as she sits beside her friend. They spent many summers just like this, lying in the garden, staring up at the clouds as they passed slowly overhead. Girlhood was a much simpler time; if only she’d enjoyed it more while it lasted.

	“That’s ridiculous.” Eliza glares up at the Gray house as if she could stare Adelina’s father down through his office window. “He would really get in the way of Lord Rosetti’s courting you?”

	Sighing, Adelina lies back in the cool green grass. “He has thus far.”

	“Fathers.” Eliza clucks her tongue. “Always think they know what’s best. Imagine if they’d ask their daughters how they feel for once.”

	Adelina glances up at her father’s window, and something malevolent turns in her gut. “It would be inconceivable.”
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	The night is dark, and though Adelina is tired, she’s been tossing and turning since Rose extinguished the candles. Her mind keeps drifting to the viscount, to his green eyes and the touch of his fingers against hers.

	She imagines what would happen if he were to slip through her door and find her tangled in her bedsheets. Perhaps he would lie down beside her, and she could touch more than his fingertips.

	The thought makes her cheeks warm, and for once, she has no one to hide it from.

	Miss Gray.

	The voice, spoken clearly in her head, sends Adelina’s pulse racing. She casts her eyes about the room but finds nothing amiss.

	Miss Gray.

	She sits up in bed and draws her comforter to her chest, her heart fluttering like a bird. “Who’s there?”

	It feels silly to speak out loud to her empty room, but she’s certain someone must be lurking in the dark.

	The window.

	The voice in her head doesn’t feel like her own. She touches her temple.

	Am I going mad?

	The window, Miss Gray.

	There it is again, but this time it feels almost . . . familiar. But no, it can’t be. This must certainly be a dream.

	“M-my lord?” Adelina calls out tentatively. The room is still and silent. She looks to the window.

	Though she’d prefer to hide beneath the blankets until the voice goes away, Adelina forces herself from bed, and her bare feet move silently across the floor. There is no balcony outside her window, no way for Lord Rosetti to be there waiting for her. So what, then, is she so afraid of?

	Drawing herself up, she reaches with a trembling hand to unlock the window and swing it open. A moment later, an owl alights upon her windowsill, causing her to jump back. After folding its wings, it tips it feathered head and blinks its impossibly yellow eyes.

	“What are you—”

	She glances down, and there, tied about the owl’s leg, is a red rose and a small rolled-up parchment.

	The owl blinks its eyes again.

	“Is that for me?” she whispers to it, then feels foolish for talking to a bird. “Just . . . don’t bite me.”

	It takes a moment for Adelina to drum up enough courage to reach toward the owl, all the while keeping her eyes on its razor-sharp beak. It watches her as she pulls at the ribbon holding the rose to its leg. Once the flower falls free, the owl ruffles its white-gray feathers.

	“Thank you,” she whispers, and then she steps back as the owl spreads its wings and flies off into the starlit sky. She steps toward the window and leans out to watch it fly. It moves soundlessly and in a moment is lost to the dark. A chill breeze sweeps Adelina’s dark hair back from her face, sending a few loose feathers fluttering into her room, and she shivers before reaching to close and latch the window.

	With her hair falling about her face and the owl’s feathers tickling her toes, she looks down at the rose in her hand. Its petals are silky to the touch, its color vibrant even in the silver starlight.

	Could it be?

	With excitement thrumming through her veins, she unrolls the parchment and reads the handwritten note.

	 

	This rose knows not half your beauty.

	—TR

	 

	Lord Rosetti. She looks about the room, then back at the window. How did you . . . ?

	There is no answer, and his swirling script does nothing to alleviate her confusion. She waits, listening to the house creak in the dark, but does not hear his voice in her head again.

	Did I imagine it?

	The rose and parchment, tangible as the floor she stands on, say otherwise.

	I must be dreaming.

	She presses her thumb against one of the thorns until it pierces her skin and causes her to draw a sharp breath. Blood blossoms on the tip of her thumb, but still she does not wake. The room is the same, and the flower and note in her hand do not vanish like dreams so often do.

	Choosing for now to let the mystery be, Adelina opens the top drawer in her vanity and tucks the parchment inside. She then moves quietly across the room, pulls her door open, and listens. The house, apart from its creaking, is still, and so she slips from her bedroom, across the landing, and down the stairs to the foyer. The kitchen is dark, and she’s careful not to fumble as she finds a vase in which to put her freshly cut rose. Moonlight shines through a window, making the red petals glow, and Adelina runs her fingers across them longingly, wondering if the viscount did the same. The thought makes her smile.

	Her rose now in a vase of water, Adelina hurries from the kitchen and into the foyer. She climbs the stairs, avoiding the seventh up, which always protests, and steps into the hallway, where she pauses. Candlelight glows from beneath her father’s office door.

	Is he still working?

	She thinks he must be until quiet voices carry to her ears. She can’t make out words or even to whom the voices belong, low as they are, but they’re undoubtedly masculine. One must be her father’s voice, but who else would be in the home so late in the night?

	A gentle vibration beneath Adelina’s feet sends her scurrying for her bedroom. She sweeps through the doorway and pushes the door closed softly, leaving barely a crack through which to peer.

	Not a moment later, her father’s office door opens, and a man she doesn’t recognize steps out. He’s wide through the shoulders and nearly a head taller than her father is, as is made clear when her father walks with him to the stairs. They descend together, and the seventh stair from the bottom lets out its unmistakable whine as the men move toward the foyer.

	Adelina would go to her window and peer out, but her bedroom overlooks the garden, and from here she’s unable to see the front of the house. Her father and the stranger are soon out of her view, and she files it away as yet another mystery tonight.

	She pushes her door closed softly, holding her breath as the latch catches, and then moves to place the vase at her bedside. Other ladies receive copious bouquets from the young men courting them, but this is Adelina’s first, as unconventional as it may be.

	After slipping into bed and pulling the comforter up to her chin, she lies there gazing at the red rose. Her vision starts to swim with fatigue, growing blurry around the edges. She yawns and closes her eyes, and just before she drifts to sleep, that same familiar voice whispers words into her head.

	Sweet dreams, my rose.


 

	Chapter Seven
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	Adelina would think the entire night a dream if not for the rose at her bedside.

	It sits there, the silk-soft petals vibrant in the morning sun, begging more questions than answers. Was the voice in her head a waking dream brought to life by her tired mind? If so, how did she know to go to the window before the owl had even arrived? And what of the strange man she saw leaving her father’s study?

	Adelina lies in bed and worries at her lip, a most unladylike habit, as she stares at her ceiling.

	The door clicks gently, and Rose enters. “Ah, Miss Gray, I did not expect to find you awake.”

	“I didn’t sleep well,” Adelina says, sitting up in bed as Rose ties back the draperies and opens the window. Owl feathers stir around Rose’s feet, unnoticed by the lady’s maid as she moves about.

	“Perhaps the tonic will help.”

	The tonic.

	Adelina forgot about the viscount’s strange request that she forgo the morning drink, and now, as Rose brings it in on a tray, she wonders why he would ask something so odd of her. She lifts the teacup from the tray and looks into the liquid.

	“Rose?”

	“Yes, miss?” Rose’s eyes were on the vase at Adelina’s bedside, a furrow in her brow, but now she looks to Adelina attentively.

	“Do you know what’s in this?” Adelina lifts the cup.

	“Why, I . . .” The crease between Rose’s brows only deepens. “I suppose not, miss. It’s not prepared here. The doctor brings it by each week.”

	“The doctor? Dr. Parsons?”

	“Yes, miss. I thought you knew.”

	“No . . .” Adelina peers more closely at the dark liquid. “No, I did not.”

	Rose stands at her bedside, hands folded, eyes following Adelina’s every movement. Perhaps today is not a good day to skip the tonic, especially now that she’s raised questions as to its origin.

	Offering her lady’s maid a slight smile, Adelina lifts the cup to her lips and swallows the tonic in a few gulps. She tries to discern what it might contain, but the only flavor that comes through with any clarity is garlic. It tries to pucker her lips, but she resists the urge and places the empty teacup on the silver tray while offering Rose a smile.

	“Your new dress from the modiste arrived just this morning,” Rose says as she places the tray on her cart. “Would you like to see it?”

	The Oakley ball—the twelfth ball of this season—would have incited little excitement in Adelina a fortnight ago, but now, as she steps lightly from bed and nods for Rose to bring in her gown, her heart pitter-patters at the thought of seeing Lord Rosetti again, of perhaps dancing with him—assuming, of course, that her father will allow her to attend. When they received the invitation two days ago, Lady Gray didn’t seem to have much hope in their being able to go.

	Glancing down, Adelina runs her fingertips over the spot on her hand that Lord Rosetti touched, and she’s just begun imagining where else he might touch when Rose sweeps back into the room.

	“Here it is,” she announces, a gown of royal blue carried in her hands. “A most surprising color, but it is lovely, I must admit.” Rose looks up, and the smile slips from her face. “Miss Gray, are you quite all right? Your cheeks are flushed.”

	Adelina looks quickly away and banishes all thoughts of the viscount from her mind. “I’m fine, just excited. Come, let’s try it on.”
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	There was little conversation in the carriage on the way to the Oakley residence, and Adelina is relieved to finally escape her parents’ stifling presence. She figures her father is still resentful about being bullied into allowing her to attend tonight’s ball, but she, for one, is grateful her mother was able to make this happen. If not for Lady Gray, Adelina would likely be stuck in her room, staring longingly from her bedroom window and wondering which young ladies would have the honor of taking to the floor with the viscount.

	Instead, she walks a few paces in front of her parents, eyes wide and sweeping the expansive front garden for any sign of Lord Rosetti. Though many fine gentlemen linger about, not a one of them has the same sharp green eyes and tousled dark hair.

	“You will take it easy this evening, Adelina,” Lord Gray says. “We shan’t have you ending up on the floor again.”

	At his use of her name, she glances back over her shoulder and quirks a brow. “Must you be so serious, Papa? It’s only a ball. We’re supposed to have fun.”

	A servant drifts past with a tray of champagne flutes, and Adelina beckons him back so that she may grab two. Turning, she gives her parents a beaming smile.

	“Enjoy yourselves. You’ve both been much too solemn lately.” She hands her mother and father a glass of champagne before giving them each a kiss on the cheek. “Especially you, Papa.”

	Lord Gray draws himself up, cheeks turning red, but Adelina glides away before she can hear a word of his protests.

	She moves toward the house and up the stairs to the entryway, and though she’s out of breath, she’ll not let her frail health get the best of her tonight—at least not before she’s had a dance with Viscount Rosetti.

	After fanning herself and catching her breath, she steps through the double doors into the Oakley foyer. Though it’s grand and glittering, it pales in comparison to that in the Rosetti manor. The candlelight is slightly less lustrous, the decor not quite as lovely.

	Adelina catches a glimpse of herself in a mirror as she passes, and her flushed cheeks and dark hair make her blue eyes that much more striking. Perhaps everything the Rosettis touch shines just a tad brighter than it did before.

	While returning friendly smiles and greetings, Adelina moves toward the ballroom, where polished shoes click and long skirts swish. The orchestral music swells as she steps through the door, and it takes her eyes only a moment to find the man she’s looking for.

	Her heart lifts, but then she recognizes the woman he’s dancing with. It’s the same golden-haired beauty from the Rosetti ball, and the two of them outshine every couple on the floor. They move in tandem, each hand held perfectly, each step placed with metronomic precision.

	Watching the way the woman moves, equal to the viscount in both grace and beauty, makes something turn in Adelina’s stomach. She looks down at her trembling fingertips and wonders what this rich, deliciously handsome man sees in her. She has a humble dowry, an unremarkable face, and a womb that might be unable to bear children. What could she give him that any other beautiful woman in this room could not?

	It’s realization at its most cruel, and Adelina fights to keep it from manifesting as tears in her eyes. She can’t let him—or anyone—see her cry, especially after what happened at the Rosetti ball.

	The music decrescendos as she turns from the floor, already hoping for this night to be over and to be back in her bed. Perhaps her father was right along.

	But before she’s taken three steps, a hand seizes hers and turns her gently around.

	Lord Rosetti gazes down at her, his cheeks tinged with pink from the heat in the room, his green eyes sparkling with intensity. Behind him, the other dancers bow and curtsy to one another, and the woman with the golden hair gives Adelina a glare unlike anything she’s ever seen. Her glare shifts to the viscount, who’s paying her no mind, and then the woman storms from the floor, her perfect hair floating in the air behind her as she goes.

	“Miss Gray,” Lord Rosetti says softly, drawing Adelina’s focus back to him, “it seemed you were about to leave.”

	“N-no, of course not.”

	“Good.” He straightens up and releases his hold on her hand. “In that case, would yo—”

	“Adelina, there you are!” Lord Gray materializes from the crowd, another flute of champagne in his hand. “I want you to stay where I can see you, dear.” Though he speaks to Adelina, his eyes are on the viscount.

	The two men exchange tense looks, and although Adelina tries, she cannot decipher the unspoken words being exchanged.

	“I’m right here, Papa. There’s no need to worry.” She sets a hand upon his arm, hoping to calm him, but it does little to diffuse the tension.

	“Oh, I think there’s plenty of need. We don’t want what happened last time to repeat itself.”

	“It won’t be a problem, Lord Gray,” the viscount says, his smile waltzing a fine line between polite and uncivil. “I’d never let Miss Gray fall.” He holds out a hand, and Adelina takes it without a moment’s hesitation.

	As he guides her onto the floor, Adelina glances over her shoulder and is taken aback by the unguarded abhorrence in her father’s eyes. He drains his champagne in a single gulp before turning and forcing his way through the gathered onlookers, who gasp and bristle at his behavior.

	“I’m sorry,” Adelina whispers as Lord Rosetti takes his place across from her for the dance. “I’m not sure what’s gotten into him.”

	“Don’t apologize,” he says softly. “You’ve done nothing wrong. His ill manners are his own.” His smile is easy, unburdened, and it softens Adelina’s worry.

	Still, she can’t understand her father’s poor behavior. He’s never acted so impolite, especially to a viscount. Something is certainly the matter with him.

	The orchestra starts to play, prompting Adelina to drop into the smoothest curtsy she can muster.

	Across from her, the viscount bows, and a single dark curl slips across his forehead. She wonders what it would feel like to reach out and touch it, to run her fingers over that shiny lock of hair.

	The strings sing, ushering the dancers into movement.

	The viscount takes Adelina’s hand in his, the other going around her waist, and her skin tingles where it touches his. She looks at their hands clasped together, his complexion olive against her snowy white, and is dizzy at the emotions that rush over her.

	“Adelina,” he says, and although the room around them is filled with sound, she hears him as clearly as though he whispered delicately into her ear.

	Her gaze lifts to his, and she finds his green eyes aglow in the candlelight. Then he’s guiding her across the ballroom floor. His hand holds her confidently, and the hand on her waist guides her surely and steadily. This waltz is energetic, spinning. Adelina’s heart races in her chest, but Lord Rosetti holds her in such a way as to ensure her he’ll never let her fall.

	The strings reverberate around the domed space, and Adelina glances at the audience. Her mother and father stand side by side, and their expressions couldn’t be more different. Lady Gray glows, her brown eyes wide and sparkling as Adelina and the viscount sweep past. But Lord Gray is red in the face, his eyes burning with what Adelina knows only as hate.

	The emotion confuses her, causes her step to falter, but Lord Rosetti lifts her as easily as if she were a rose blossom, and she’s back on her feet and dancing as if nothing happened.

	Around and around they turn, their feet moving across the polished floor. Faces drift by in a blur, and only the viscount’s face is in focus now. That same curl bounces across his forehead, his eyes ablaze with green fire, his skin lustrous and golden.

	Adelina has never wanted to press her lips against another’s the way she does now. She wants to know what his tongue feels like, wants to catch his lip between her teeth just to see how it tastes.

	To do so would be inappropriate, shocking, and she would never allow such a thing, but the want—the need—curls in her belly like a kitten waiting to pounce.

	Too soon, the music ends, and then the viscount is bowing to her, and she’s curtsying as if she has any idea what’s happening right now. The room has stopped spinning, and as she casts her gaze about, she’s startled to find the golden-haired beauty Lord Rosetti was dancing with earlier standing beside Lady Rosetti. Like her parents’ expressions, the women’s faces are opposites of each other.

	The young woman glowers, her perfectly symmetrical brows pulled down low over eyes simmering with contempt. Lady Rosetti’s dark lips are quirked into a pleasant smile. She claps along delicately with the rest of the crowd, and when she and Adelina lock eyes, she nods almost imperceptibly. It feels like . . . acceptance? But why the countess would accept Adelina, the sickly only daughter of a low-ranking baron, Adelina couldn’t guess. She nods back, then turns to look up at the viscount.

	“Thank you for the dance, Miss Gray.” He bows his dark-haired head, and she curtsies back politely. “I’ll not be selfish; it seems other gentlemen are waiting to ask for a dance.” His eyes flick to his left, and when Adelina turns to look, she’s surprised to find not one but three young men lingering, their eyes following her, watching and waiting. She’s used to being a wallflower, but the viscount’s attentions have not gone unnoticed, and as her mother has said before, men want what other men want.

	Adelina smiles bashfully, then turns back to the viscount, but he’s already backing away, smirking as he’s swallowed up by the crowd in the ballroom. Before she can take a step after him, a young man who’s never taken an interest in her before sweeps in, asking her for a dance, and she allows him to take her hand as the orchestra prepares for the next dance.

	Meet me in the hedge maze.

	“What?” Adelina says, looking up to meet the young man’s gaze. He blinks down at her, and his eyes are lackluster compared to Lord Rosetti’s. “What did you say?”

	“Nothing, Miss Gray,” the man says, then laughs as if she told a joke.

	I’ll be waiting.

	The voice—it’s the same as the one she heard in her bedroom before the owl alighted on her windowsill.

	She casts her gaze about the crowded room, and her eyes land on Lord Rosetti just before he steps through a doorway and disappears from sight.

	It can’t be, she tells herself as her partner steps close and wraps his arm around her waist, holding her a bit too tight. I must be going mad.
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	Adelina curtsies to her dance partner, his name not coming easily to the forefront of her mind, and then hurries away before another young man can take his place. Her hands shake, but she barely notices as she heads for the doorway leading to the back gardens. She has to know if she’s going crazy, has to know if it really is the viscount’s voice in her head.

	“Adelina!”

	It’s her mother, calling out through the crowd. But Adelina pretends not to hear, doesn’t even pause or turn in her mother’s direction. Instead, she hastens her pace, slipping through the doorway and into the balmy night air before her mother can catch her.

	Torches flickering with a warm glow line the dirt path to the hedge maze, which rises up in the dark like a wave ready to swallow her whole. She moves toward it, casting a wary glance over her shoulder to ensure no one is watching, and then slips into its inky embrace.

	I’m here, says the voice.

	Where? It feels foolish to talk to herself in her head, so Adelina clears her throat and whispers, “Where?”

	Turn left.

	After a moment’s hesitation, she does. Her royal-blue skirt trails over the damp grass, and the darkness welcomes her as her eyes adjust slowly. The moon and stars are out, twinkling overhead, lighting her way.

	Left again.

	She follows the voice’s instructions, turning left and right, getting hopelessly lost within the maze. If anyone were to find her out here, alone in the dark, she’d have some explaining to do.

	Adelina navigates the maze, turning right around a shadowy corner, and there he is.

	He’s waiting in the dark, hands in his trouser pockets, as if he knew she would soon come along and find him. He turns to face her, and the way the moonlight cuts across his face makes him look carved of stone. It’s almost unsettling how flawlessly beautiful he is.

	“Viscount,” Adelina whispers, pausing a distance away from him. She doesn’t trust herself not to get too close, and that fantasy of his lips still brushes against the edges of her mind.

	“You found me,” he says, though there’s no hint of surprise in his voice. He might as well be commenting on the moon in the sky or the grass underfoot.

	Adelina narrows her blue eyes while taking one hesitant step forward. “What’s going on?” she asks, then glances back over her shoulder. The hedge maze is dark and quiet.

	“I’d like to know just that.” The viscount doesn’t move toward her, just tips his head to the side, his green eyes narrowing.

	“You’re the one in my head,” she whispers, and it comes out like a hiss. Her hands curl into fists around the silky fabric of her skirt, and she steps forward once more. “That was you with the owl, was it not? And you led me here.” Another step forward. “How?”

	He smiles that deliciously roguish smile, the one that makes her yearn for him in a way she most certainly shouldn’t.

	“What if I told you I’ve no idea what you’re talking about?”

	She presses her lips into an unamused line. “I’d call you a liar.”

	“Oh, Miss Gray, you wound me.” He places a hand to his chest as if she’s struck him.

	A breeze sends the hedges trembling, and a shiver rushes down Adelina’s spine. Being caught alone in the hedge maze would be one thing, but to be caught with the viscount would be something entirely different. Her reputation would be ruined. She’d have no chance in the marriage market after such a scandal.

	Even so, she can’t bring herself to retreat, can’t step away like she knows she should. She’s trapped as if by a spell, and his green eyes hold her in a trance.

	“Am I going crazy?” she asks quietly, almost childlike. Perhaps her sickness has taken a turn, has made her see and hear things that aren’t actually there. This could be the first stepping stone down the troubled path to madness.

	“Certainly not,” he says, the lighthearted tone in his voice transforming into something solemn. “But I fear I might be.”

	The viscount closes the distance between them in a moment, his hands coming up to cradle her cheeks, one thumb sliding tenderly across her skin. His touch, so gentle and yet so hungry, makes her gasp, and his proximity holds her frozen. His eyes search hers, but for what, she doesn’t know.

	“What are you?” he whispers.

	That word, what, causes her pause, and she pulls away from his touch to clear her head. The moment his hands leave her, she wishes for them back, but she forces herself to step away, if only to think more clearly.

	“You’re speaking in riddles,” she snaps. “Tell me what’s going on.”

	His gaze becomes cloudy, troubled. “You took your tonic this morning,” he says, his tone dark.

	Once again, he’s surprised her, and it’s a struggle not to let it show on her face. “How’d you know?”

	“I can smell it on you, even under the fragrance in that vial.” His eyes cut to the silver about Adelina’s neck, and though her first instinct is to wither under his stare, she forces herself to stand tall.

	His being able to smell it on her is most unnatural, but so too is his reaction. Nothing about this man makes sense. He’s a mystery she’s most determined to solve.

	“You’re upset,” she says, trying not to let any emotion creep into her voice. “Why?”

	“Because you—”

	“Adelina!”

	Adelina starts, her head whipping toward the sound of her mother’s voice. She can’t be found here with the viscount. Adelina may not be the most eligible bachelorette this season—or any season for that matter—but the scandal would cast an unfavorable light upon the Gray family. It could ruin her.

	“You mustn’t take it, Miss Gray,” the viscount says as she takes a step back. “Promise me.” His voice is strained, his words clipped. He lifts a hand as if to reach for her, but she’s too far away.

	Despite his lack of candor and the absurdity of his request, she nods.

	“Okay,” she whispers. “Okay, I promise.”

	“Adelina, are you out here?” Lady Gray yells, closer this time.

	“I have to go,” Adelina says, turning to search for a way out of this maze. “And so do—”

	She looks back, and just like that day at the garden fence, Lord Rosetti is gone, but this time there’s no carriage to whisk him away. He simply ceases to be, as if he weren’t ever there to begin with.

	“Adelina! What in the heavens are you doing out here?”

	Lady Gray emerges from around the corner in an explosion of fabric and champagne. She carries a half-empty flute in one hand and presses the other to her forehead. “I couldn’t find you anywhere. Are you alone?” She casts a look about like any dutiful mother would.

	“Of course, Mama. I’m sorry to have frightened you. I needed some air and decided to try the maze, but I’m lost.”

	“Oh, my dear, come now. It’s easy to find your way back. It’s a left, and then a right, and then . . .” Lady Gray casts her brown eyes about the shadowy hedges, and the confidence fades from her expression. “Now, I’m certain it’s this way. Come, we’ll find our way even if we have to traipse straight through these hedges.” She reaches out a hand, and Adelina takes it, allowing herself to be led away like a child who wandered too far into the woods.

	Promise, the voice says in Adelina’s mind.

	Looking once more over her shoulder, she finds the maze dark and empty.

	I promise.


 

	Chapter Eight
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	And Adelina keeps her promise.

	When Rose wakes her the following morning with the painted teacup, the tonic swirling around its porcelain rim, Adelina takes it with a smile before sending Rose to the kitchen for a cup of lemon balm tea. It’s an odd request for Adelina, and Rose hesitates, her hazel eyes studying Adelina’s face. But Adelina betrays nothing, smiling and lifting the teacup to her lips like she does every morning. What reason does Rose have to doubt her?

	Rose acquiesces, and when she steps from the room, Adelina hurries from bed, trying not to stumble on her weak legs, and tosses the tonic through her open bedroom window. The liquid lands on the grass below, twinkling like dew, and Adelina returns to bed before Rose arrives with a cup of tea.

	“Thank you, Rose,” Adelina says, exchanging the fresh teacup for the deceivingly empty one. Rose looks into the cup as if to study it, then curtsies to Adelina and carries the silver breakfast tray from the room.

	Alone again, Adelina sips the lemon balm tea, the shaking of her hands nearly sending the scalding liquid down the front of her nightgown. The lemon warms and soothes her throat, and she rests her head back against the plush pillows, closing her eyes.

	What am I doing?

	She can see no sound reason to do what the viscount asked, yet she threw her tonic—the tonic she’s consumed every morning since she was a child—out her window at his behest.

	Holding up her hand, Adelina finds it shaking like a leaf in a storm, and she clenches her fingers into a tight fist, hoping she hasn’t made a terrible mistake.
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	“I’d like to paint in the garden,” Adelina tells Rose that afternoon. The shakes finally subsided, albeit slowly, but she’s fatigued, and even moving across her bedroom proves difficult.

	“I’ll set up your canvas,” Rose says as she pulls a brush through Adelina’s long hair. “You look pale. Are you feeling well?”

	“I’m tired today,” Adelina says, looking at Rose in the mirror. “Perhaps the fresh air will do me good.” Her smile is soft and true, and Rose nods before setting the brush on the vanity and moving from the room.

	Now alone, Adelina studies herself in the mirror, lifts a hand to touch the dark circles beneath her blue eyes. She should be vibrant, glowing with youth, but she appears quite the opposite—drawn and pale, lacking any semblance of verdure.

	“Dreadful,” she whispers, then turns abruptly away from her reflection. Opening the armoire, she fetches the widest-brimmed sunhat in her collection and slips it over her dark hair before leaving her room.

	She descends the stairs carefully lest she fall on account of her exhaustion, and by the time she makes it out to the garden, Rose has already set up her canvas and paints.

	“I thought the shade would be more comfortable,” Rose says, gesturing to the dappled light coming through the leaves overhead.

	The elm is bright green, though it won’t be long now before its leaves turn red and orange and yellow and begin twirling into the yard, falling in a blanket for the gardener to rake away. As the leaves fall, most of the families in Everborough will step into their carriages and ride away into the country, where they’ll spend the winter months. The thought of Lord Rosetti riding away, not to return until the following summer, makes Adelina’s stomach twist into knots.

	Adelina reaches out and takes Rose’s hand in gratitude, then pulls away in fear of the shakes starting again. She takes a seat before the canvas and tips her sunhat low over her eyes. Though she’s in the shade, the sunlight feels brighter than normal, and it causes her to squint, a subtle throb beginning behind her eyes.

	A summer cold, perhaps, she thinks hopefully, but she’s not able to convince herself. If headaches and a drawn countenance are all she’ll get from not taking her tonic, she sees no reason to do so. Perhaps she’ll request that Rose make her another, claiming she spilled some of it and didn’t get enough.

	Adelina considers calling Rose over and foregoing this ridiculous experiment, but then she dabs paint from the glass syringe onto her palette and pauses. The color, cobalt blue, is rich and lustrous and more intense than she’s ever noticed. She takes the glass vial in which the pigment and carrier oil have been mixed and holds it up to the light, marveling at the brilliance of the color. This paint must’ve been mixed differently than usual, Adelina surmises.

	Momentarily distracted from the pain behind her eyes, she dips her brush into the paint on her palette and sweeps it across the canvas, the distinct sound of brush on material a calming melody.

	As the abstract image comes alive, swirls of cobalt blending with chrome yellow, Adelina is dazzled by the colors’ continued intensity. They jump off the canvas, and as she sets her brush down and looks about the garden, it seems everything—the roses, the cornflowers, the hollyhocks—is brighter and more beautiful this day.

	A coincidence, surely.

	Foregoing the tonic could not cause such a difference in her perception of light and color . . . could it?

	Adelina looks over her shoulder toward the house, up to her father’s study, then at the large windows into the sitting room where her mother spends the afternoons, and an uncomfortable stone settles in her stomach.

	If the tonic dulls her senses, her view of the world, her parents must certainly not be aware of it. For if they were, they would’ve explained it to her, wouldn’t they?

	They’ve never even told me what’s in it.

	Adelina looks down at her hands, which have started their shaking again, and knows at once she must abandon her art. The shakes would send the brush skittering across the canvas, ruining what she’s already created.

	And so, with her breath heavy and her steps labored, Adelina leaves her paints and brushes and recedes into the house. Servants rush by her as she climbs the stairs, and once in her room, she collapses into her bed with more questions than answers.


 

	Chapter Nine
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	That evening, after spending the afternoon in bed, Adelina finds herself wide-awake. She takes supper with her parents and makes pleasant small talk while Rose prepares her for bed, but once the door closes and she’s alone, it’s as if the night comes alive.

	She stares at her ceiling, where the elm’s shadows twist and shift in a soundless dance. Adelina thinks to reach for the oil lamp on her vanity, then decides against it. Though it’s dark, the moonlight slips through her open window with silver fingers, setting her bedroom alight.

	Earlier, Rose tried to close it, but Adelina insisted she leave it open.

	“Summer will soon be over,” she told her from bed. “I’d like to enjoy the fresh air while I can.”

	Rose hesitated briefly, her gaze cast out into the night, before she came away from the open window.

	Now Adelina closes her eyes and breathes in the cool air. The breeze is alive with felicitous scents. Up from the garden drifts the pleasant fragrance of flowers in the moonlight: the earthy, subtly peppery scent of cornflowers; the delicate aroma of roses warmed from the afternoon sun; the intensely sweet floral scent of the honeysuckles.

	Adelina has spent many summers in this bedroom, from the time she was a girl just out of the nursery, but the incense filling her room this evening is unlike any she remembers. Is this, too, an effect of not having taken the tonic?

	A fluttering at the open window sends Adelina sitting up in bed, and alighting upon her windowsill is the owl, its eyes impossibly wide and yellow, a parchment tied delicately to its willow-thin leg.

	Seeing it should make her hesitant, encourage her to question further the viscount and his mysteries, but instead, she feels eager, almost feverish.

	“Hello again,” Adelina whispers. She pushes back the lightweight summer blankets and sets her bare feet gently on the cool floor.

	The owl tips its head as she crosses the room, and when she reaches for the letter tied about its leg, its yellow eyes follow her slow movements.

	“Thank you,” she tells the feathered creature. Rather than flying away, it remains on the windowsill and begins to preen its feathers. Somehow, the owl’s presence is calming, like that of a good friend.

	Adelina takes a seat at her vanity and unties the crimson ribbon from about the letter. It’s silky between her fingers, its texture delightful against her skin. She lifts it and traces it across her tender lips, and for a moment she imagines the silk is the viscount’s mouth on hers. Behind closed eyes, she sees him leaning in, feels his breath across her cheeks. His hands come up to cup her face, his touch both firm and gentle, and as he presses his lips to hers, warmth curls in her belly and between her legs.

	The sensation startles her, and she blinks rapidly, lowering the ribbon to the vanity. A breeze tumbles through the window, ruffling the owl’s feathers and curling the letter at the edges. Adelina picks it up and unrolls it, her heart thumping softly beneath her breast.

	 

	Miss Gray,

	I’ve spent the day wandering the gardens, thinking of little else but you. How do you take your tea, I wonder. When the rain falls at night, do you open the window to feel it on your skin?

	Before I begin rambling, I must know, Did you forego your tonic? If yes, how do you feel?

	My curiosity, while perhaps nettling, is most sincere.

	Celeste will carry your words back to me, should you choose to grace me with your correspondence.

	I await your response eagerly.

	—TR

	 

	“Celeste?” Adelina looks up at the owl, who tips her head to one side as if she recognizes her name. The sight makes Adelina giggle, and she reaches toward the owl tentatively. Celeste presses her feathered head into Adelina’s palm, her bright yellow eyes closing as a soft sound resonates from her chest like a purr. “Well, aren’t you a precious creature.”

	Celeste pulls her head away and resumes her preening.

	“Very well. I suppose he’s waiting for my reply, isn’t he?”

	The owl makes no attempt to respond.

	Adelina stands and goes to her desk on the other side of the room, below the window looking down on the veranda. She opens the top drawer and pulls out a crisp sheet of parchment, an ink well, and a feathered quill. The desk is awash in moonlight, and the ink swirls like midnight in the glass well as Adelina dips the quill delicately.

	 

	My Lord,

	I prefer my tea robust, with a splash of cream and a smidge of sugar. Not too much, mind you, or the flavor will be ruined. And I’ve always wanted to feel the rain on my bare skin, have wondered what it would feel like to stand unveiled in a summer storm.

	 

	Adelina’s mind drifts again, this time to an evening drenched in a warm rain, the viscount’s wet clothes coming away in her hands, falling into the puddles at their bare feet. The vision makes her shiver in a wholly delightful way.

	 

	I did as you asked; my tonic watered the back garden this morning. At first, I feared the illness worsening. The shakes have plagued me since waking, and my eyes are sensitive to the light. Even so, something is . . . different.

	Painting in the garden this afternoon, I could scarcely concentrate for the vibrance of the pigments. And now, as I sit in the darkness of this room, I can smell the honeysuckle in the garden as if it were blooming on my nightstand.

	I don’t know what’s happening. Perhaps a kind gentleman may offer his guidance.

	—Your Midnight Auteur

	 

	Adelina lifts the parchment and blows gently to dry the ink before turning to Celeste.

	“I’ll need something to tie it with,” she says to herself, unwilling to part with the crimson ribbon curving sinuously across her vanity. She reaches for the plait Rose twisted her hair into and pulls free the pale blue material binding her dark locks. Her hair falls free of the braid and flows around her shoulders as she rolls the parchment up and ties it with her hair ribbon.

	Celeste allows Adelina to tie the ends of the ribbon into a bow about her thin leg, and then she spreads her feathered wings and takes flight. Her form is trimmed in moonlight as she soars silently from the bedroom window and over the towering elm before disappearing into the night.

	Adelina reaches for the crimson fabric, sweeping it off her vanity as she stands before the open window, hair falling in soft waves down her back.

	Just before she turns from the window, a silky voice whispers into her head.

	Sleep soundly, Miss Gray. I’ll be thinking of you.
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	The letters become a nightly occurrence, and though Adelina questions Lord Rosetti time and again about his voice in her head and the mysterious tonic she continues finding ways to avoid consuming, he answers none of her inquiries.

	Instead, he asks questions about her hobbies, her dreams, her upbringing. She tells him she wants a family someday, a brood of children who’ll run through their grandmother’s fine house and fall asleep amongst the flowers and birdsong in the back garden. His response makes her giddy with joy.

	 

	I’d like the same. No fewer than four, though perhaps five would suffice. I’ll leave that up to my future bride.

	 

	She asks after Celeste.

	 

	How does one come to have an owl, anyway?

	 

	The following evening, she finds he’s failed to answer her question again. Surprised she is not. His response, however, awakens something foreign and fiery inside her.

	 

	How does one come to have you, Miss Gray?

	 

	His words curl across the page, and even the flourishes on his letters are enticing. She traces her fingers over his carefully inked words, imagining his hands touching the parchment, his green eyes narrowed, that curl slipping across his forehead. Then she pictures those same hands slipping down her neck and across her shoulders, trailing a featherlight touch along her spine as her dress comes away, falling in an ocean around their feet.

	For the first time in her life, she wants someone to have her; she wants Viscount Rosetti to have her, to take her, to make her his. None of the other gentlemen have made her feel this way, like she’s the apple in the Garden, her taste at once tantalizing and forbidden.

	She dips her quill into the inkwell, poised to pen a cunning response, but her hand trembles something fierce, sending drops of black over the empty page. And no matter how she tries to quell the shakes, her fingers can’t seem to find stillness.

	She sits back from the desk with a sigh, the eros she felt but a moment ago giving way suddenly and powerfully to a wave of indignation.

	Why does her body disobey her so?

	Why does Viscount Rosetti insist upon answering her many questions with questions of his own?

	What is in that tonic, and what is this illness that refuses to loose its hold on her?

	With a cry of frustration, Adelina sweeps a hand across her writing desk and sends the well of ink crashing to the floor.

	At the cacophony, Celeste startles and flaps her wings, abandoning her perch on the windowsill and soaring off into the darkness. Now that she’s gone, Adelina will be unable to respond to the viscount’s letter.

	The spilled ink seeps into the floorboards, spreading like pigment in an oil. The glass, now shattered, winks in the moonlight streaming through the window.

	Still trembling, Adelina looks upon the mess she’s made with tears welling in her eyes.

	“What have I—”

	Footsteps sound in the hall outside her door, and Adelina scrambles to slip the viscount’s letter into the top drawer of her desk. She’s just closed the drawer when her door creaks open and her mother appears in the doorway, her brow creased with worry.

	“Adelina?” she whispers.

	“I’m sorry, Mama.” Adelina turns away from her, clutching her defiant hands to her chest. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

	Lady Gray slips into the moonlit room and lets out a barely audible gasp when she comes around the side of the bed. “Oh, dear.”

	Her surprise brings tears to Adelina’s eyes, and they glide unbidden down her cheeks.

	“Why am I like this?” Adelina whispers, holding her trembling hands up for her mother to see. “I detest it.”

	She begins to weep, and Lady Gray is quick to wrap her in an embrace. She rocks gently, the way she did when Adelina was a girl, shushing her in hushed tones.

	Adelina allows herself to be held, cherishes the warmth of her mother’s embrace. Tears continue down her cheeks, soaking Lady Gray’s night shawl, and Adelina holds a hand up to the silver light.

	“Why, Mama?” she whispers.

	Lady Gray takes Adelina’s hand in both of hers and sinks onto the bed. She draws Adelina’s hand to her lips and kisses her knuckles tenderly.

	“I don’t know, dearest,” she whispers, her voice at once strong and broken. “But you shan’t detest anything about yourself.” She grips Adelina’s hand firmly and presses it against her cheek. “You are perfect just the way you are.”

	“I’m no—”

	“You are,” Lady Gray says firmly, brown eyes narrowing in the low light. Her golden hair hangs in a loose plait, and tendrils frame her cheekbones. “You are everything I could ever have wished for in a daughter. You’re brilliant, Adelina. You’re kind, and beautiful, and loved.” She kisses Adelina’s knuckles again. “Please don’t say such things. You were the answer to our prayers, my dear. And to see you so upset . . .” Lady Gray draws a shuddering breath. “It breaks my heart.”

	Her mother’s words are a balm to the pain and anger sweeping through her, and she wraps her arms around Lady Gray’s shoulders.

	“I’m sorry,” Adelina whispers as her mother’s warm tears fall into her hair. “I didn’t mean to burden you.”

	Lady Gray laughs and wraps her arms more firmly about Adelina. “A child’s pain is a mother’s pain. You’ll know this one day.”

	Her words, spoken with such assurance, lift Adelina’s spirits, and she pulls away, wiping her tears before they can drip off her chin.

	“The maids will clean this tomorrow,” Lady Gray says, glancing down at the ink spilled on the floor. “Don’t worry yourself. Come now, to bed with you.”

	Adelina allows her mother to tuck her in as if she were a child, cherishing the kiss Lady Gray presses to her temple.

	“Good night, dearest,” Lady Gray whispers before moving toward the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

	The door clicks closed gently, and Adelina sighs into her pillows. It’s only then she notices Celeste’s feathers on her desk, limned in silver moonlight, the only reminder she was ever there at all.


 

	Chapter Ten
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	“Miss Gray!”

	The voice rouses Adelina from her slumber, and she blinks awake slowly.

	Golden sunlight fills the room, and the draperies billow in a muggy breeze. Her gaze goes to the desk under the window, but Celeste’s feathers are no longer there. Did the draft carry them away?

	“I really must insist you rise now. I’ve come in here three times, miss.” Rose looms over her, a stern crease in her brow and a flush upon her cheeks.

	“What time is it?” Adelina asks groggily, then covers her mouth as she yawns.

	“It is midday, miss,” Rose replies curtly. “You’ve slept half the day away.” The lady’s maid turns on her heel and sweeps from the room only to return a moment later with the gleaming silver breakfast tray, Adelina’s tonic swirling about the painted cup.

	Rose sets the tray on Adelina’s bedside table before offering her the teacup. Adelina takes it, and the sight of the concoction makes her stomach turn. Rust-colored and lukewarm, the tonic smells of garlic and . . .

	“Hawthorn,” Adelina says, her eyes widening as she looks up at Rose. “Garlic and hawthorn.” She lifts the cup to her nose and takes a delicate sniff, and the aroma affronts her.

	“What’s the matter?” Rose quirks a brow, tipping her head to the side. “It’s the same as every morning, miss.”

	Adelina can think of no clever way to dispose of it—not with Rose lurking over her like a hawk over a field mouse.

	“It’s displeasing to me. Take it back to the kitchen.” Adelina offers Rose the cup, but the lady’s maid doesn’t move to take it.

	“Miss, you really should—”

	“I shan’t be told by my lady’s maid what I should and should not do. You overstep, Rose. Take the cup back to the kitchen. Now.”

	She thrusts the cup into Rose’s hands, and the tonic spills over the rim, splashing onto the bedroom floor. Rose’s eyes widen, and Adelina is momentarily shocked. She’s never spoken to Rose in such a way, and she’s taken aback by the anger that swept through her.

	“Rose, I—”

	“Very well, miss.” Rose places the teacup back on the silver tray, her expression unreadable. “Can I bring you breakfast, or will you be eating in the dining room?”

	“I’ll break my fast in my room. Thank you.”

	Rose curtsies and then takes her leave, leaving Adelina still sitting up in bed.

	What’s gotten into me? She squints against the bright sunlight, a sudden burst of irritation driving her to throw back the covers and cross the room in a huff. The draperies close with a snap, and the relief is instant. That’s better. Adelina presses her fingertips to her temples and lets out a sigh. An ache blossoms behind her eyes, and she grits her teeth against it.

	If it’s not the shakes, it’s the shortness of breath. If it’s not a throbbing head, it’s fainting upon the ballroom floor.

	Maybe this is mad.

	The viscount has yet to answer any of her questions, and despite her heightened senses, her refusal to take the tonic hasn’t yielded any positive results. Her hands still shake, her eyes are sensitive to the sunlight, and she’s losing her patience in a way she never has before.

	Adelina takes a seat at her vanity and stares into the mirror. Her blue eyes are rimmed in purple, her veins just visible beneath her pale skin. She appears as though she has a wasting disease, but the illness has never caused her to have such a ghastly appearance before. Is this from refusing the tonic?

	Rose enters the room, the silver tray burdened with breakfast delicacies. There’s honey cake, toast and butter, a small bowl of ripe red strawberries, and a cup of breakfast tea. Adelina rises and crosses the room, meeting Rose halfway.

	“I’m famished,” she says, biting into a strawberry and following it up with a slice of toast. She has to stop herself from trailing Rose across the room, hungry as she suddenly feels. The lady’s maid sets the tray down gently on the vanity, then turns and curtsies.

	“I’ll be back shortly, miss. Is there anything else?”

	“No, Rose.” Adelina offers her a soft smile, hoping to make up for her brutish behavior. “Thank you.”

	As soon as Rose steps from the room, Adelina makes for the breakfast tray. She can barely get a bite down her throat before she’s reaching for another. But the toast, the honey cake, the strawberries—it all tastes slightly . . . off. They’re still delightful, but not quite right, not quite how she expects them to taste. It’s like she’s come down with a cold and her palate hasn’t yet recovered.

	She washes the muted flavors down with an equally unimpressive breakfast tea and has just set the teacup down when a soft knock sounds at her door.

	“Are you finally up, dearest?” Lady Gray steps into the room, her blond hair swept up and off her neck, an emerald necklace from Lord Gray resting at the base of her throat. She crosses the floor, her pale gown trailing after her, and presses her lips to Adelina’s forehead. “You’re not warm. Are you feeling quite well?”

	“I’m not feverish, Mama.” Adelina laughs lightly and pushes a wisp of dark hair off her forehead. “Just hungry. Did you find the butter”—she gestures to her toast crumbs—“distasteful this morning?”

	Lady Gray quirks a brow and looks down at Adelina’s empty breakfast tray. “No, not at all.” Her gaze sweeps up and down Adelina’s body. “Your eyes, dear.” She steps closer and trails a thumb delicately beneath Adelina’s eye. “You don’t look yourself.” Her gaze sweeps again, and then her eyes narrow. “Tell me the truth.” Lady Gray takes Adelina’s hands firmly in hers. “Are you . . . with child?”

	Laughter bursts unbidden from Adelina’s lips. “Good heavens, Mama. Of course not!”

	With a relieved sigh, Lady Gray sits on the end of Adelina’s unmade bed. “Then what’s going on? You’re sleeping in, you’re not acting yourself, and you look ill. Something must certainly be the matter.”

	As her mother stares up at her, gaze unwavering, Adelina debates telling her the truth. She’d love nothing more than to tell her about the viscount and his secret letters. But her mother would likely tell her father, and Adelina may very well find locks on her windows to keep Celeste out. No, it’s best to keep it to herself.

	“Seasonal allergies, perhaps. I’m sure they’ll pass soon enough.” Adelina trails her fingers across her desk and casts her gaze out the window, trying to appear disinterested as she voices her next question. “What’s in my tonic, Mama? I’ve asked Rose, but she’s been unable to tell me.”

	Lady Gray waves a hand. “Herbs of some sort. Dr. Parsons tells me he uses them for all sorts of ailments. Why? Has is ceased working?”

	“I don’t believe it ever truly worked in the first place,” Adelina mumbles, remembering clearly her fainting spell at the Rosetti soiree. The memory still causes her cheeks to burn with embarrassment. “Do you know—” The question on her tongue could very well be found disagreeable, but she can’t help wondering. “Do you know . . . anything of my birth family? Were they ill? Perhaps it’s inherited.”

	Lady Gray’s lips twist, and she reaches for the necklace about her throat. “I would tell you if I knew, dearest, but I don’t. Your father brought you home one night, said there’d been a terrible accident. We’d been trying for years to have a child, and then he walks through the door with you, a dark-haired beauty with these big blue eyes.” She looks up at Adelina, tears brimming along her bottom lashes. “I know I should’ve asked questions, but my prayers had been answered, and I was terrified someone was going to knock on the door one day and take you away.”

	“No one’s taking me anywhere, Mama.” Adelina presses a kiss to the top of her mother’s head. Lady Gray sniffles, then laughs and wipes her cheeks.

	“I’m sorry. All these years later, and I still get emotional when I think of it.”

	“Do you think Papa would know?”

	“About your birth parents?” Lady Gray shakes her head. “I don’t believe he knows any more than I do, or he would’ve told me. Dr. Parsons was there that night as well, called out to the scene when it was said an infant had survived. Dreadful business.” Her lips pucker into a sour expression.

	“Of course. I must ask the doctor, then.”

	“If he knew the origins of your illness, he would certainly treat you for it.” Lady Gray stands and reaches for Adelina’s hand. “Where is this coming from? Has something upset you?”

	“It’s maddening, Mama. Of course I’m upset. I’ve been sickly my whole life, yet no one seems keen to discover what ails me. Our doctor should know something by now, don’t you agree?” Adelina pulls her hand away and heads toward the door. “I’m going to ask Papa. Is he in his office?”

	“Don’t upset him,” Lady Gray calls after her, one hand perched on her hip. “He’s been . . . ill-tempered as of late.”

	Adelina pulls the door open and sweeps into the upstairs hallway, her eyes set on the door to her father’s study. Afternoon light streams through the windows, turning everything a shade of gold. The picture frames along the walls shine, and dust motes float in the balmy air.

	Skirt trailing behind her, Adelina pads down the hall, her footsteps softened by the runner underfoot.

	“Papa?” She raps her knuckles on the hardwood and glances back over her shoulder as her mother starts descending the stairs, one golden brow arched in warning. After a few seconds without answer, Adelina knocks again. “Papa, are you in there?”

	The doorknob shines in the light streaming through the window at the end of the hall; it’s no doubt been polished already today. Adelina reaches for it, and it twists smoothly in her hand.

	“It’s me,” she says as she pushes the door open, but she finds the room empty. The curtains have been pulled back, and the room is awash in warm yellow light. The bookcases on either side of the study are filled with tomes, and Adelina briefly remembers perusing the shelves as a child, asking her father to lift her to retrieve books too high for her short arms to reach. He’d settle her on his lap, and they’d snuggle up together in his plush armchair, reading by candlelight until Lady Gray came to fetch them for bed.

	The thought brings Adelina a smile as she turns to close the door softly behind her. Alone in the room, she casts her gaze about and feels a flutter of excitement. She shouldn’t be in here—not without her father’s permission. He’s always been tender with her, but even his patience knows its limits. And besides, he has been a curmudgeon lately. Adelina still hasn’t asked him about his behavior toward the viscount at the Oakley ball; she’s afraid bringing it up would only encourage him to further shelter her, and she can’t have that.

	Her gaze goes to his large mahogany desk, and she crosses the room on quiet feet. Outside one window, the cobblestone street bustles with activity. Carriages roll down the wide road, and people stroll the sidewalks arm in arm, enjoying the balmy summer day. Across the road, other beautiful homes stand tall against the cloudless blue sky, and Adelina wonders what their tenants are doing. Out at the modiste or the café for an afternoon treat? Taking tea or callers in the drawing room?

	And what of the viscount? What does he do when not penning letters or dancing with golden beauties at lavish balls? His visage comes to mind, his green eyes vibrant beneath a head of dark hair. She trails her fingertips through her hair and down her neck, wondering what it would feel like if they were his fingers. The fantasy sends goose bumps skittering across her skin.

	Footsteps in the hall cause her to spin, and she searches her father’s study for a hiding place before remembering she’s a grown woman; it would be improper and humiliating to attempt to hide now. Better to face being found out head-on.

	Heart thundering in her chest, she draws herself up beside the window. Out in the hall, the footsteps pause briefly, and she prepares for the door to open. After a moment of silence, the footsteps resume and continue to the stairs. Adelina lets out a breath and shakes her head.

	This is mad. She makes for the door but stops when her gaze lands on her father’s desk. One drawer is slightly ajar, and something inside glints in the afternoon light.

	She bends and pulls the drawer quietly open, her brow furrowing.

	Inside lies a flintlock pistol. The handle curves smoothly, and the steel barrel shines into her eyes when the sun hits it. Lying beside the pistol is a small leather pouch, the drawstrings pulled tight. Adelina glances up at the closed door and listens a moment before reaching for the pouch. The strings come loose easily, and the mouth of the bag falls open to reveal a collection of small silver bullets. She pours them into her hand and holds them up in the light so they gleam.

	What use has Papa of these?

	Her father is not an avid hunter, though he does participate when decorum dictates. This pistol, however, is not what he’d take on a hunt, and she can’t remember ever having seen him with it.

	A door closes in the hallway, and Adelina starts. A few bullets hit the floor, the sharp sound of metal on wood making her wince. She hurriedly stoops and sweeps them back into the bag. Only after putting the pouch away and closing the drawer does she spot a single bullet lying half obscured by the floor-length draperies.

	She grabs it and moves quickly from the window. After crossing the room, she pauses at the door and turns back to observe the study. It looks the same as when she stepped in; her father won’t know she’s been here—except for the bullet, which she clasps in her fist as she opens the door and slips quietly out.
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	Adelina’s brow furrows in concentration as she leans over the pianoforte, her fingers dancing elegantly across the keys. Across the sitting room, the open window allows a cool summer breeze in, and the fresh air tickles the hair at Adelina’s temple. The black music notes on the sheet before her start to swim in her vision, and she misses two bars, ruining the Beethoven piece she’s been so diligently trying to learn.

	She sits back and presses a hand to her forehead, taking a moment to breathe and steady herself. Rose brought afternoon tea and sandwiches not long ago, and although the tray is empty now, Adelina still feels ravenous. Her swimming vision and light-headedness serve to make her nauseated, and she’s just reached to take a sip of tea when her mother sweeps into the room.

	Lady Gray carries a note in her gloved hand, and her lips are pulled into a frown. She settles onto the settee nearest Adelina and lets out a troubled sigh.

	“What bothers you, Mama?” Adelina asks. She sips her tea, which is now cold, and looks up at her mother expectantly.

	“A letter came for you,” Lady Gray says, though she’s lacking the usual excitement correspondence brings her. Instead of beaming, she worries at her lower lip.

	“Who from?”

	“The viscount.”

	Adelina’s heart pitter-patters in her chest, but she strives to give no outward indication of her excitement. Lord Rosetti sends letters in the evening; why now send one to the house, knowing it would surely be intercepted?

	“He wishes to accompany you to the opera tomorrow evening.”

	Adelina sets her cup and saucer down on the tray and turns to face her mother head-on. “You sound troubled by this.” She glances at the letter clutched in her mother’s hand and feels a wave of anger. Her mother reads all the letters that come to the house—aside from Papa’s, of course—and Adelina wishes for once she could read her notes in privacy.

	“It’s not me, dear. It’s your father.” Lady Gray leans back on the settee and sighs. “He’s been absurd about Lord Rosetti’s courting of you. That night after the Oakley ball, I thought I’d never hear the end of it. But for goodness’ sake, his father’s an earl. Should you marry, you’d be a countess someday.” She laughs and presses her fingertips to her forehead, which has a gentle glow from the heat in the room. “If only men saw fit to explain their ways to us.”

	If only, Adelina thinks, still perturbed about the viscount’s elusiveness.

	“May I?” Adelina holds out a hand, and her mother passes her the letter. The wax seal on the outside is broken, but its vibrant crimson color catches her eye. She holds the letter taut, and the script on the page matches that on the letters she receives near nightly.

	 

	Miss Gray,

	I was pleased to escort you about the floor at the Oakley ball, and I’ve thought of you often since. It would be an honor to accompany you to the opera tomorrow evening. Should you find this agreeable, I will look forward to meeting you this coming eve.

	Cordially,

	Viscount Theodore Rosetti

	 

	Adelina touches the ink that forms his name, then catches herself and quickly folds the letter up before handing it back to her mother.

	“I’d like to accept his invitation.”

	Lady Gray smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes, and Adelina already knows what she’s going to say.

	“Your father has forbidden it, my dear.”

	“He has forbidden me from attending the opera?” she asks, her voice sharp. “What madness is this, Mama? Lord Rosetti is a viscount, and he’s taken an interest in me. My shakes and spells have never given Papa reason to prohibit gentlemen from courting me before, so why now? Why him?”

	Her mother opens her mouth—perhaps to remind Adelina that she’s never been courted before—then quickly closes it. The fire is gone from her brown eyes, and she casts her gaze out the far window.

	“I don’t claim to understand him, Adelina. I told you yesterday, he’s been ill-tempered of late. It’s unlike him, and . . . it worries me.” Lady Gray grips the letter in her lap, and the crinkle of the paper pierces Adelina’s ears.

	Lately, she’s been sensitive to light and sound; the shrill sting of silverware on porcelain near sent her into a fit over breakfast. If not for the fact she’s never been bedded by a man, she might indeed think herself with child.

	She stands from the pianoforte and walks to the window. Outside, the sun is shining, and people stroll in the warm air. Ladies walk arm in arm with their husbands, some with children and nursemaids in tow. Adelina narrows her eyes, her fingertips pressing against the windowsill as if she could tear it away with her bare hands, free herself from her father’s rules and her mother’s hovering. It’s never bothered her before, but now, when she wants something for the first time, her parents insist upon standing in her way.

	“So, that’s it, then? Papa will steal my only chance at marrying and leave me to wander these halls a spinster?” Adelina whirls and levels a glare at her mother. “You do realize this may very well mean I’ll never give you grandchildren, yet you’re going to allow it?”

	She shouldn’t have said that; to bring grandchildren into an argument is akin to digging a knife into her mother’s back. Regret floods Adelina, but she can’t bring herself to apologize, the anger still so sharp on her tongue.

	Lady Gray’s faraway look shifts, morphing into sadness, then an austere expression. She rises, her shoulders pulled back and her spine straight. “It’ll do you no good to raise your voice at me. I’ve tried to convince your father otherwise, but he’ll not hear it, not since the Oakley ball. You shouldn’t have danced with him that night. You knew your father’s feelings on the matter and chose still to disobey him.”

	“Disobey? Mama, do you hear yourself?” Adelina’s voice carries, and out in the hall, one of the maids pauses, surely to listen and report back to the other staff what she heard. “I’m being courted by a viscount. Am I the only person still of sound mind in this family?” She throws her hands up and laughs humorlessly.

	“It seems your father is not the only person in this household who’s acting”—Lady Gray’s gaze shifts up and down Adelina’s aggressive posture—“out of character. Lord Rosetti will not be accompanying you to the opera. If you have something more to say about it, you can take it up with your father. I’m tired of fighting with him.” Lady Gray drops the viscount’s letter onto the settee and quirks a hazel brow before turning and leaving the sitting room, closing the door a bit too loudly behind her.

	Adelina lets out an aggravated sigh, barely repressing the urge to scream. Her dress is too tight, the room is too hot, and the ticking of the clock standing in the corner is nearly enough to drive her mad. She grabs the letter from the settee and skims it before crushing it in one palm.

	“Rose!” she snaps, then storms out of the room to find her lady’s maid and demand a filling meal be prepared at once.
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	Something is most certainly the matter with me.

	Adelina is seated at her vanity, and she leans forward to examine her countenance more closely. The dark circles beneath her eyes appear deathly in the candlelight, and the pale blue veins beneath her skin are more visible now than she recalls them being even a day before. Her head throbs with pain, and even her teeth are tender, which only served to further inflame her over dinner. Lord Gray is not home—he’s likely off at one of the gentleman’s clubs he frequents—so Adelina and her mother sat at opposite ends of the table, neither willing to yield. The silence was only made more suffocating by the pain in Adelina’s gums, which feels as if her third molars are coming in again.

	Adelina sits back from the mirror just as a sharp rap sounds at the window.

	I told Rose to open the window, Adelina thinks, her frustration sudden and unreasonable. It seems everything Rose does is nettling to her lately.

	She stands, the lacey hem of her nightdress falling about her bare feet, and crosses the cool hardwood floor to the closed window. Unlatching it, she pushes the window open and finds Celeste perched in the elm tree outside, yellow eyes wide in the dying light. The sight of her soothes the irritation swirling through Adelina’s veins, and she releases a sigh of relief.

	“Come,” she says to the owl before stepping away from the window.

	Celeste glides into Adelina’s bedroom on silent wings and lands on a hand-carved bedpost. A feather drifts to the floor as Adelina reaches confidently for the parchment tied delicately about Celeste’s leg.

	“Thank you.” She reaches out and runs her fingers over Celeste’s silky head, a small smile pulling at her lips. The owl remains on the bedpost as Adelina moves to sit at her desk and holds the letter up to the gently flickering candlelight.

	 

	Miss Gray,

	I trust you received my letter this afternoon. Hopefully your mama did not withhold it from you. I’m not nescient of the distaste your father has for my family, nor the effects it’s likely had on you. For now, I can only apologize and hope that perhaps one day you will come to understand.

	Assuming you did receive my correspondence, I wish you to know I will not be at the opera tomorrow evening. I’d much prefer a quiet eventide at the lake while the upper orders are otherwise engaged.

	Should you find yourself inclined to meet, you’ll find me at the water’s edge shortly after nightfall.

	Yours,

	—TR

	 

	Adelina lowers the letter and catches her lower lip between her teeth to keep from grinning.

	“Genius,” she whispers, then tosses her dark hair over her shoulder and turns to Celeste. “He’s a genius, Celeste.”

	The owl tips her head and blinks slowly, perhaps in concurrence.

	“Of course, you already knew that, didn’t you?” She turns back to her writing desk and pulls the candle closer before retrieving a fresh sheet of parchment and her quill.

	If he’s a genius, then I most certainly must be mad, speaking to a bird. Adelina glances back at Celeste, half expecting the owl to be scowling at the insult.

	Adelina takes a deep breath, dips her quill into the inkwell, and begins to write.

	 

	My Lord,

	I did indeed receive your letter, and now I’ve you to blame for the quarrel with my mother. She’s innocent in the whole mess, of course. I’ve been temperamental of late.

	My father has forbidden me from seeing you, though I’ve no inkling as to why. Perhaps I’d understand if only you would elaborate on the mysterious relations between your family and mine. I’ve missed something, clearly . . .

	Sitting here now, I believe I feel a headache coming on. Should it continue, I’ll most certainly not be in attendance at the opera. But perhaps an evening lakeside would ease my anguish. The summer nights have a way of healing many discomforts.

	—A. Gray

	 

	Adelina reads back over her letter, then folds the paper in thirds, then in half, and seals it with wax. Rolling it up, she ties it with ribbon and secures it to Celeste’s leg.

	“You’ve become a dear friend, Celeste,” Adelina whispers, “even if it does mean I’m going mad.”

	The owl hoots softly, then spreads her winds and soars out the open window and into the night.

	Adelia returns to her desk and reads Lord Rosetti’s letter again, her eyes catching on his valediction.

	Yours, TR.

	Mine, she thinks, glancing up at her candlelit reflection in the window over her desk. I want him to be mine.



	




	 

	Chapter Eleven
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	“What?” Lady Gray says, turning from her mirror to face Adelina standing in the doorway.

	“I don’t feel well, Mama.” Adelina places a hand to her temple and leans feebly against the frame. “I’ve a headache, and the opera will undoubtedly make it worse.”

	“That it will,” Lord Gray says. He’s dressed in his formal evening wear, as is Lady Gray, and their carriage is due to roll up at any moment. “You’d do well to rest, my dear.” He crosses the room and presses a kiss to the top of Adelina’s head, and she works actively not to tense in his proximity. She’s still not confronted him regarding the viscount; she wanted to give him no reason to miss the opera lest her rendezvous be ruined.

	The butler, Simon, approaches in the hallway, and Adelina looks back over her shoulder.

	“The carriage is here, my lord.”

	“Wonderful. Marian, it’s time to go. We don’t want to be late.” Lord Gray turns back to Adelina. “We’ll be home late. Send word if you need us.”

	“Yes, Papa. Don’t worry on my account. I need only to rest.”

	She steps aside, and her father heads around her and down the hall toward the staircase, Simon on his heels.

	“A headache?” Lady Gray says, stopping before Adelina. The candlelight casts a warm glow on her golden hair, and her gown sparkles as she moves. One of her brows arches knowingly. “Am I to believe that, or are you trying to avoid an uncomfortable situation?”

	“And what if I am?” Adelina abandons her feeble posture and looks her mother in the eye. “Can you blame me?”

	Lady Gray presses her lips into a thin line, but then her eyes soften, and she lets out a long sigh. Stepping forward, she kisses Adelina on the cheek and then whispers, “I truly am sorry, dearest. If only women ruled the world.”

	Then she’s gone, floating down the hallway after Lord Gray.

	Adelina hurries across her parents’ room and pulls back the curtains just so, peeking out at the carriage below. The footman holds the door open as Lady Gray climbs in, then closes it firmly behind her. The carriage rolls away down the cobblestone street, and Adelina’s heart flutters in anticipation.

	She hurries back to her room and slips inside, closing the door softly behind her. As darkness falls, she abandons her day dress for her riding habit: a long dark blue skirt and tailored jacket with a cravat tied about the high collar. She chooses to forgo the hat and instead lets her plaited hair hang down her back. A few dark tendrils twist about her cheeks, and Adelina pauses briefly to check her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes are still rimmed in darkness, and her skin appears almost translucent in this light. With a sigh, she turns from the mirror and moves toward her writing desk.

	She dismissed Rose early in the evening in hopes the lady’s maid wouldn’t discover her missing and raise any alarms. Just in case, Adelina writes a brief note to leave on the desk.

	 

	Rose,

	I’ve gone out and will be home before Mama and Papa arrive back from the opera. You’ve no need to worry; please keep this between us.

	—Adelina

	 

	With the note left on the desk, Adelina moves to the door. She presses her ear against the wood, listening for any sounds in the hall. The house creaks, but no footsteps can be heard.

	Taking a deep breath, Adelina grabs her dark cloak from beside the door before stepping from the room and easing the door closed behind her. She takes the stairs down to the foyer, making sure to avoid the seventh stair from the bottom.

	In the foyer, Adelina pauses to sweep her cloak over her shoulders. The kitchen maids are chatting, their gentle voices carrying through the silent house. Simon says something, and the ladies laugh. Thankful for the distraction, Adelina heads in the opposite direction, moving silently toward the back of the house. The stable block is to the rear of the home on the ground level, with four stalls for the family’s horses.

	Adelina slips through the door and crosses swiftly to the stable block. The coachman and two footmen are otherwise occupied at the opera, so the stable is quiet. Hay swishes around Adelina’s boots as she walks to the far stall, where her dapple-gray mare, Octavia, stands peacefully eating hay.

	“Would you fancy an evening run?” Adelina whispers, sidling up beside the lean dish-nosed Arabian. Octavia turns and presses her warm pink muzzle against Adelina’s chest. “I thought so. Come now. We have to be quiet.”

	Adelina doesn’t bother with a saddle and uses only a soft halter with a lead tossed about Octavia’s neck. If it were any other horse, she’d not be so lax, but Adelina knows Octavia almost as well as she knows herself; she trusts her wholeheartedly.

	They creep quietly to the end of the stable block, Octavia’s hooves clacking on the cobblestone. Adelina pauses to ensure none of the staff are out and about, then climbs onto a nearby crate and slips onto Octavia’s back. Her mother would be horrified to see her riding astride, but she’d be even more aghast if she knew what Adelina was about to do.

	Octavia is warm beneath her as they move quietly from the stable block and onto the street in front of the house. The streetlamps have already been lit, and the moon hangs high in the sky, casting plenty of light for Adelina to see by. She pulls the hood of her cloak up over her hair; it wouldn’t do to be recognized. If her parents were to find out about this evening ride, they would never let her out of their sight, and the last thing she needs is her father enforcing even more restrictions upon her.

	She and Octavia move down the road at an easy clip. The breeze smells of honeysuckle, and the fresh air makes Adelina tip her head back and breathe it in. It’s easy to get cooped up in that big house, especially now that her father insists she stay home to “rest.” As if that’s not what she already does day in and day out. The thought makes her lips press into a sour line.

	Octavia turns off the cobbled road onto the dirt path that will lead to the lake, and Adelina urges her on. The mare is happy to oblige, and she transitions into a smooth canter, her hooves making a pleasant sound as they strike the soft earth. Adelina’s cloak billows behind her as they ride, and she grips Octavia’s barrel with her thighs before holding her arms out wide and turning her face to the sky. At night, with Octavia beneath her and the moon shining brightly overhead, she almost feels . . . free.

	Free of expectation. Free of obligation. Free of society and its many rules. If only for a moment, she’s nothing and no one, and the sensation sends a rush of joy through her veins.

	Leaning forward once more, she grasps the lead in her gloved hands and guides Octavia onto a secluded wooded path that serpentines around the far side of the lake. There are no streetlamps here, and so Adelina sees only by the light of the moon.

	She keeps an eye out as Octavia canters through the trees. The shadows are deep and dark, and more than once Adelina thinks she sees a figure only to realize it’s her eyes playing tricks on her.

	I’m here, says the voice in her head, causing her to start. In response, Octavia flinches beneath her, aware of every emotion that passes through Adelina’s body.

	“It’s all right, girl,” Adelina whispers soothingly.

	She follows the voice’s directions and soon finds herself at the far end of the lake, surrounded entirely by trees that sway gently in the soft breeze. It’s quiet, dark, and dangerously secluded.

	From the shadows steps a dark figure, and Adelina eases Octavia to a stop. The mare prances in place, huffing at having had her frolic interrupted. It seems even she feels the confines of domesticity, the lack of freedom to do as she pleases.

	“Lord Rosetti?” Adelina calls tentatively, a chill creeping over her skin. “Is that you?”

	The figure shifts into the moonlight, and his green eyes are unmistakable. Immediately, Adelina lets out a relieved sigh.

	“It’s me,” he says.

	He moves toward Adelina and holds out a hand. She regards him for a moment, then places a gloved hand carefully in his. His fingers wrap around hers, and she slips from Octavia’s back and almost perfectly into the viscount’s arms. This close to him, even in the silver light, she can see the dark ring around his irises, can see each individual eyelash and how they tangle ever so slightly in the corners.

	“You came,” Lord Rosetti says, stepping back and releasing her hand from his.

	She feels colder without him near.

	Adelina clears her throat and lowers the hood from her hair. “I did. Fancied an evening out rather than one spent in a stuffy theater.”

	“Ah, I see. So, you’re not here for the company, I take it?” He smiles, and Adelina’s stomach flutters.

	“Certainly not. I barely know you, and it wouldn’t be proper.” She casts him a coy smile before stepping around him and feasting her eyes upon the lake.

	The water ripples, sparkling beneath the cold light of the moon. At this time of night, and on such a secluded path, there’s no one around with which to share the view. No one but the viscount.

	He moves to stand beside her, nearly a head taller than her, and clasps his hands behind his back.

	Adelina doesn’t turn from the lake as she says, “I’ll admit, I appreciate how clever your plan was—to ask me to the opera only to invite me to a clandestine lakeside rendezvous. My mama was much convinced I’d be staying home to avoid the unpleasantness.” She laughs lightly, and that feeling of freedom tingles in her veins. Even here, beside Lord Rosetti, she can still feel it.

	“Thank you for meeting me,” he says. Turning, he looks down at her, his playful smile morphing into something she doesn’t recognize. “I needed to see you, needed—” He clenches his teeth, and the muscles in his jaw go taut beneath his olive skin.

	“Needed to what?” Adelina shifts toward him, tipping her head back ever so slightly to look into his eyes.

	“You’ve not resumed the tonic?”

	The sudden change in topic causes Adelina to bristle and turn away. “No. But I very well might if you don’t tell me what this is all about. I’ve been unnecessarily prickly, and I’m ravenous; I can’t eat enough. And I hurt.” She casts a sideways glance at him. “My head hurts, my gums hurt, my everything hurts. Still, no one seems to know what’s in the tonic or why I take it.” She whirls to face him, her blue riding skirt swishing about her boots. “You, though, Viscount Rosetti, seem to know much more than you’re letting on. I demand you tell me this moment what’s in the tonic and how you know so much about it.”

	Lord Rosetti regards her a moment. His green eyes shift almost imperceptibly, and she feels his gaze as it travels between her eyes, down her nose, and to her mouth. It settles there, and her tongue slips out to wet her lips. At the movement, the viscount’s eyes shift to hers, and something in them has changed. They’re narrowed slightly, and there’s a hunger in them now, one she could almost certainly swear is ready to devour her.

	“Miss Gray,” he whispers, one hand coming up to brush a loose tendril of hair from her cheek. His fingertips caress her skin, and the touch makes her breath catch in her throat. Her eyes flutter closed, and the viscount moves closer to her in the dark.

	His fingers slide across her jaw and down her neck, and she tips her head back just so. He removes the cravat from where it’s bunched beneath her chin, and the breeze tickles her exposed throat. Combined with his touch, it sends a shiver down her spine and warms the area between her legs.

	“M-my lord,” she whispers, opening her eyes.

	His face is inches from hers, that same wolfish look darkening his emerald gaze. His fingers move from her neck to the hair at her nape, and he pulls just hard enough to make her gasp. He moves closer, stooping to bring his lips to her ear.

	“You must know.” His voice is low and rough, as though he can’t decide whether to kiss her or wrap his hand around her throat. Perhaps both. The thought of it excites her in ways it shouldn’t. “You expect me to believe you have no idea?”

	A sudden burst of heat explodes inside Adelina, and she pushes the viscount roughly away. “What I expect is the truth. I’m tired of being deceived and lied to. If you don’t intend to tell me the whole truth, I’ll fetch my horse and be gone, and I won’t look back.”

	Her chest rises and falls rapidly, and she slips her hands beneath her cloak to hide their trembling.

	Standing a few feet from her, the viscount rakes a hand roughly through his dark hair. He turns away, hands on his hips, and stalks into the dark before returning.

	“I never meant to deceive you. If you’ve been the victim of deception, it most certainly has not come from me.”

	“To withhold truth when asked for it is to deceive,” Adelina snaps. “Now, make up your mind promptly. I’ll not ask you again, my lord.”

	The viscount levels a hard stare at her, his head tipped down just enough that the moonlight casts sharp shadows across his chiseled face.

	She draws herself up and pulls her shoulders back. She’ll not show him what his touch, his very presence, does to her. There are enough people in her life who choose to consistently withhold the truth, and she’ll not allow him to be another.

	“Very well,” she says when it becomes clear he has no intention of unveiling his secrets. “Good evening, Lord Rosetti.”

	Adelina turns, and though each step is harder than the last, she forces herself to walk away.


 

	Chapter Twelve
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	“Stop.”

	It’s not a request; it’s a demand.

	And she disobeys.

	Octavia snorts and lifts her head from the grass as Adelina approaches. She raises a hand to reach for the lead, but then Lord Rosetti is behind her, wrapping his hands around her waist, spinning her around to face him. She lets out a startled gasp.

	“I don’t know what’s in it,” he says gruffly, “and I can only guess at its purpose. But you mustn’t take it again.”

	Adelina presses a hand against his chest, meaning to push him away, but he’s firm as marble, unyielding. “You’ve still not told me how you know, or even how it concerns you.” She tries again to push him away. “Release me. I’m going home.”

	“If I tell you . . .” His green gaze shifts between her eyes, though she knows not what he searches for. “I cannot be certain how you’ll respond.”

	She softens, pausing a moment in her struggle to break free of his hold. “Then I suppose you’ll just have to take a chance.”

	His hands tighten around her waist, his fingertips pressing eagerly into her soft skin. Overhead, thunder rumbles, and Adelina casts her gaze to the sky. Heavy storm clouds move to obscure the moon, and the breeze has become a strong wind that sends her skirt snapping about her ankles.

	“We’re out of time,” Adelina says. “Now, I really must bid you good—”

	Lord Rosetti grips the back of her head in one hand and brings her lips forcefully against his. Her body tenses up, her heart galloping beneath her breast. But as his lips move upon hers, she softens to his touch. She curls her fingers against his chest, gathering the fabric into her fists. Eyes falling closed, she allows him to explore her mouth, lets out a gentle sigh as his tongue slides along her lower lip.

	But then he’s pulling away, pressing his forehead to hers.

	“This,” he says, “is what I am.”

	As the first bolt of lightning flashes above them, he pulls his lips back to reveal elongated canine teeth, the tips pointed like—

	Fangs.

	Adelina wrenches herself from his grasp, nearly tripping in her haste to escape.

	“S-stay away from me,” she says. “Don’t touch me.” Thunder crashes, startling her, and she turns and runs toward Octavia.

	The mare’s eyes are wide as Adelina gathers up the lead and swings with some difficulty onto her back.

	“Miss Gray!” Lord Rosetti calls, still standing where she left him. Lightning flashes again, illuminating him—tousled dark hair, troubled green eyes, and razor-sharp fangs.

	Adelina turns Octavia and squeezes her sides, and in a moment she’s galloping away from him, whatever he is. The sky opens up, and as rain starts to fall, she hears him faintly over the deluge.

	“Adelina!”

	Moments ago, hearing her name on his lips would’ve sent her into a frenzy, but now she can’t escape fast enough. All she can see are those white canines flashing in the light, so close to her throat, and she can’t even begin to understand.

	The rain falls in sheets, obscuring her view as Octavia gallops down the rural path.

	“I can’t see!” Adelina calls out to her horse. Her voice cracks, and soon she’s sobbing, tears mixing with the rainwater running into her eyes and dripping off her chin. “Take us home, Octavia.” She wraps her trembling fingers into Octavia’s creamy mane and leans forward over her neck. There’s little to do but cling to her horse and cry as the rain soaks her through.

	The rhythmic pounding of Octavia’s hooves on the dirt gives Adelina something to focus on as she tries to forget the viscount’s mouth and the pleasure and terror it brought her. She breathes in and out with each of the mare’s strides, trying to calm the sobbing lest it steal the very breath from her lungs.

	From out of the darkness materializes a faint warm light, and then the soft earth gives way to cobbles. Adelina sits up as Octavia slows her pace on the slick road. They pass houses lit up from within, and then they’re approaching the Gray house, moving through the archway into the stable block.

	“Miss Gray?” calls a voice from the open doorway. A maid stands there, silhouetted by the candlelight behind her, cigarette smoke curling into the air. The maids aren’t supposed to smoke, but Adelina couldn’t care less.

	Octavia stops, and Adelina slips from her back. Stone-cold and trembling fiercely, she stumbles and falls to the cobblestone.

	“Miss Gray!” Dropping her cigarette, the maid rushes down the stairs and into the pouring rain. “Help!” she calls out over her shoulder.

	A moment later, Simon appears in the doorway. He hurries down the stairs and into the storm and kneels beside Adelina and the maid.

	“I’ve got you,” he says, lifting Adelina in his strong arms. She sniffles and curls against him as he carries her into the house and up the stairs to her bedroom, a gaggle of housemaids following closely behind. The butler sets her carefully on her bed, and Rose sweeps into the room a moment later, her presence silencing the whispering maids.

	“Heat water for a bath,” Rose instructs one of the maids, and the woman promptly turns and leaves the room. “You, out,” she says to Simon, and he obliges her, though he leaves with worry in his eyes. The other maids linger in the doorway, their eyes wide and curious. Adelina turns over in bed so she can’t see their gazes on her. “Don’t just stand there,” Rose snaps. “Fetch the tub and the oils. Quickly!”

	There’s a rustle of fabric, and then the bedroom door clicks closed. Silence follows, serving only to strengthen Adelina’s weeping. She tried to hold back while under observation, but now, alone with Rose, her tears flow fiercely.

	The bed shifts slightly, and then Rose’s hand is on her shoulder.

	“Come, miss. We must get you out of these wet clothes before you catch your death.” Her voice is delicate, encouraging.

	Adelina takes a shuddering breath before sitting up in bed. Her riding habit and cloak are soaked through, and her hair sticks to her damp cheeks. Below her, the bedding is wet with rainwater.

	She stands, her legs still trembling, and allows Rose to undress her. Layer by layer, the fabric is peeled away from her wet skin, and when she closes her eyes, Lord Rosetti’s hands are around her waist, hers against his chest. Then he’s leaning in, his teeth ready to devour her.

	Gasping, Adelina opens her eyes, and Rose starts.

	“Are you all right, miss?” she asks, reaching for the robe draped over Adelina’s dressing screen. She holds it open and helps Adelina slip her hands through the sleeves, then ties it loosely about her waist.

	“I’m fine,” Adelina says. “Just cold.”

	“We’ll get you in a warm bath, and then you can tell me why the butler had to carry you in from the storm.” Rose raises a brow just as a gentle knock sounds at the door. She goes to open it, and the maids enter with a large tub and buckets of water.

	They fill the tub after several trips up and down the stairs, their youthful foreheads gleaming with perspiration, and then Adelina sheds her robe and steps into the water. It’s just warm enough to chase the cold from her bones, and she sighs into the water’s embrace as Rose carefully loosens her plait and begins combing her hair free of its many tangles.

	“Well?” Rose asks. Her fingers work skillfully to pull apart the tiny knots, preventing the hair from breaking. “I thought you’d retired for the night. Imagine my surprise when I was roused from my reading to find you soaking wet and weeping in your bed.”

	“I fancied an evening ride,” Adelina whispers.

	“An evening ride?” Rose shifts the stool from behind the tub so she’s sitting beside it. She reaches for the vial of lavender oil the maids brought in and reaches for Adelina’s arm, then begins gently massaging the oil into her skin. The touch is soothing, and Adelina sighs as she sinks deeper into the basin.

	“I didn’t intend to get caught in the storm. Octavia brought me home.”

	“A brilliant beast, that one,” Rose mumbles.

	Adelina feels Rose’s gaze, but she doesn’t meet her eyes; the lady’s maid would know she’s lying, would see it on her face. She’s never made a habit of lying before now, and it feels both unnatural and exhilarating. For once, she holds a gem of information that no one else in the home is privy to—not her mother, not Rose, and not the maids.

	“We need not tell Mama and Papa what transpired,” Adelina says, trying to keep her voice level, casual.

	Rose laughs humorlessly. “Your mother will most certainly find out. The maids are incurable gossips.”

	Adelina tips her head back, resting it against the tub. “She’ll never let me out of her sight. And Papa has been even worse.” Her gaze shifts to Rose, who appears soft in the candlelight. Her hair hangs in a loose braid, and her eyelids look heavy with drowsiness. “He’s preventing me from attending any social activities; the maids even turned the viscount away.”

	“Perhaps he has good reason.” Rose presses a bit too hard on Adelina’s arm, and she pulls away suddenly, splashing water from the tub.

	“Goodness, Rose. I’m not clay in need of molding.” She looks down at her arm, and her skin is red.

	“My apologies, miss. I’m a touch tired is all.”

	“Of course.” After all, Adelina did disturb her after dismissing her for the night. “You may go. I’ll finish up here shortly. Please have a glass of wine sent up for me; I feel I may need help sleeping tonight.”

	“Are you sure? I’d be happy to—”

	Adelina holds up a hand. “Truly, Rose, I’m fine. Get some rest.”

	“If you insist . . .” Rose stands hesitantly. “Your towel is here, miss. I’ll let the kitchen staff know to send up some wine. Are you hungry?”

	“Starving.” She almost forgot about the hunger gnawing at her belly, but Rose’s reminder brings the uncomfortable sensation to the forefront of her mind. “I’d love some honey cake, or perhaps some chocolate tart.” The mere thought of the decadent dessert, which makes Mrs. Colborne the most sought-after cook in Everborough, makes her mouth water.

	Rose smiles and dips her head. “I’ll see what I can do.”

	“Thank you. Good night.”

	“Good night, miss.”

	Rose leaves the room quietly, and once the door clicks closed, Adelina is left alone with her thoughts.

	Thoughts of Viscount Rosetti. Of his hands on her waist, his breath in her ear, his—

	The image flashes through her head again: lips pulled back, teeth sharp and glistening.

	Despite the warm water, Adelina shivers. She can see no logical explanation for it. One moment he appeared normal, and the next he was almost . . . inhuman.

	You don’t have to be afraid.

	The voice comes suddenly and unbidden, and Adelina grips the sides of the tub. Her pulse thrums beneath her breast and in each wrist, and her breathing accelerates.

	I’d never hurt you.

	“Stay out of my head!” she snaps. The water sloshes as she stands abruptly in the tub. “Stay out of my head,” she says again, quietly this time, as if to herself.

	Adelina turns and catches her reflection in the full-length mirror across the room. Her body is willowy, thin in such a way as to appear wasting. No matter how much she eats, it seems the weight just slips off her.

	She traces the curvature of her breasts, the way the water slides slowly down her stomach to her navel and then drips lower. For a moment, she wonders what the viscount’s tongue would feel like if it were to do the same, but then that image flashes once more, sending her scrambling from the tub and reaching for a towel to wrap around her trembling body.

	I’m not crazy, she tells herself as she wrings water from her hair and pulls a comb gently through the damp strands. The viscount is . . . unnatural. Something else entirely.

	Perhaps this affliction of his is what has prevented him from marrying; despite being rich and handsome, he’s unwed. Have other young women come to see his true self, as she did this evening?

	No, certainly not. They’d tell someone, and we’d all know about it. Wouldn’t we?

	She lowers the comb to the vanity and looks herself in the eye. If she has no intention of telling anyone, perhaps that means other ladies have withheld the information as well. Though it shouldn’t, the thought of any other lady being close enough to the viscount’s mouth to catch a glimpse of his teeth makes her blood simmer.

	Behind her, there’s a soft knock at the door.

	“Come in.” Adelina turns from the vanity mirror as a young maid enters the room with a silver tray.

	“I’ve brought your wine and sweets, miss.”

	The dark red wine glistens in the candlelight, and Adelina crosses the room in an instant to fetch it from the tray. She lifts the glass to her mouth and takes a deep drink, savoring the rich flavor and the sleep it will bring.

	Miss Gray . . .

	It’s back again, his voice echoing in her head.

	“Another glass,” Adelina tells the maid, who looks at her with rapidly widening eyes.

	“O-of wine?” the girl asks.

	“Yes. Quickly now.” She takes the tray from the girl and sets it down on her bed. Rose changed the damp duvet before assisting her in the bath, so it’s dry and plush when Adelina sits and pulls her bare legs up underneath her.

	Get out of my head, she thinks, though she has no way of knowing if this communication works both ways. Stay away from me.

	There’s no immediate response. In the silence, Adelina reaches for the fluffy honey cake waiting on a dainty plate. It melts in her mouth, and she leans back against her pile of pillows with a satisfied sigh as the candlelight casts flickering shadows on her ceiling. The rhythmic dancing makes her eyes tired, and it takes the maid returning with a second glass of wine to awaken her.

	“Anything else, Miss Gray?”

	“No, thank you.” Adelina takes the wine but waits to indulge in another sip until after the maid has left; that’s a rumor she certainly doesn’t need going around the gossip mill. Adelina Gray, the spinster sot. The thought itself is enough to drive her to drink.

	A light tap sounds at the window. Adelina knows who it is before she turns to look: Celeste.

	The owl pecks the window once more before alighting on a branch in the elm tree, her wide eyes impossibly bright in the dark night. The rain has since stopped, and Adelina knows the air would smell of earth and minerals if she were to swing her window open, but she won’t—not tonight or ever again.

	Please, Miss Gray. You must—

	Adelina takes another long drink of the red wine before crossing her bedroom and drawing the draperies closed over the window. The last thing she sees is the glow of Celeste’s eyes and the almost disappointed tilt of her feathered head.

	Stay out of my head, Lord Rosetti. For good.


 

	Chapter Thirteen
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	Lady Gray does indeed learn about Adelina’s nighttime ride, and she’s so perturbed the next afternoon that even the hasty fluttering of her fan does not chase the redness from her cheeks.

	“You lied to me, Adelina. You’ve never been a liar. Not even as a child.” She flutters the fan harder and turns sharply to gaze out the sitting room window. A moment later, she whips her head around, her brown-eyed gaze simmering with indignation. “You will explain yourself. Immediately.”

	Adelina fell into a fitful sleep the evening before, but she was plagued with dreams of the viscount and his touch and his—

	No. I’ll not think of him.

	The wine helped her to fall asleep, but she woke up with a headache, and the cheerful sun streaming through the open windows does nothing to ease the pounding in her head.

	“I’m sorry, Mama. I’d hoped an evening ride would invigorate me. How was I supposed to know a storm was coming in?”

	“You should not be riding in your condition.”

	Adelina laughs. “You make it sound as if I’m with child.”

	The thought of carrying Lord Rosetti’s child excites her, though she knows it should not. She’s reminded herself time and time again of his nightmarish appearance last night, and soon, she hopes, she’ll not think of him at all. As long as his voice stays out of her head.

	Lady Gray shoots Adelina a sharp look. “You look like you’ve not slept. Your complexion is lusterless. Have you been eating?”

	“Yes, Mama.”

	“And taking your tonic?”

	Adelina’s heart jolts briefly. Her mother’s intonation wasn’t searching; Rose hasn’t told her. She represses a small smile. Her lady’s maid has always been loyal.

	“Every morning.”

	“Hmm.” Lady Gray arches a brow and studies Adelina. “I hope you don’t intend to make a habit out of your lies.”

	“I did not lie,” Adelina snaps. She stands from the settee and moves toward the hearth. The house is warm, and the fire isn’t lit, but she can detect a lingering scent of woodsmoke from the last time it burned. “I’d every intention of retiring for the night. We would not be having this conversation had it not rained and driven me home in such a manner. Can we please let this go?”

	“Fine.” Lady Gray closes her fan with a snap, her gaze smoldering. “I’ll not bring it up again.” She stands from the armchair and sweeps across the sitting room, then pauses with her hand on the doorknob and glances back briefly to say, “Let us hope your father doesn’t find out.” Then she’s gone, and Adelina is left alone in the too-bright room.

	Adelina crosses her arms and turns her face sharply from the closed doors. If only her mother understood. But she could never tell her about the real reason for her late-night ride, nor what transpired at the lakeside. The whispers, the touches, the teeth.

	No, not teeth. Fangs.

	Adelina lifts a hand and slips one finger into her mouth. She traces a canine, feels its narrow edge, and wonders how the viscount’s teeth went from smooth to razor-sharp in the blink of an eye. Only one explanation swims in her head, but it’s outrageous, a myth, a tale told to scare children and impressionable young ladies. It can’t be true.

	Can it?

	An idea comes to mind, one that sends her from the quiet sitting room, up the stairs, and down the hall to her father’s study. There are plenty of books downstairs, but none so controversial as those her father keeps safe behind his closed door.

	She would knock, but her father left this morning; his carriage was pulling away as she descended the stairs early in the day.

	A furtive glance to the left and right reveals an empty hallway bathed in light. The knob twists easily in her hand, and she’s in her father’s study within a breath. The lock clicks quietly behind her, and then she turns to the bookshelves.

	Her father, ever the avid reader, has an impressive collection. He would read to her when she was but a child, would sweep her into his arms and allow her to pick a book. One stands out in her mind, a book he snatched from her tiny hands and refused to open in her presence.

	“This one is not for children,” he told her. Of course, in doing so, he instilled an insatiable curiosity in her, and she’s returned to his study on occasion to sneak peeks into the forbidden tome, reading snippets of poetry when she was sure no one was looking. One poem sticks out in her mind, and she knows she must find it.

	Her heart picks up its pace as she pulls book after book from the shelf.

	No. No. N—

	The book slides from the shelf and into her hand, and its leather-bound cover stares up at her, taunting her, daring her to open it. It’s a collection of poetry by German poets and features Heinrich August Ossenfelder’s 1748 publication, “Der Vampir.”

	Hands trembling, she struggles to turn to the right page. When she finds the poem, her eyes widen, her lips parting just so.

	“Till I myself avenging,” she whispers as she reads, thankful for all those years of German lessons. “To a v—”

	The word gets caught in her throat. She swallows with some difficulty before continuing.

	“To a vampire’s health a-drinking . . .” Beneath her breast, her heart begins to hammer. “To thee I shall come creeping, and thy life’s blood drain away. And so shalt thou be trembling, for thus shall I be kissing . . .”

	She pauses, and her eyes trace back over the poem until she finds the hair-raising word.

	Vampire.

	It’s the word she’s been dreading, the only word apart from monster that came to mind as she and Octavia sped home in the pouring rain.

	But it can’t be true. Vampires are revenants come back from the dead to inflict pain and suffering, and Lord Rosetti is very much alive. His skin has a soft warm glow when the sun hits it, and his green eyes are nothing less than lustrous.

	How, then, does one explain the teeth? The voice in her head? His sudden disappearance in the hedge maze? He’s a riddle, but she has no answers.

	Adelina snaps the book closed, and a small puff of dust swirls in the light cutting through the narrow space between the heavy draperies. She returns the book to its spot on the shelf, ensuring it’s not at all out of place; even now that she’s grown, her father would not approve of such reading material. If he considered it appropriate for a virtuous lady, the poetry collection would be on display downstairs, on the shelves meant for the family to read and guests to admire.

	Head swimming, Adelina sighs and moves to the door. The lock clicks quietly, and she opens the door only to come face-to-face with her lady’s maid. Adelina gasps.

	“Miss Gray,” Rose says, her eyes narrowing as her gaze shifts to the darkened study.

	“Oh, Rose. You startled me.” Adelina lets out a light laugh as she closes the door behind her. “I was just . . . looking for Papa.”

	“Your father is not home. He left early this morning.” Rose’s voice is curt, her words clipped.

	“It appears so. I’ll see him this evening for dinner, then.”

	Adelina steps around Rose but can still feel her gaze as she moves down the long hallway toward her room. Though the runner in the hall muffles footsteps, Rose’s are still audible as she follows close behind. The sensation of being followed sends gooseflesh down Adelina’s arms, and she quickly opens her door and steps into her room.

	A moment later, Rose pushes through behind her, and Adelina yelps at the surprise.

	“Rose! What do you think you—”

	“You must stop this,” Rose says before turning to close the door. Her movements are hurried, lacking the usual graceful confidence with which a lady’s maid is expected to behave.

	“I beg your pardon.” Adelina stands up straighter. In all the years she’s known her, Rose has never spoken in such a manner. “What did you just say?”

	“You heard me perfectly well, and I beg you to heed my advice. I say this out of concern for you: Lord Rosetti is not a good man, Miss Gray. You must stay far, far away from him.”

	Adelina’s hands ball into fists at her sides. “You forget yourself. Since when is it a maid’s place to tell a lady whom she can and cannot socialize with?”

	“Since the lady is making a dreadful error.”

	Adelina barks out a laugh. “Tell me, what do you know of the viscount? Hmm?”

	Rose narrows her eyes and averts her gaze. “There are things one must not speak of.”

	“This is nonsense. And besides, what does my being in Papa’s study have to do with Lord Rosetti?”

	“I know you’ve been sneaking around, and it started as soon as that man stepped into your life. I’ve told you before: the maids are incurable gossips. Very little slips by them.”

	“And they report directly to you? Is that it? In that case, this house may be in need of new staff. I’ll be sure to let my mother know.” Adelina folds her hands before her and regards Rose with a level stare. “You may go.”

	“Not until you promise me you’ll cease seeing him.”

	“I’ll promise no such thing.”

	“Adelina, ple—”

	“It’s Miss Gray. And you’ll leave”—Adelina wrenches her bedroom door open and holds it wide—“now.”

	The pleading look goes from Rose’s face and is replaced by something much darker. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

	Rose steps from the room, and Adelina promptly closes the door behind her, barely able to prevent herself from slamming it.

	She stays where she is, listening as Rose’s footsteps move away from the door and down the stairs. Only when the lady’s maid is truly gone does Adelina whirl around and stalk across her room.

	“Dreadful error? Sneaking around? It’s my house!” Her feet loud on the floorboards, she stomps to the window and looks down at the garden.

	The gardener is looking up at her and catches her eye before quickly returning to his work on the rose bushes.

	“Does everyone in this house follow my every move?” she whispers before yanking the draperies closed.

	The thought is unsettling, though not entirely new. Ever since she was a girl, she’s been followed around and attended to—first by nursemaids, and now by a lady’s maid. Her body is washed, her hair combed, and her bleeds reported; no part of her life is her own.

	Anguish arises suddenly and without warning, and Adelina slides down the wall until she’s seated on the floor beside her writing desk. Her dress is like an ocean around her, all pale colors and soft fabric, and it rustles softly as she pulls her knees into her chest and cries. Tears slide down her cheeks and drip onto her skirt, leaving dark spots where they fall. She lies on her side and rolls herself into a ball, seeking some semblance of comfort where none can be found.

	As she blinks her eyes open, eyelashes heavy and wet with tears, she spots a downy feather resting on the floor just under her bed.

	Crawling on hands and knees, Adelina reaches her bed and stretches an arm under the heavy frame, her fingers searching for the pillowy softness. When she touches it, her fingers close delicately, and she sits back on her knees and lifts the feather to her face. It’s smooth on her cheek, the gentle touch bringing a smile to her face.

	“Celeste,” Adelina whispers. She thinks of the previous evening, of the owl’s beautiful eyes blinking from a bough of the elm tree. “I’m sorry for turning you away.”

	Feather held in the palm of her hand, Adelina stands and opens the drawer of her writing desk. She sets the feather beside her quill and parchment and is closing the drawer when his voice returns.

	I’m waiting for you.

	Though not spoken aloud, the words sound like a whisper, and she closes her eyes, allowing his voice to swim through her mind.

	I’ll always wait for you.


 

	Chapter Fourteen
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	A loud sound awakens Adelina, and she blinks groggily in the darkness. Footsteps pound across her room, and then the blinds are thrown open with such vigor that Adelina fears they may rip free from the wall.

	The light is blinding, and she holds up a hand to shield her sensitive eyes.

	A large silhouette stands before the window, shoulders rising and falling with angry breaths.

	“You’ll arise and take your tonic,” Lord Gray says. He comes around the side of Adelina’s bed and snaps his fingers. The sound is sharp, and Adelina winces.

	Rose steps into the room, the silver tray in her hands, the teacup with the tonic tinkling on a saucer.

	Adelina cuts her tired gaze to Rose, thinking she’ll at least have the decency to look ashamed, but the lady’s maid looks like a stranger this morning. Her eyes are narrowed, and her lips are set in a firm line. All softness has been erased from her face, replaced by angles and harsh edges.

	And to think just yesterday Adelina felt uplifted by her supposed loyalty. What a travesty.

	“I’ll do no such thing,” Adelina says, turning to regard her father. “What is the meaning of this? To be so rudely awok—”

	“I need not explain myself to you, now or ever.” His face, though already flushed, begins to take on a ruddy hue. “The doctor has prescribed this tonic for your condition, and you’ll not go another day without taking it.”

	He curls his fingers at Rose, and she steps forward, the tray and the tonic now within arm’s reach. Lord Gray lifts the teacup and holds it out toward Adelina.

	The scent, while never pleasant, is strong enough to turn her stomach, and she twists away from him.

	“No, Papa. Until you tell me what’s in it, I’ll not drink a single drop.”

	Lord Gray’s hands start to shake, and the tonic nearly splashes over the rim of the cup.

	“Is this because of him?”

	The question sends a jolt through Adelina, and she tries to keep any hint of emotion off her face. Her father can’t know the agreement she made with the viscount; even Rose isn’t privy to that information.

	“Of course not,” she says, lifting her chin brazenly. “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

	“Because he’s the only thing that changed!” Lord Gray barks, making Adelina start. “You shan’t disobey me.”

	His tone is filled with such venom that she wonders if perhaps he is the revenant, for her father has never spoken to her in such a way.

	In moments, it’s as if the fabric of her life starts unraveling, as if everything she’s known of her own father is a lie.

	“And you shan’t dictate what I do or do not drink. That’s the end of it.” She crosses her arms, daring to look her father in the eye.

	Lord Gray dashes the teacup to the floor, shattering it. Shards of porcelain skitter across the floorboards, and both Adelina and Rose jump at the jarring crash. The baron raises a hand as if to strike Adelina across the face, and she braces for the blow.

	Silence fills the room, punctuated only by Lord Gray’s heavy breathing.

	“If you’ll not do as I say,” he whispers, “you’ll remain in your room until you come to your senses. I told you to stay away from him, and you defied me. Actions have consequences, Adelina.”

	She looks up as he drops his hand to his side, his fingers trembling with what she assumes is rage. Before now, she never knew her father capable of such anger, but it seems she was mistaken.

	With a jerk of his head, he sends Rose from the room. The lady’s maid glances back briefly before leaving, and then it’s just father and daughter, staring at each other as if they’re strangers.

	Lord Gray flexes his hands into fists at his sides. His gaze shifts to the window, and he whispers, “If all goes to plan, that abomination will cease to breathe, and we can all go back to the way things were.” His eyes cut to her. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

	Adelina’s eyes go wide as her father moves toward the door.

	“What are you going to do?” she says to his retreating back, but he doesn’t turn to answer her. “Papa. Papa!”

	Lord Gray slams the door so hard the pictures on her walls rattle.

	A moment later, a loud pounding sounds from the opposite side of the door: a hammer against a nail. So, this was his vile plan all along.

	Still tangled in her sheets, Adelina struggles from bed, and when she finally reaches the door and gives the knob a swift tug, it holds firm.

	“Papa!” she yells again, striking the door with an open palm. “Let me out! You can’t do this to me!”

	On the other side of the door, someone weeps softly.

	“Mama? Mama, is that you?” Adelina presses her forehead against the door and rattles the knob again. “Mama, please. Don’t let him lock me in here. You can’t. Please!”

	The weeping intensifies, then fades away, the seventh stair creaking as Adelina pictures her mother descending the staircase to the foyer.

	And then she’s left alone with the shattered remains of the teacup still scattered about the floor and the potent scent of garlic and hawthorn filling the air.


 

	Chapter Fifteen
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	The sturdy lock installed on the outside of Adelina’s bedroom door allows the maids to come and go, but they always lock it behind them, on order of the baron. Adelina tried twice to slip out, but the footmen caught her and took her straight back; she discovered they’re quite a bit stronger than they look, and dragging a woman kicking and screaming seemed almost easy for them. To their credit, they at least did her the courtesy of wearing penitent frowns.

	Her father’s words swim through her head.

	“If all goes to plan, that abomination will cease to breathe, and we can all go back to the way things were.”

	He made no effort to conceal his threat; it’s as if he wanted Adelina to hurt, wanted her to know he means Lord Rosetti harm. But why? Because he’s courting her? Because she snuck out to meet him at the lake? There’s no way he could know of the viscount’s inhuman appearance that night, the fangs that flashed in the dark, so why? It makes no sense.

	Amidst all the chaos, only one thing is clear: she has to warn Lord Rosetti somehow, tell him what her father said. She wants to believe her father was bluffing, but when he stood at her bedside, ready to strike her across the cheek, she felt she was looking at a stranger.

	Lord Rosetti? Can you hear me?

	It feels foolish at first, trying to speak to him in her head. She continues trying fruitlessly to contact him in the way he contacts her, but he doesn’t once respond to her pleas. Perhaps he’s truly gone. After what she said to him, it wouldn’t be a surprise. Oh, how she wishes she could take it all back.

	It’s important. Please!

	A moment of silence passes, and there’s no reply, not even a whisper in her mind.

	She sits in the middle of her bed, knees pulled up to her chest, long hair hanging around her shoulders and down her back like a shawl. The maids cleaned up the broken teacup, but they missed a small piece, which still lies on the hardwood floor beneath the full-length mirror.

	Blue eyes narrowing, Adelina crawls from bed and kneels to retrieve the broken shard. It still smells of garlic, and the odor makes her turn her face sharply away. While she’s never relished the smell or flavor, it’s even more pungent now, to the point of being offensive.

	She crosses the room and pulls open the drawer on her writing desk. In the back, in a tiny fabric pouch, is the silver bullet Adelina stole from her father’s study.

	The lock on the outside of her door clicks, and she hurriedly slips the porcelain shard into the drawer, then closes it just before the door opens.

	In the mirror’s reflection, Rose enters the room and pushes the door closed softly behind her. She carries no tray, no linens. Her hands are folded before her, and though she holds her chin high, her eyes almost look remorseful.

	Almost.

	“Miss Gray,” she says, her voice gentle.

	Adelina turns her gaze away from the mirror and toward the window over her desk. Though the morning was bright and seemed to promise a perfect day, storm clouds have since moved in, and they darken the sky. In the yard, the elm tree holds steady against an increasingly fervent wind. Leaves still green with summer come loose from the shuddering branches and swirl through the garden. The rose bushes the gardener was doting over in days past are already losing their silky petals, shedding them like a serpent does its skin, like Adelina must now do with everything she’s ever held dear.

	“Adelina?”

	“I already told you, it’s Miss Gray. You’ve no right to speak to me as if you’re my friend,” Adelina says, still staring out the window.

	“I understand why you’re upset with me, but it’s my duty to protect you.”

	“Is that what you’re doing? Protecting me?” Adelina whirls around to face her lady’s maid, long morning dress swishing about her feet. “I thought I could trust you.” Tears well in her eyes, and a few slip down her cheeks.

	“You can. Once we get through this, everything will go back to the way it was.”

	“Nothing will go back to the way it was.” Dashing the tears from her cheeks, Adelina laughs humorlessly. “You betrayed me.”

	“For your own good, Miss Gray. You must believe me.”

	“How is this for my own good?” She gestures to the door, with two footmen posted in the hall at all times and a lock to keep her from slipping out. “I’ve become a prisoner in my own home, and all for what? A tonic? It’s senseless, Rose. If you know something I don’t, I demand you tell me. What does my father intend to do? Is Lord Rosetti in danger?”

	The question feels ridiculous coming out of her mouth; there was a time when she’d have laughed at the idea of her father hurting a mouse in the kitchen, but now she doesn’t know what he’s capable of. Remembering the anger in his eyes, the crash of the porcelain as he struck the teacup to the floor . . . It still makes her wince.

	Rose opens her mouth, then seems to lose her words. They stand there in silence as the wind rattles the windows and rain begins falling from the darkened sky. With every moment that passes, Adelina feels more and more alone.

	Sighing, Rose takes a step back. “I’m sorry, Miss Gray. Truly.” She places a hand on the doorknob. “I’ll be up in a few hours with your dinner.”

	“Don’t bother,” Adelina mutters, turning back to the window. “The sting of betrayal has left me with no appetite.”

	The door closes, and the lock clicks into place. Now alone, Adelina braces her hands against the windowsill and stares into the storm.

	Lord Rosetti? I need you to hear me!

	She digs her nails into the wood and squeezes her eyes closed. Her father’s words come back to her once again.

	“That abomination will cease to breathe . . .”

	Adelina whirls around and paces the length of the room. Her white gown trails behind her, swishing softly across the hardwood floors. He can’t mean to hurt the viscount . . . can he? It’s absurd. But why the threat, then? To pain her? Perhaps. But his hostility toward the viscount started after that first afternoon in the garden and hasn’t wavered since. He’s never had anything unkind to say about any of the other gentlemen in high society, and she expected him to be delighted that a viscount was showing interest, but no. Something else is going on.

	Gaze falling to her writing desk, Adelina ceases her pacing, and her eyes go wide.

	The bullet. The silver bullet.

	She’s no research material to reference, but if memory serves, silver bullets are used to kill . . .

	Vampires.

	It’s almost too mad to warrant consideration. But so too are fangs in a viscount’s mouth, or his voice in her head. If she didn’t know any better, she might think she was losing her mind.

	Hands trembling, Adelina rushes to the window and looks outside. The rain is falling harder now, and Celeste certainly couldn’t fly in such a squall, so it’s unlikely she’ll visit tonight. If she can’t get through to Lord Rosetti, will it be too late?

	Can you hear me? she calls out in her mind, closing her eyes and picturing herself whispering the words into the viscount’s ear, her lips brushing his skin. I need you . . . Theodore.

	Even thinking his name sends a shiver down her spine.

	His response is immediate.

	I’m here. What do you need?

	Tears of relief spring to Adelina’s eyes, and she covers her mouth with a hand to keep from crying, for the footmen would most certainly hear.

	You’re in danger. My father is—

	Are you hurt? he asks, and though he’s merely a voice in her head, he sounds concerned—concerned and . . . angry.

	No. But I’m locked in my room. The footmen won’t let me leave.

	I’ll be there soon.

	Wait. It’s not safe. They’ll not let you in. You must stay away.

	She waits a moment, then two, but the viscount doesn’t respond. He’s gone from her head, and she’s left with nothing more than her own thoughts.

	Suddenly bursting with anger, Adelina hurries to the door and yanks the knob, rattling the lock on the other side. She has to get out, has to ensure the viscount doesn’t meet his end on her doorstep.

	“Do you need something, Miss Gray?” one of the footmen asks, his voice unreasonably calm. Perhaps she should lock him in a room and see how he feels then.

	“I need you to open this door!” she yells, slapping her palm against the wood. “You can’t keep me in here!”

	“We’ve been instructed not to let you out, miss. It’s for your own safety. Would you like a cup of tea?”

	Groaning, Adelina rakes her fingers through her dark hair and stalks across the room to the window. A mist hovers in the back garden, clinging to the rose bushes and honeysuckles, drifting around the trunk of the old elm tree. Visibility is limited, and the storm shows no signs of letting up.

	Worry coursing through her veins, Adelina resumes her pacing. She walks from one end of the room to the other, chewing her thumbnail as she waits for shouts or gunfire to ring out from the foyer below.

	It’s a miracle the floorboards aren’t worn through by the time Lord Rosetti’s voice slips into her head once more.

	I’m here.

	Heart racing, Adelina ceases her pacing and strains to hear anything from the foyer on the first floor. Two maids speak in low voices in the hall, their footsteps soft on the runner, but no other conversation can be heard.

	Where? she asks.

	Come to your window.

	Softly as she can muster, Adelina crosses her room and looks out her window, and there, in the garden, staring right up at her, is the viscount.

	The sight of him sends two feelings coursing through her veins: want and fear. She wants to feel his hands on her skin yet is terrified of what he is, what it could mean for everything she’s ever known.

	What are you doing out there? Adelina calls out to him, and it’s the strangest thing to hear his voice in her head while his lips remain unmoving.

	I’m getting you out of here. Come, hurry now.

	How? Two footmen guard my door at all times. I can’t leave.

	Open your window, Miss Gray. He lifts a hand as if to beckon her. I’ll catch you.

	Adelina very nearly laughs out loud at the preposterous idea. Catch her? He’s mad. But then again, he is speaking to her in her head . . .

	Are you certain?

	She scans the garden, noting its distance from her second-story bedroom and the candlelight shining through the windows onto the veranda to Lord Rosetti’s right. A figure moves through the light, casting a shadow, but the viscount’s gaze never wavers. He stands still as a statue, one hand held out, his green eyes narrowed in focus. Adelina has to glance away just to catch her breath.

	“This is absurd,” she whispers, pulling back from the window and scanning her bedroom in a frenzy.

	She catches her reflection in the full-length mirror—still in her morning dress, dark hair loose and hanging to her waist, eyes rimmed in purple and black—and briefly considers changing into something more appropriate, but there’s no time. Rose or one of the maids could be up at any moment, and she can scarcely fathom how they’d react to seeing her leap from her window into the pouring rain.

	Her gaze falls to her writing desk, and she hurriedly opens the drawer and retrieves the pouch containing the silver bullet. She tucks it securely into her bosom and takes a breath in an effort to still her racing heart.

	Out of the corner of her eye, something glimmers, and she turns her head to see her necklace—the silver vial from her father—lying atop her vanity. Her first thought is to retrieve it and clasp it about her neck, but then she remembers the lock on her door and the crash of porcelain against the floor and instead turns for the window, leaving the necklace where it lies.

	Hands trembling, Adelina carefully opens the window, hoping it doesn’t protest and announce her escape to the footmen. The sash slides free smoothly, and a chill breeze sweeps into the room, tossing Adelina’s hair back. She leans forward, the rain pelting her face, sending a shiver across her skin.

	Jump, the viscount says, holding both arms up to her now.

	She glances at her bedroom door, still shut and barred from the outside, and her mind is made up: she’ll not spend another moment imprisoned in this room.

	Gathering up her skirt, she seats herself on the windowsill and shimmies her legs around so they’re hanging down the side of the house. Lord Rosetti nods as if to encourage her, his hands reaching out, waiting to break her fall.

	Please catch me, she thinks, then closes her eyes, swings her legs, and pushes off from the windowsill.

	The fall is brief and exhilarating, and then his arms are around her, sweeping her into an embrace before she can even think to scream.

	“Are you okay?” he asks, and to hear his voice spoken aloud is to feel the sun after a long dreary winter.

	She tips her head back to look into his eyes, and the rain falls against her face, runs down her temples and into her hair.

	“I am now,” she whispers.

	“Come.” He sets her gently on her slippered feet before taking her hand. His touch is confident, and despite the driving rain and thunder crashing overhead, it makes her feel safe.

	Lord Rosetti ushers her across the dark garden and around the rose bushes with their battered petals. She only has a moment to wonder how he gained access to the garden before her gaze lands on the wrought iron fence, two rungs pulled neatly apart, the space between them just large enough for a man to slip through.

	“How . . . ?” She pauses to look at him, but he’s quick to urge her on.

	“I’ll answer all your questions in the carriage, but we must hurry.”

	The viscount tugs on her hand, and she allows herself to be guided around the cornflowers and hollyhocks. Lord Rosetti pulls back the greenery dangling from the iron so Adelina can step through, and then she’s on the other side of her fence, on the other side of the thing that has held her back from so much for so long. She squints through the rain, and a black carriage with two black horses waits just down the road, its lanternlight barely visible through the mist.

	Skirt heavy with rainwater, Adelina hastens down the sidewalk, Lord Rosetti’s hand hovering so near her waist she can almost feel it.

	The footman opens the door and offers Adelina a hand, and she takes it before stepping into the carriage and settling onto a crimson seat. Lord Rosetti climbs into the carriage behind her, and the roar of the rain is muffled once the door clicks closed. Now it’s a light din, a patter on the roof of the carriage as it starts to roll down the cobbled street.

	Water drips from Adelina’s hair and chin. Across from her, Lord Rosetti stares with a hungry gaze. His dark hair is wet and windblown, and his coat and breeches are soaked through. The intensity of his eyes sends heat across her cheeks and down her neck.

	“Are you okay?” he asks, breaking the tense silence between them.

	“Yes.” Suddenly bashful, she looks down at her hands clasped in her lap, trembling fiercely. “It’s you I was worried about.” Her gaze rises to his shyly.

	“Me?” He smiles, and she searches his teeth for sharp points, but none are visible. “Whatever for?”

	“My father, he—”

	He detests you for reasons unknown? He delivered a scarcely veiled threat before locking me away? It sounds a bit crazy as she thinks it now. Then she remembers the pouch tucked into her bosom, and she pulls it out.

	“I found this in his office.” Opening the pouch, Adelina plucks the silver bullet carefully from the liner and rolls it into her palm. It’s warm against her cool skin and feels heavier than she remembers. The viscount’s eyes narrow, then flick back to Adelina’s face.

	“A silver bullet,” he says curtly. “One of few weapons that can kill . . . my kind.”

	And there it is. Not quite a confession, but so nearly one that Adelina curls her fingers around the bullet and leans back into the cushion, away from the viscount and his verdant eyes.

	“What are you?” she whispers. She must know, must hear him say it with his own lips.

	He props his elbow on his knee and takes a slow breath. “You don’t know?”

	Adelina pushes a strand of wet hair back from her face and squares her shoulders. “I have a theory, but not one I’d have any confidence in saying aloud.”

	A muscle twitches in the viscount’s jaw, and he sighs softly. Clearing his throat, he sits up straight and adjusts his waistcoat. “Very well.” A heavy silence falls over them, like a shroud over a body destined for the earth. “I’m a vampir, Miss Gray.”

	“Vampir,” she whispers, the accent heavy on her tongue. Ossenfelder’s poem comes rushing back as she takes a deep breath. “A vampire.”

	He nods. In the darkness of the carriage, his eyes are almost luminescent, and they watch her carefully, like a wolf may watch a rabbit.

	“Show me.”

	His brows rise. “Show you?”

	Heart thumping beneath her ribs, Adelina slips the pouch back into her décolletage, then moves to sit beside the viscount. This close, his thigh pressed against hers, his shoulder to her shoulder, she can feel the heat radiating from his body, can smell the rainwater on his skin. He doesn’t lean in, but neither does he attempt to move away.

	“Show me,” she whispers again, lifting a trembling hand, her fingertips reaching for his bottom lip. One finger brushes against his silky skin, pulls his lip down ever so slightly. The primal sound that resonates from his throat is one she’s never heard a man make, and it sends heat bursting through her belly and between her legs.

	The viscount’s hands are around her waist, and then he’s pulled her into his lap, her legs straddling him. His lips pull back, and where smooth teeth were a moment ago are long razor-sharp canines. They’re impossibly white and glisten in the silver moonlight in the rare moments it slips through the storm clouds outside the carriage.

	Fear thrums through Adelina’s veins, making her hands tremble more fiercely as she grips the viscount’s jacket. She’s nowhere to run this time, no steed to carry her away.

	“Do you fear me?” he asks, his fingers pressing into her hips through the thin layers of her morning dress.

	She ponders his question for a moment, and even she is surprised by the answer.

	“I fear what you are,” she says gently, releasing the hold on his jacket to reach for that dark curl that has once again slipped across his forehead. “Not who you are.”

	A beat of silence passes, and then Lord Rosetti’s hand is around the back of her neck, pulling her face toward his. Their lips meet, and although she’s inexperienced in all things romance, the sensation feels instinctual. She’d always expected a gentleman’s kiss to be polite, proper. This is anything but. This is groping hands and gasped breaths, too much fabric and too little skin.

	Her mouth opens, and his tongue is warm against her bottom lip. He draws it in, his teeth sending pinpricks of pain through her as he bites down gently, and she groans. The touch of his mouth on hers—his hand in her hair, her legs gripping his hips—sends her into a frenzy.

	She shoves him roughly against the seat and takes his face in her hands, tipping his head back and rising up onto her knees so she’s looking down at him. Her hair falls around them like a veil, enclosing them in a warm secret world as rain patters against the roof of the carriage.

	The viscount’s neck is exposed, olive and smooth, and just beneath his skin is a pulse. Once she sees it, the gentle rise and fall of the skin thrumming in rhythm with his beating heart, she becomes entranced. For a moment, she swears she can hear his heartbeat, feel the flow of his lifeblood as it whispers through his veins.

	And in her feverish state, she finds herself tightening her hand about his chin, turning his face to the side. He offers a brief moment of resistance, his eyes curious, but she holds firm. Then her lips are at his throat, her teeth gliding across his silken skin, and blood fills her mouth.


 

	Chapter Sixteen
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	The flavor is at once both horrifying and intoxicating.

	Metallic and sweet, his blood coats her tongue. It’s warm as it goes down her throat, and only when the heat hits her stomach does she realize what she’s done.

	Adelina sits up, and her eyes go wide at the puncture holes in his neck, so perfectly round and beautiful as they fill with blood. The crimson swells and slips down his throat, disappearing into his ivory cravat. His eyes, so green, find hers, and she doesn’t understand what she sees in them. She expected horror, pain, anger; instead, she finds them peaceful, almost relieved.

	“I—”

	Her throat closes up, and she pushes back, nearly falling from his lap in her struggle to get away. Her skirts tangling about her legs, she collapses onto the seat across from him and shoves herself as far into the corner as she can go.

	“I . . . I . . .” Her hands shake violently, erratically.

	“It’s okay,” Lord Rosetti whispers. “Adelina, you’re safe.”

	Hearing her name on his lips should send a wave of pleasure rolling through her, but all she feels is shame and disgust.

	“Wh-what have I done?”

	“You’ve done nothing wrong.”

	She brushes a finger along her lips, and it comes back painted in crimson. The sight sends her heart galloping, and her breathing becomes shallow. Adelina grasps at her chest, at the tightness spreading through her lungs, her heart, her throat. There’s not enough air in the carriage; she’s going to suffocate with the viscount’s blood in her mouth.

	“Adelina. Adelina . . .”

	It sounds like he’s far away, or like he’s speaking to her underwater. He leans forward, and the last thing she sees are his eyes before darkness encroaches on her vision and sends her into the black.


 

	Chapter Seventeen
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	The air is cool, and Adelina burrows under the blankets when she awakens enough to feel a chill on her nose. Her pillows are plush, the mattress deep and soft. But as she lies in a half-awake state, still trying to rouse from her dreams, she notes the all-encompassing darkness of the room.

	Her bedroom is never so dark in the mornings, even with the curtains closed. Perhaps it is night, then, or very early morning, before the sun has slipped into the sky.

	She opens her eyes, and they begin to adjust immediately, her vision becoming clear despite the lack of light in the room. The sudden shift further awakens her, and as she sits up, long hair hanging about her shoulders, she remembers.

	The rain. The carriage.

	The taste of his blood on my tongue.

	Her heart, previously thumping at a steady pace, races beneath her breast.

	This isn’t my room.

	Back home, her room is airy and light, with pale draperies and white furniture, the floorboards blond and lovingly worn.

	This room is shrouded in darkness. The four-poster stands in the middle of the room, sheer crimson fabric hanging from the carved corner posts. The ceiling soars high above her, and a chandelier with dozens of unlit candles hangs overhead. Even the blankets she’s wrapped in are different, dark and heavy, though soft like silk against her bare skin.

	Gasping, Adelina realizes she’s no longer dressed. Her dress lies on a high-backed armchair across the room, and she’s wearing only a chemise.

	A gentle knock sounds at the door, and she yanks the blanket up to cover herself as the door opens slowly. The viscount walks in, a gold tray in his hands, and the sight of him sends competing emotions swirling through Adelina’s mind. She’s not sure if she should be relieved or awash with shame.

	“I hoped you were awake,” he says, pushing the door closed behind him. It clicks softly, and then he crosses the room and sets the tray on the bed before sitting down beside it.

	“I-I just woke up,” Adelina says, her timid voice nearly getting lost in the expansive room.

	Lord Rosetti lifts one corner of his mouth into a smile as he pours two cups of tea. “Thirsty?”

	She takes the cup he offers her, still clutching the blanket in her other hand. His gaze flicks down momentarily, then across the room to the armchair.

	“Your dress was soaked through. The maids removed it before helping you into bed. I hope I didn’t overstep.”

	Adelina shakes her head and lifts the tea to her lips. It smells of licorice and honey, and the first sip sends calm radiating through her bones. Her galloping heartbeat slows to a gentle trot.

	“Where am I?” she asks, finding her voice now that the aftertaste of blood has been washed from her mouth.

	“My family’s manor.” The viscount takes a sip from his teacup and casts his gaze about the room. “This used to be my older sister’s room, but she’s long since married.”

	“Your sister?” She blinks, remembering the two young Rosettis on their promenade through the park. “I didn’t know you had an older sister.”

	“Indeed. Contessa.” He smiles warmly. “It seems we’ve still much to learn about each other.”

	His green eyes find hers, and the playful warmth turns serious. His gaze brings back memories of the carriage, the kiss, the—

	Adelina sets her cup on the tray before her frightful trembling can send the tea all over the bed. She clutches the blanket to her chest and takes a slow breath before asking, “What happened, my lord?”

	The viscount lowers his tea, setting the cup on the tray beside hers. “Theodore, please.”

	Her pulse flutters, and she nods.

	“Theodore.” His name rolls over her tongue like a wave kissing the shore. She wants to say it again, to taste it in all its many forms, but first . . . “Tell me everything.”

	Theodore looks down at his hands in his lap, then clears his throat and straightens his shoulders. “I don’t know where to begin.”

	“The tonic, your voice in my head, what happened in the carriage.” Even she is surprised by the strength in her voice; the overwhelming fear is slowly yielding to anger. “I’ll not be lied to any longer.”

	“I’d never lie to you, Miss Gray.”

	“Adelina.”

	His lips turn up slightly. “Adelina.”

	The deliciousness of his tone, like chocolate melted across strawberries, makes her want to lunge across the bed and pull him against her, but she refuses the temptation.

	“Very well.” He seems to collect himself before continuing. “Though I don’t know what’s in the tonic, I expect it was used to weaken you, dull your senses. From our first meeting, I expected something was not quite right. You were . . . different. Do you understand?” He narrows his eyes, his gaze heavy, as if begging her to grasp his meaning.

	But she’s still lost.

	“No. Explain yourself.”

	He pushes a hand through his dark hair and stands. His black trousers hug his legs flatteringly, and he no longer wears a cravat, leaving his neck exposed. Two pinpricks of dark red are visible from where Adelina still sits in bed, and the sight of them makes her squirm with discomfort and something darker: lust. The idea of doing it again, of pressing her lips against his neck and drawing blood, should disgust her, but it does quite the opposite.

	“When I first saw you here, in the ballroom, I felt something unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. I was drawn to you in a way I’ve only ever heard of, in a way I never dreamed of feeling myself.” His hands are on his hips as he paces the floor alongside the bed. “It’s that special connection—that bond between us—that allows us to speak to each other via extrasensory means.”

	“Your voice in my head,” Adelina whispers.

	Theodore nods, but his eyes remain serious. “You must understand, this bond only forms between . . . my kind.”

	His words, though harmless individually, string together a meaning that very nearly sends Adelina gasping for breath.

	“D-do you expect me to believe I’m a—”

	The word refuses to form upon her tongue. She can do little more than stare at him, mouth open just so, hoping he’s not saying what he seems so clearly to be implying.

	“Miss Gray—”

	She narrows her eyes at him, and he clears his throat.

	“Adelina, given what happened in the carriage, I believe now more than ever that you’re not, nor have you ever been, human.”

	If he expects her to respond, he’ll be disappointed.

	All emotion, thought, and reason vanished with that one word: human. If she’s not human, there’s only one thing she can be.

	“The tonic, then, would make sense,” Theodore says, his polished boots clicking on the hardwood floor as he walks the length of the spacious room. His brow is furrowed, as if he’s pondering a difficult puzzle. “I expect it had just enough blood to keep you from going mad with thirst, but it must also have contained a concoction to keep you weak; otherwise, I imagine you would have discovered the truth long ago.” He lets out a small chuckle, though it lacks humor. “You’d not have been able to control yourself.”

	Her sickness, the shakes, the dizzy spells. The doctor claimed not to know what ailed her, what mysterious illness had her in its grasp, yet he was the one who supplied the tonic, and at her father’s behest.

	“My father,” she whispers, her gaze falling to the bed as she lowers the blanket she’s been clutching to her chest. The air in the room is cool against her bare arms, causing gooseflesh to skitter across her exposed skin.

	“Robert Gray.” On Theodore’s lips, the name sounds like a curse. He pauses before the tall arched window and pulls one of the heavy draperies back to peer outside. Moonlight slips through the glass, illuminating his green eyes. “One of the guild’s most celebrated hunters.”

	“Guild? Hunters?”

	She’s reminded of the pouch containing the silver bullet, and Adelina searches the bed before casting her gaze across the room to the chair. Visible just beneath her dress is the pouch, its strings still pulled tight.

	“The bullet,” she whispers. “You said it kills your . . . kind?” She’s not yet convinced by his words, can’t bring herself to use the word our instead. This must all be a joke or a dream, surely.

	The viscount nods, a muscle in his jaw flexing before he allows the drapery to fall closed once more, veiling the room in darkness.

	“How much do you truly know about Lord Gray?”

	Adelina opens her mouth to tell him she knows her father as well as she knows herself, but that would be a lie. There was a time when she didn’t know he kept a flintlock pistol with silver bullets in his office desk or that he had mysterious visitors at all hours of the night. Likewise, she never thought him capable of raising a hand against her, but he very nearly struck her as she sat there in bed, frightened and confused.

	“It seems I don’t know him half as well as I thought I did.” She looks down at her hands, tangling her fingers in the bedding. “Perhaps you know him better than I do. So, tell me, who is my father?”

	“He’s not your father, but you already know that.”

	His words send a bolt of pain through Adelina, a pain that has been there since she learned she was not a Gray by blood. It shouldn’t still hurt—she’s a woman, after all, not a child—but somehow, it does.

	“Robert Gray is a hunter; he has been since he was young. And though I know little of Lady Gray, I have reason to believe most of Lord Gray’s closest friends and acquaintances share his preoccupation with killing my kind.” Theodore wraps a hand around one of the bed posts, his face dark as he looks down at Adelina. “When I met you, I thought you had to know, but you seemed . . . innocent to it all.”

	“Hardly. Naïve is more like it.” Though emotion threatens to tighten around Adelina’s throat, she forces it down and throws the blankets aside to stand. The chemise she wears is thin and clings to her breasts, her nipples puckering in the cold as she turns to face the viscount. “Is this why my father forbid me from seeing you?”

	Theodore’s gaze travels briefly down her body before he clears his throat and straightens his shoulders. “Yes. Our families have been enemies for centuries. It is only within the past fifty years that a tentative truce has been called. After all, it’s not so easy as it once was to go about killing one another.”

	Adelina gasps at the ghastly image, and the viscount reaches toward her, his hand hovering in the air between them.

	“Forgive me,” he says. “I forget myself. I shouldn’t say such things.”

	She shakes her head, her hair drifting around her shoulders. “This is all . . . absurd.” A thought occurs to her, and she looks up at Theodore sharply. “How old are you? The stories, they say your kind are immortal.”

	“We have longer lifespans than humans, but nothing is immortal; that would defy the very laws of nature.” His gaze softens, and he smiles at her. “I’m not so much older than you. Five and thirty years.”

	She’s not yet celebrated her twentieth year, yet his answer sends welcome relief through her veins. “What about your parents? Your older sister?”

	Theodore crosses the room, his movements lithe, and reaches to push a dark lock of hair behind her ear. “My parents are much older than yours, and my sister, Contessa, has fifteen years on me.” His hand cups her cheek, and his thumb traces the delicate skin beneath her eye. “Vampiri age as humans do until their coming-of-age, at which point the aging process slows drastically.”

	“How drastically?” Adelina whispers, staring into the viscount’s eyes as his thumb brushes her skin, sending little tingles down her nape.

	“We can live to be some centuries old.”

	Pulling away from his touch, Adelina clenches her hands into fists, and a heavy silence stretches between them. Her eyes search his, seeking a sign of dishonesty, something to tell her this is all a horrible ploy. But all she finds in Theodore’s emerald eyes is sincerity.

	“You’re being earnest?” she whispers. “Tell me this is all a dream.”

	The viscount’s lips pull down into an uneasy frown, and he gestures to the gilded mirror standing on curved legs across the room. Adelina turns hesitantly, her bare feet moving silently across the cold floor. She keeps her gaze down as she approaches the mirror, unsure of what to expect.

	Mustering the courage to look into the mirror, she draws a sudden breath.

	Her skin, once so pale and paper-thin, has a hint of color, and her cheeks glow with a rosy tint. The dark circles that once hung beneath her eyes are gone, and the blue of her irises is vibrant even in the darkness.

	The darkness.

	Adelina became so accustomed to it that she forgot there’s no light in the room, yet she can see as if it’s daytime.

	“I look . . .” She searches for the word. Her countenance doesn’t look healthy, exactly, but . . . “Improved.”

	Theodore moves to stand behind her, his reflection appearing in the mirror over her shoulder. “You were dying, Adelina.” His voice is but a whisper. “This is what a taste of blood has done to you. They were starving you, killing you.” His gaze darkens, and that same muscle in his jaw goes taut.

	He reaches out, and she reaches back to him. Their fingers intertwine, and she can no longer face this new world valiantly. Eyes filling with tears, Adelina whirls around and is pulled immediately into his warm embrace. Theodore’s strong arms wrap around her, holding her steady as tears cascade down her cheeks and everything she thought she knew comes crumbling down.


 

	Chapter Eighteen
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	In the darkness, time is intangible.

	Perhaps she’s been here a day, or perhaps many. The heavy draperies remain closed, and she drifts in and out of a fitful sleep. In her dreams, she pierces Theodore’s neck with her fangs and drinks his blood, their skin slick, naked bodies pressed together. But then she realizes what she’s done, what she is, and the passion dissolves into things of nightmare. She stares down the barrel of a flintlock pistol. The metal presses against her forehead, and it’s her father who pulls the trigger, whispering, “Abomination . . .”

	“No!” Adelina screams, sitting up in bed with a start, tears running down her cheeks and a cold sweat upon her brow.

	The door opens promptly, and a young maid rushes in. She has rosy cheeks and curly hair, and her eyes are the color of sun shining through caramel.

	“Miss Gray? Are you well?”

	Hand at her throat, Adelina nods, still too shaken to speak. The maid’s quiet footsteps sound on the hardwood floor as she crosses the room and pauses beside the nightstand. She looks vaguely familiar, but Adelina has been too caught up in her own turmoil to properly learn the names of the staff.

	“You must drink, Miss Gray. The viscount insists.” The maid gestures to the flute sitting on the nightstand, the liquid inside staining the glass crimson. She brought it up some time ago, though Adelina is unsure how many hours have since passed.

	Each time Adelina looks at it, she’s swept up in a war of desire and repulsion, and she’s not yet been able to bring herself to lift the glass to her lips. Even now, she turns her face away when the maid offers her the flute.

	“I’m not ready,” she whispers.

	“Then perhaps I can help.” The maid sets the glass on the nightstand before reaching to pull the neckline of her dress down, revealing her bare throat and clavicle. “It’s an honor to serve the pur sânge,” she whispers. “Please drink.”

	“The what?” Adelina asks, fighting the instinct to draw the maid closer.

	“The purebloods, miss.”

	Purebloods?

	The thought sends her head spinning, and she shoves it down, along with all the other things she can’t bring herself to face right now.

	Adelina’s heart thrums against her ribs, and there’s a brief moment of consideration. She imagines for a second how it would feel to pin the young woman against the far wall and draw her teeth down her neck, to prick her smooth skin and—

	“That is not necessary,” Adelina snaps, holding up a hand and turning her head away. She refuses to look up again until the maid has returned the neck of her dress to its rightful place, but even then, the desire still stirs in her belly, coiling like a snake along a sunny garden path.

	What’s happening to me?

	She’s never had such vulgar urges, has never imagined what the blood pumping beneath someone’s skin might taste like going down her throat. Now, between her feverish dreams and nightmares, it’s one of the few things she can think about—blood, Theodore, and the lies she’s built the foundation of her life upon.

	“Should you change your mind, you need only call.” The maid stands from the bed, her head dipped ruefully. “Shall I draw up a bath, miss? Perhaps it’ll ease your discomfort.”

	“Yes.” Adelina presses a hand against her forehead and finds it drenched in a cold sweat. “And I’ll have a glass of wine.”
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	A short time later, the chandelier has been lit, and Adelina basks in the candlelight, submerged up to her neck in the warm bathwater, a glass of wine held in one hand. The carafe sits on a small table beside the metal tub, the dark red liquid shimmering in the low light. She’s topped off her glass once already, and the alcohol chases some of the strain from her troubled mind.

	Along with the wine, the maids brought up a platter of fruit, bread, and delicate cheeses. Adelina reaches out, her hand dripping, and plucks a ripe grape from the stem. She’s just pressed it past her lips when a soft knock sounds on the door.

	“Come in,” she calls, her voice lilting gently, softened by the wine.

	The door opens, then closes a moment later, and boots tread across the hardwood floor. A scent swirls through the room—at once smoky and sweet—and she closes her eyes to breathe it in. She never noticed the smell before, but now it seems to follow him wherever he goes.

	Theodore steps into her line of sight, and the look of him sends heat into her belly. His dark hair is tousled, his green eyes sharp in the candlelight, and the cut of his jaw, stubbled at this late hour, makes her want to nip him just to see how he tastes.

	“It seems I’m interrupting,” he says, his voice low. His gaze moves toward the bathwater.

	Made more confident by the wine, Adelina stretches herself out in the tub just so, allowing her breasts to peek over the surface of the water. A muscle strains in Theodore’s jaw as he looks away, and Adelina lifts the wineglass to her lips with a satisfied smirk.

	“Not at all,” she says, reaching out to pluck another grape from the stem. “I’d hoped you’d visit tonight.”

	“Is that so?” He quirks a brow, and then his gaze shifts again to the bath before refocusing on her face.

	The strain to behave himself, evident in the way he clenches his hands and holds them behind his back, makes Adelina feel powerful. She’s never been wanted before, not in the way he seems to want her, and the very thought of it sends euphoria singing through her veins. She wants him to want her, to desire her, to touch her in ways she’s never been touched.

	“Bathe with me,” she says, her tone low and drenched in red wine. She lifts one leg from the water, and it drips and shines in the candlelight cast by the chandelier overhead.

	The viscount’s eyes narrow as she takes another sip from her glass.

	“You mustn’t tempt me, Miss Gray. I do endeavor to conduct myself with propriety.”

	There it is again, that muscle twitching along his jaw, tension clear in the way he holds himself, as if a momentary lapse in control would send them spiraling into depravity.

	But that’s exactly what she wants.

	For all her life, she’s been the good girl, the obedient girl, the one who follows the rules and does as her parents say and dares not step a slippered toe out of line. But where did that get her? She’s been lied to, deceived, made feeble and ill, and for what? The question has no answer—not until she can look her father in the eye and demand he tell her everything.

	Adelina finishes off what remains of the wine, then lets the wineglass tip over the rim of the basin and tumble to the hardwood floor. It shatters upon impact, sending shards of sparkling glass across the floorboards and about the tub. Adelina slips one arm from the water and reaches for a shard. She fingers the piece of broken glass, her eyes holding Theodore’s.

	He watches her with a hot-blooded gaze as she lifts the shard into the candlelight. If he knows what she intends to do, he doesn’t move to stop her.

	She draws the sharp edge of the glass across the delicate skin below her clavicle, and the pain is sudden and sharp. A small gasp slips from her lips as blood wells along the line and slides down her chest and over her breast, gathering atop her nipple before dripping into the water, where it disperses in a murky cloud.

	In the space of time it takes to blink, the viscount is at the door, his hand on the heavy lock. The tumbler falls into place with a resounding clunk, and then he’s turning ever slightly, looking back over his broad shoulder, his green eyes gone dark.

	“You shouldn’t have done that,” he whispers, and she’s not sure whether to feel afraid or aroused.

	Theodore moves with inhuman speed, his body evanescing from beside the door before reappearing alongside the tub. He kneels slowly, his eyes on hers, his face so close she could count the thick dark lashes lining his green-black eyes.

	Reaching out, he presses his finger against the bleeding wound. Adelina draws a breath as he traces the line of blood down her chest, her skin white-hot beneath his touch. He trails a fingertip over her breast, and she tips her head back as he circles her nipple, the blood creating crimson patterns on her puckered skin.

	“I’ve been careful,” he whispers, drawing his face closer to hers, his breath tickling her ear, “not to allow myself to do anything . . . untoward.” He pinches her nipple, and she gasps. “But you’re making it very difficult.”

	Adelina opens her eyes and holds his gaze unwaveringly as she takes his hand and guides it beneath the bathwater, along her stomach, between her legs . . .

	She discovered at a young age the pleasure to be had in touching herself, but she’s never been seen, let alone touched, by anyone else. Theodore makes her feel safe, and she yearns to venture into the unknown with him.

	Theodore tips his head back, regarding her with narrowed eyes as his fingers trail over her skin tantalizingly. Moving slowly, he begins to explore her folds. He parts her lips with two fingers, the sensation sending her gasping for breath, then teases her entrance with a fingertip.

	“Look at me,” he growls, and she obeys.

	The moment her eyes find his, he plunges one finger into her, and she settles her head back against the tub, her eyes closing once more.

	“I said”— he draws his finger back out only to find that sensitive place that throbs with her desire—“look at me.”

	So she does, and she holds his gaze, her fingers scrabbling at the smooth sides of the tub as he presses his fingers against her, moving in agonizingly slow circles. Her breath comes faster now, the beat of her heart erratic beneath her heaving breasts. His fingers slide in and out of her, expanding her, then rub against her in a way that makes her bite her lip to keep from crying out.

	Touching herself has never felt this good.

	Her knees knock against the sides of the tub as her legs open wide, and she finally finds purchase along the rim of the basin. Gripping the metal tight, she takes one final breath, holds it in her lungs as his wet fingers rub the throbbing spot beneath her lips, and then she’s tumbling into ecstasy, moaning and pulsing as his fingers plunge into her again and again, harder this time. She presses onto her toes and draws her knees toward her chest, tightening herself about him, wishing to feel his length inside her, filling her, caressing her.

	But too soon he’s pulling away, leaving her gasping for breath, her body trembling in the now-tepid bathwater.

	“Theodore,” she whispers, her voice edging into a whine.

	He pushes his dry hand through her damp hair, cupping the back of her head as she leans against the side of the tub.

	“Get some sleep,” he tells her, and then his lips are on her forehead, and she swears she can feel incisors just beneath his skin. He stands from beside the tub, his jacket sleeve soaked up to the elbow, and she reaches out to catch the fabric before he can turn away.

	“Wait.” Adelina clings to him, her release ebbing, and tears come to her eyes. “I don’t want to be alone . . .” She casts her gaze up at his still-hungry face, and a beat of silence passes, a moment in which he seems to deliberate before offering her a single nod.

	“Very well.”
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	They lie in bed, her head resting upon his chest, and take turns plucking grapes and cheese from the tray the maids brought up earlier. Overhead, the candles in the chandelier move in a mesmerizing dance, sending shadows writhing across the walls.

	“So . . . you eat?” she finally brings herself to ask after the viscount bites into a plump purple grape. His laughter is sudden and airy, and it lifts her spirits to see the smile that spreads so easily across his face.

	“We certainly do. Food doesn’t sustain us in the way blood does, but life would hardly be worth living without the pleasure of wine and cheese.”

	Theodore takes a slice of cheddar and holds it up to Adelina’s lips. She opens her mouth, and as he places it on her tongue, she closes her lips, delighting in the wolfish look that crosses his face as she sucks lightly on his fingertip.

	“You do torment me,” he says, stealing his finger back from her mouth and shifting his hips upon the mattress with a dissatisfied groan.

	Adelia glances at the tightness in his trousers, then looks back to him, brow furrowed in confusion. “Earlier, why didn’t you . . . ?” She’d fully expected him to sweep her from the bath and take the only innocence she has left, but he didn’t.

	He sighs. “I didn’t want to hurt you,” he says softly, gaze on the ceiling. He stripped out of his jacket and waistcoat before they lay down, and his white linen shirt is unbuttoned at the top, exposing his neck and part of his broad chest.

	“Hurt me?” She sits up, her dark hair hanging about her shoulders, and Theodore reaches over to tuck it behind her ear. Adelina leans into the touch, her eyes fluttering closed for a brief moment.

	“You’re still weak. Fragile.” His gaze shifts momentarily to the bedside table, where the glass of blood from earlier has now gone bad. “If you refuse to drink, you’ll not gain strength, and if I lose control for even a moment . . .” He trails his hand down her arm, and his fingers wrap around her wrist, completely encircling the bird-thin bones. “I’d break you.”

	The thought of it, of being broken by this man, makes her tremble longingly beneath his touch.

	His grip loosens, his fingertips brushing over the back of her hand. Atop hers, his hand is large, and his forearms, exposed where his sleeves are rolled back, are lined with taut muscle. She traces a finger over the inside of his forearm gently, and he sighs beneath her touch.

	“I don’t—” Adelina bites her lip, fighting not to let her eyes fill with tears. “I don’t know if I can do it. Are you sure I’m . . . not human?” She has to force the words to leave her lips, unnatural as they sound. “What happened in the carriage, that could simply have been a fit of passion.” She gazes at him with hope, longing to discover this has all been some terrible mistake, but his lips pull into a frown, a crease forming between his dark brows.

	Theodore pulls away from her. Leaning over the side of the bed, he reaches into his tall black boot and from it pulls a slim sharp-edged blade. The dagger glints in the candlelight, and Adelina’s heart thrums.

	“There’s only one way to find out,” he whispers, then draws the blade quickly across his exposed wrist.

	Adelina gasps. Her first instinct it to jump to his aid, to call the maids and demand they bring bandages and antiseptic at once, but that thought is quickly overshadowed by another.

	Blood gathers along the thin cut, welling up before spilling over, running down his forearm and toward his clean white shirt. She is entranced by it, hypnotized as it rolls across his unblemished skin. Before she can stop herself, she’s wrapping her hands around his forearm and bringing her tongue to his skin, drawing it up along the line of blood until her teeth are at his wrist.

	There’s an aching in her gums, the feeling similar to when her third molars were coming in, and then relief as her fangs pierce his skin, sink deep into his tender flesh.

	Theodore flinches, and she tightens her grip on his arm like a lioness sinking her claws into her prey. Her eyes close, and she’s lost in the ecstasy of his blood, in the velvet sensation of it coating her tongue, dripping down her throat like nectar. It feels as if she’s been dying of thirst, and his blood is her only respite.

	“Easy, iubit,” he whispers as she draws in more, more. His hand comes around the back of her head, fingers pressing through her hair. She thinks he’ll pull her away, deny her this rapture, so she sinks her fangs in deeper, eliciting from him something between a hiss and a moan.

	In a breath, he pulls her into his lap, his wrist still trapped between her jaws, and wraps his other arm about her, cocooning her there, protecting her. His arousal is hard beneath her, pressing against her tender folds, and she longs to tug his trousers off and feel his length slide inside her. The thought of feeling him deep within her body while his blood slips down her throat is almost enough to send her into another spasm of pleasure.

	Blinking, she finds herself coming up for air, gasping for breath like she’s been too long underwater. Theodore’s wrist is held in her grasp, two round wounds marring his skin, filling with blood before overflowing once more.

	“I . . .” Her breathing accelerates, her gaze following the blood as it slips down his forearm and stains his white sleeve red. “I’m sor—”

	He takes her by the chin and tips her head back, and then his mouth is on hers. He kisses her with voracity, his tongue darting out to lap the blood from her lips. His hardness throbs beneath her, making her moan. She reaches up and tangles her fingers in his hair, draws him against her, gets lost in his taste until he finally pulls away. An irritable hiss slips from her lips, but Theodore still doesn’t let her have her way.

	Forehead pressed to hers, he whispers, “Don’t ever apologize for who you are.”

	Leaning back, she gazes into his green eyes, sees her own reflection shimmering in them. There’s blood on her lips, which are plump from Theodore’s kiss, and her hair is blissfully tousled.

	“So,” she whispers, “I really am a . . .”

	Theodore waits patiently, one thumb tracing circles on her hip bone while his other hand plays with a strand of her hair. The candlelight casts dancing shadows across his face, accentuating the stubble on his jaw.

	“A vampire.”

	Admitting it aloud feels as odd as she expected, yet somewhere deep inside her, there’s a hint of familiarity, of remembrance. And somehow, it feels like she’s exactly where she belongs. 



	



	 

	Chapter Nineteen
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	When Adelina awakens in the darkened room, the space Theodore occupied in the bed is empty. The sheet is wrinkled, and when she trails her fingertips across it, the fabric is cool to the touch; he’s been gone some time now.

	Memories of their evening come back to her like waves kissing a shore: his hand slipping under the water, how his fingers felt inside her. The place between her legs throbs. She reaches beneath her chemise, goes to that spot, and her fingers come away wet. She considers indulging. It would be easy, thinking about her lips at his wrist, his arousal hard beneath her.

	But a knock at the door has her gritting her teeth, and her voice is terse when she says, “Come in.”

	The same young maid enters, her face and caramel eyes bright, and she curtsies before approaching.

	“Good morning, miss. It appears you slept well. Your countenance is much improved.”

	Cheeks warming, Adelina lifts a hand to her lips as if she expects Theodore’s blood to still be staining them. Then her gaze shifts to the heavy draperies still obscuring the window; the maid can make out her color in the low light?

	“What is your name?” she asks.

	The maid smiles before crossing the room and taking hold of the draperies. “Amélie, miss.” She flings the heavy material back, and sunlight bursts into the room, making Adelina wince.

	It feels like she’s spent a lifetime in darkness, and the light is as foreign as the view out the tall arched window. The last time she was outside, she and Theodore were fleeing her family’s manor, though that is one memory she’s in no hurry to relive.

	“Are you a . . . a vampir, Amélie?” she asks, her eyes moving to the maid as she crosses the room to Adelina’s bedside.

	“I am, miss.” Amélie folds her hands and bows her head politely. “I’m a jumătate sânge. A half blood.”

	Adelina ponders the unfamiliar language, which sounds strikingly familiar to Italian—Romanian, she believes. “A half blood? Half human, half vampire?”

	Amélie nods. “For a half blood, there is no greater honor than serving the purebloods.” She turns her head to the side and gestures to her neck. The daylight reveals small round scars marring her skin. “It would be a privilege to share my blood with you, miss. Do you desire to feed?”

	Adelina’s instinct is to say no, as she did the first time Amélie offered, but her body has another idea. The maid has a pleasant scent, light and floral, and it makes Adelina wonder how her blood would taste compared to the viscount’s.

	Even as she tells herself not to, she slips from the bed and toward the slight-statured lady’s maid. Amélie doesn’t move away, doesn’t try to escape as Adelina raises a hand toward her face. One of Amélie’s curls has escaped her chignon, and Adelina brushes it back from her neck with gentle fingers. Up close, it’s even easier to make out the many scars adorning the maid’s skin, and it’s the constellation of puckered blemishes that finally breaks the spell of bloodlust that has come over her.

	“No,” Adelina says, though mostly to herself, and she tightens her hand into a fist so that it shan’t be tempted to wrap around Amélie’s throat. “That’s not necessary.”

	Amélie sighs in what sounds like disappointment, then straightens her shoulders. “Very well. The countess requests that you break your fast with her in the dining room. Shall I help you get dressed?”

	Adelina blinks. The countess? Theodore’s mother?

	“O-of course,” she says. “But I’ve nothing to wear.” Across the room, the morning dress she ran away from home in still lies over the back of a chair, heavy with memory. There’s no way she’s wearing that to breakfast.

	The maid smiles, then moves across the room to the armoire standing proudly against the far wall. She opens the doors with a flourish and steps aside to reveal its contents. It holds more dresses than Adelina can count, varying in shades and styles.

	“Will one of these do, miss?” Amélie asks, and Adelina smiles.
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	After dressing, Adelina follows Amélie down a long hallway, taking in the fine décor and expensive furnishings. She wears one of Contessa’s gowns, and though the bosom is a bit large, the fabric fits her snugly overall.

	Mama would love this, Adelina thinks as she takes in the luxurious Rosetti manor. The thought makes her chest constrict and sends her heart beating erratically.

	What does her mother think of all this? Surely she doesn’t condone Papa’s behavior. She’d never agree to locking Adelina in her room. Where does she think Adelina has gone? And how many days have passed since she ran away from home in the pouring rain?

	The questions chase one another through Adelina’s head, and she scarcely pays attention to her surroundings except to stick close to Amélie as they traverse the capacious manor.

	They step through a doorway, and Amélie promptly moves to the side and curtsies. “My lady,” she says softly.

	Adelina’s gaze sweeps the elegant dining room and lands on Lady Rosetti as she stands from the long mahogany dining table. Behind her, the windows are open, and birdsong drifts in. The room is light and airy, and no one would ever guess that the countess standing at the table is a creature straight out of a storybook.

	“Thank you, Amélie.” Lady Rosetti’s bright emerald eyes shift, and Adelina’s breath catches in her chest; the countess is most beautiful—indeed, almost inhumanly so. “Miss Gray, will you join me for breakfast?” She gestures to the chair beside hers, where a cup and saucer have already been set out.

	Adelina nods and offers the countess a polite curtsy before crossing the room and taking a seat. The butler promptly sweeps in to pour her a cup of tea, and then he’s gone from the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

	“Please help yourself,” Lady Rosetti says, waving a hand to the breakfast platters stacked with delectable morning treats. “I thought it best to send Benjamin away, though I’m sure he’s none too pleased about it. You know how the staff delight in gossip.” Her lips curl into a slight smile as she takes a sip from her teacup.

	“Thank you, my lady.” Adelina reaches for a pastry glistening with honey and places it on a small breakfast plate. She keeps her gaze averted, though she can feel the countess’s eyes on her as she tears off a piece of the pastry and places it delicately in her mouth.

	“How are you?” the countess asks, her tone surprisingly gentle.

	Adelina covers her mouth as she swallows, then gives Lady Rosetti a subtle nod. “I’m well. Thank you for allowing me to stay; I understand this is quite . . . outré.”

	“Perhaps. But you are always welcome here. And you must have questions.” The countess lowers her cup and sets it soundlessly on its saucer, then leans forward and places a hand on Adelina’s arm.

	The touch catches Adelina off guard, and her eyes flick up to find Lady Rosetti’s intense green stare.

	“This must be a frightening time for you. I know we’ve met only once, but I want you to know I’m here to help you through this.” She squeezes Adelina’s arm softly, then leans back, her demeanor open and welcoming.

	Adelina sits up straight, and as she looks into the countess’s smiling eyes, she finds tears slipping down her cheeks.

	“Forgive me, Lady Rosetti.” She reaches quickly for the serviette beside her plate and dabs her eyes with the soft fabric.

	“There’s nothing to forgive, sweet girl. I’d be in pieces if I were you. Don’t hold yourself together on my account.”

	At her words, Adelina lefts out a muffled cry, and she’s suddenly grateful the countess sent the butler away. Everything she’s been holding back swells up, and she cries for a moment, letting her tears soak the cloth held to her eyes.

	“Is that better?” the countess asks once Adelina’s sobs abate. In response, Adelina smiles and nods lightly. “Good. Now, Theodore tells me you’ve spoken, but it seems he didn’t share many details.”

	Adelina shakes her head. “I’m not sure of anything, my lady. Only that things aren’t as they seem. Lord Rosetti says I’m a . . .” There it is again, that word. “A vampire.”

	The countess smiles. “Indeed you are. I’ve suspected as such since the first night I saw you, the evening of the ball.”

	“You knew?” Adelina’s head snaps up, and she studies the woman sitting across from her.

	Despite her advanced age, the countess has smooth olive skin free of the wrinkles that plague so many mothers in their high society. Her hair, slightly darker than Theodore’s, is swept up in a braided crown, loose strands framing her face and highlighting her striking green eyes, which sparkle with warmth.

	“It was conjecture, though I feel a fool now for not seeing it sooner. You look so like her.”

	The countess reaches out to touch Adelina’s chin, and Adelina freezes under her touch. The fingers upon her chin are delicate and frightening all the same. When the countess releases her, Adelina swallows and finds her words.

	“Like whom?”

	“Your mother.” The sparkle leaves the countess’s eyes and is replaced by something sad. She seems to study Adelina through a new lens, one Adelina cannot begin to understand.

	“My mother? My . . . birth mother?”

	Lady Rosetti nods, and a lump forms in Adelina’s throat.

	How can that be? She knows nothing about her parents except for how they died. She doesn’t know their names, faces, or even the color of their eyes.

	“You knew my mother?”

	The countess nods. “Quite well. She was a good friend. My best, even.” Tears spring to her eyes, and then her hand curls into a fist upon the table. “It’s been nearly twenty years now, yet it still feels like yesterday. We should’ve put that hunter in the ground . . .”

	“What?” Adelina blinks in surprise. “Hunter? No, my parents were killed in a carriage accident. I was the only survivor.”

	The countess shakes her head and casts her gaze to the ceiling, then takes a slow breath. “Forgive me—all these years later, I’ve still not accepted it.” Her green eyes find Adelina’s, and her gaze is sharp. “You’ve been lied to about many things, including the deaths of your parents. There was no carriage accident; your mother and father were killed by hunters, and the carriage was turned over after the fact, pushed into the river to make it appear as though a terrible accident had taken place.”

	It feels as though the polished hardwood floor falls out from beneath Adelina’s feet. She’s tumbling through darkness and deception, her breathing coming quicker now as she fights for some semblance of footing.

	“B-but Lord Rosetti told me there’s been a truce the past fifty years. So, surely . . .”

	Surely she’s wrong. There must be some mistake.

	“We’re not supposed to kill one another anymore, but Lord Gray has never much liked following rules.”

	“Papa?” she whispers, and the word makes the countess narrow her eyes. “He would never . . .”

	Her father’s words rush in to fill her mind, his dark tone like water crashing over her head, drowning her. “If all goes to plan, that abomination will cease to breathe, and we can all go back to the way things were.”

	“My father . . . ?” Adelina can’t bring herself to put the question into words, but the countess seems to understand.

	Lady Rosetti uncurls her tight fist and reaches once more across the table, this time taking Adelina’s hand in hers. “Lord Gray murdered your birth parents, and he and his hunter cronies staged it to look like an accident; after all, as you know, we’re not supposed to kill one another anymore.”

	Adelina’s stomach turns, and she fears she may be sick. But first, she has to know . . . “My mother . . . Is she aware of this?”

	“Not to my knowledge. I don’t believe Lady Gray knows of her husband’s clandestine conduct, and we’ve received no information tying her to the guild.”

	That, at least, sounds right. Her mother would never condone such behavior. But neither, Adelina thought, would her father. Until now.

	“Has my mother called on me? Does she know I’m here?” Adelina suddenly yearns to see her, to be cradled in her embrace and told everything will be okay.

	“She’s not called, but I notified her of your arrival. My son wished me not to, but he knows not what it is to be a mother.”

	Adelina lets out a sigh. “Thank you. I’ve been worried for her.” She casts her gaze down, admires the way the light gleams off the tea in her teacup. “And you’re certain of this? Of what Papa—Lord Gray—did to my family?” she asks, looking up to the countess for any hint of betrayal.

	“I wish I weren’t. And I instructed Theodore not to speak a word of it to you. It needed to come from me, from someone who knew them.”

	All her life she’s longed to know something, anything, about her birth parents, but now that Lady Rosetti sits before her, she can only think of one question to ask.

	“What were their names?” Adelina whispers.

	Lady Rosetti’s dusky lips turn up slightly. “Kirill and Vera, from Clan Magdalena, your clan.”

	Their names are at once foreign and comforting, like a warm bed in an unfamiliar room. Then something occurs to Adelina, and she’s almost afraid to ask.

	“What was . . . my name?”

	Again, the countess smiles. This time, she reaches both hands across the table, and her touch is soothing. Her eyes sparkle, filling with tears.

	“You, dragă, are Nadia. Nadia Magdalena. The last of your clan.”

	The name—Nadia—sends a burst of warmth through Adelina’s chest. Like a key unlocking a secret room, the word opens a part of her mind so long buried she hadn’t even known it was there.

	She remembers a woman—her mother—leaning over the bassinet, her long dark hair falling about Nadia’s tiny hands as she reached up to touch her pale smiling face.

	“Nadia, my sweet girl.”

	The voice is an echo from long past, and it sends Adelina to tears for the second time that morning. She grips Lady Rosetti’s hands, and the countess stands, pulling her into a tight embrace.

	“You’re safe now,” Lady Rosetti whispers in her ear. “You’re home, child. And I couldn’t be happier.” She steps back to look upon Adelina’s face and pushes a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I may no longer have Vera, but I have you, and for you to finally learn the truth brings me immeasurable joy. It is painful, but you now know who you are, and that truth is powerful.”

	“Nadia. Nadia.” Adelina tries the name on her lips, and though strange, it feels like home. She looks up into the countess’s eyes as a final tear slips down her cheek. “If my parents wished me to be Nadia, then I shall be Nadia. From this moment forth.”

	Lady Rosetti is beaming, lustrous. “Very well, Miss Magdalena.”

	Goose bumps skirt across her skin, and fire burns through her veins.

	“And one more thing . . .” she says.

	“Anything.”

	Her heart pounding, she steels herself. “I’d like a drink now.”

	The countess’s smile turns proud. “As you wish.”

	Lady Rosetti calls for Benjamin and gives him succinct orders. A few minutes later, he returns to the dining room with a silver tray, one glass of crimson balanced delicately upon its lustrous surface.

	“Miss Gray,” he says, offering her the tray.

	She clears her throat as the blood glimmers in the morning light.

	“It’s Magdalena,” she says, taking the wineglass despite the tremble in her fingertips.

	“My apologies, Miss Magdalena.” His eyes shine excitedly, for she most certainly just gave him a golden nugget of gossip. “I shan’t make that mistake again.”

	Nadia looks down into the viscous liquid, and though part of her brain tells her to be repulsed, the other part—the part that hungers for a taste—is victorious.

	She lifts the glass to her lips, and the blood is on her tongue, the taste tantalizing. It’s nothing like drinking from Theodore, his pulse thrumming beneath her lips, but it’s satisfying in its own way, and she finishes the glass in a moment.

	After dabbing the remnants from her lips, she looks up into Lady Rosetti’s smiling eyes and knows she’s begun a new journey—not as Adelina Gray, but as Nadia Magdalena.


 

	Chapter Twenty
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	The next day, Nadia follows Amélie to the sitting room, where Mrs. Ann McDonald, Everborough’s most sought-after modiste, awaits her. She was in Mrs. McDonald’s shop mere weeks ago, and seeing her again, this time in the Rosetti manor, is somewhat unsettling. Nadia gives her a polite nod before turning to curtsy to Lady Rosetti, who sits comfortably in a high-backed chair, her emerald-green gown spilling in waves about her feet, matching the shade of her eyes.

	“Miss Magdalena,” Mrs. McDonald says, standing from the settee to curtsy politely. As one would expect, she’s dressed in a most becoming gown, the plum fabric highlighted with gold accents and a delightful hat. “Last I saw you, I believe we were preparing a new gown for the Rosetti soiree, no?” Her smile is small and knowing.

	“Indeed. Though much has changed since then,” Nadia says, looking to Lady Rosetti, unsure how much she can reveal in front of the dressmaker. “Thank you for making time for me on such short notice; the season must keep you busy, what with your designs being the talk of the ton.”

	“It’s my pleasure. When Lady Rosetti wrote to me saying the Magdalena child had been found, well, I had to see it for my own eyes.” Mrs. McDonald shifts her gaze to Lady Rosetti. “The resemblance truly is uncanny. It’s astonishing I didn’t see it before.”

	“As I said.” Lady Rosetti smirks and lifts a teacup to her lips.

	Nadia looks between the women with a furrowed brow. “You knew my family as well?”

	Mrs. McDonald turns back to Nadia, her kind face softening. “I did. We thought you were lost, Miss Magdalena. A tragedy upon a tragedy, the deaths of Vera and Kirill and the end of the Magdalena clan. You being here is reminiscent of a miracle. The scion of Clan Magdalena returned. Ah, the brotherhood will be delighted.” She claps her hands, her face lighting up.

	Nadia offers the modiste another gentle smile, this one in an attempt to conceal her confusion. There’s still much to discover about her true lineage, but the brotherhood has yet to come up in conversation with the Rosettis.

	“Well, enough talk of terrible things,” Lady Rosetti says, setting her teacup on its saucer. “Mrs. McDonald, let us create something beautiful for our fiică. She’ll need something striking, strong. Reminiscent of her mother, yes?”

	“I know precisely the thing.” Mrs. McDonald smiles, and Nadia steps up to the full-length mirror.
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	It feels like many hours later that the modiste packs up her things and bids them farewell. After the door to the sitting room closes behind her, Nadia lets out a sigh. Lady Rosetti laughs.

	“She is tireless,” the countess says, studying the tray of pastries Benjamin brought in. She plucks one up and then settles onto the settee.

	“She’s . . . one of us?” Nadia asks, glancing back over her shoulder from where she still stands before the mirror.

	Us. It’s progress at least.

	Lady Rosetti nods. “She is. Centuries ago, a number of clans migrated to this area. Now many of our kind live in Everborough and the surrounding areas, though you wouldn’t know it. We’re a well-kept secret, Miss Magdalena, and we must keep it that way.” Her green eyes are sharp as they cut to Nadia across the room.

	“Of course,” she says. “There’s so much I don’t know. I want to learn.”

	“In time. You’ve only just started to heal; once you’ve settled, I’ll ensure you’re given a full education. Your parents would have it no other way.”

	Nadia turns once more to the gilded mirror and studies her reflection. She’s familiar, yet different. Her eyes are still blue, but now they’re vibrant, sparkling. Her dark hair has a lustrous shine, and her skin, usually so pale as to appear almost blue, has a healthy pink glow. She holds a glass of blood in one hand and lifts it to her lips, the taste still foreign and welcome all at once.

	As she finishes the glass, the door to the sitting room opens, and a footman approaches.

	“The post, my lady,” he says, moving swiftly across the room with a silver tray balanced atop his outstretched hand. Nadia studies him, and he, like Amélie, bears many scars on his neck.

	The countess swipes the handful of letters and the letter opener off the tray, and the footman bows out of the room. The gentle swish of the opener through the envelopes is a soothing accompaniment to the birds singing in the oak tree just outside the open window. Sun streams in through the parted sheer curtains, and though the light is strong, Nadia feels no unease when standing in it. Perhaps, then, the stories are all wrong. It’s yet another question to add to her growing list.

	“Nadia,” Lady Rosetti says softly.

	At first, Nadia doesn’t turn at the sound of her name, so new and not yet familiar.

	“Miss Magdalena, a letter has come for you.”

	She starts. “For me?”

	Crossing the room, she sets her glass on a low table and holds out a hand, and the countess passes her an unopen envelope. The handwriting alone is enough to bring tears to her eyes.

	“It’s . . . from Mama.”

	The countess stands, her gown rippling around her like silken waves. She places a gentle hand on Nadia’s shoulder and squeezes slightly before moving past, vacating the room and leaving Nadia standing alone in a patch of sunlight.

	She traces the ink on the envelope with a trembling finger, then snatches the letter opener from the small side table and runs it carefully along the seal. The parchment falls open in her hands, revealing her mother’s penmanship.

	 

	Adelina,

	You must come home. The countess wrote to me, told me you were safe, but I can’t go another day without you here. I do little more than pace the floors, stricken with grief. Your father regrets his behavior. He is so sorry, my love, and he wishes to make things right. Please give him the chance to reconcile with you.

	I spend each moment hoping you’ll walk through the door. Don’t make me wait any longer, Adelina. Come home. Please.

	All my love,

	Mama

	 

	Nadia lowers herself onto the settee and lets out a trembling sigh. Tears brim along her bottom lashes before spilling soundlessly down her cheeks and dripping onto the parchment still clutched in her hands.

	Mama still wants me.

	It was perhaps her greatest fear, the one that had been bubbling beneath everything else: that her mother no longer cared, had no concern over her well-being.

	But if the letter speaks the truth, she’s been worried for naught.

	She lifts it again, holds it up in the afternoon light as she traces the page. Your father regrets his behavior. Nadia narrows her eyes. He is so sorry, my love, and he wishes to make things right.

	At first, hope swells in her chest, makes her buoyant and light. But then the countess’s words come rushing back.

	“Lord Gray murdered your birth parents . . .”

	Her stomach turns, and she feels she might be sick.

	It’s not quite settled in, and she still can’t reconcile the man—the father—she knows with the person the Rosettis claim him to be. Though she’s not voiced it aloud, some small part of her knows that no matter what the countess or the viscount say, she’ll need to hear it from her father’s lips; only then will she truly believe him capable of such a heinous act.

	Taking a deep breath, Nadia folds the crisp parchment and slips it into the bosom of her borrowed gown. For now, she’ll put the letter away and out of her mind. A time will come to face her father, but she’s not yet mustered the courage for such a feat.

	The sheer curtains catch the gentle breeze as she stands and moves toward the closed door. Before exiting the room, she runs a hand over her hair and smooths her expression until not a hint of agitation remains.

	Out in the hall, footmen and maids bustle this way and that. One of the young Rosetti children, Luca, runs past, a dog yipping at his heels. “Don’t tell,” he whispers, then scurries around a corner before his tutor can catch up.

	Seeming slightly out of breath, the young woman pauses to offer Nadia a polite curtsy, then hurries away, checking the doors and hallways as she goes.

	The spectacle makes Nadia smile, and she wonders—not for the first time—what it would be like to have a houseful of her own children, all up to their own antics, causing mischief everywhere they go. There would be light and sound and life, and someone would always be around to share a word or a laugh. Gone would be the long quiet days she spent in her childhood home, when the endless silence was punctuated only by the creaking of wooden floors as servants came and went.

	It’s this thought Nadia holds in mind as she sets off through the Rosetti manor. Though she’s been here a few days now, she’s not spent enough time out of her room—Contessa’s old room—to have secured a firm grasp on the layout of the house. And so she finds herself drifting down an unfamiliar hallway, stopping to gaze upon portraits of the family members.

	When she arrives at Theodore’s, she pauses. He sits for the artist, a stoic expression furrowing his brow and narrowing his green eyes. His hair is slightly tousled, and that curl swoops just above his brow, ever present and beguiling. The cut of his jaw is handsome and sharp, and Nadia imagines, just for a moment, her teeth sliding along his throat, sinking into his flesh. The vision warms her belly and stirs longing between her legs.

	Footsteps sound down the hall, accompanied by an unfamiliar feminine scent, and Nadia turns her head slightly. It takes a moment for the woman to step into view, and when she does, an instinctual hiss rises in Nadia’s throat.

	It’s the woman Theodore was dancing with the night of the Rosetti ball, then again at the Oakley soiree.

	The woman looks poured of sunshine. Her hair glimmers with golden undertones even in the low light cast by the distant windows, and her blue eyes are cold and keen.

	Her stride falters when she meets Nadia’s gaze, and palpable tension stirs in the air between them, like the deadly calm before a storm.

	Nadia studies the stranger from her head to her toes and is displeased to find nary a hair out of place. It would be a challenge to find a woman primmer and more polished than this pale-haired beauty.

	“I don’t believe we’ve met,” the woman says. Even her voice is luxurious.

	Nadia draws herself up, her feelings of enmity both intense and unfamiliar. What is this feeling roiling in her gut? She’s never quarreled with any woman, let alone one she’s never even spoken to, so why have these feelings of hostility come over her?

	“I don’t believe we have. I’m—” The new name, still that of a stranger, catches in her throat.

	In the brief moment of hesitation, the woman smirks, and it makes Nadia murderous. She tries to rein the feelings in, but they refuse to be suppressed.

	“Nadia,” she finally says, lifting her chin proudly. “Nadia Magdalena.”

	At the mention of her surname, the woman’s eyes narrow, but only for a moment. Then she smiles, her teeth white and sharp, though no fangs are in sight. “Lord Rosetti told me we had a visitor, but he didn’t mention you were a Magdalena. I thought Clan Magdalena died out long ago. Murdered, weren’t they?”

	The jab lands, as it was no doubt meant to, even though Nadia has only just learned of her ancestry. She curls her hands into fists at her sides, then tries to hide them behind her skirt.

	“It seems you were mistaken, Miss . . . ?”

	“Kazamir. Honora Kazamir.” She tilts her head, more feline than woman, and her gaze moves up and down, sending shivers along Nadia’s body. “You look vaguely familiar, Miss Magdalena.” One brow arches, and her lips turn up in a nettling smile. “Ah, I remember you. The first time I saw you, I believe you were sprawled across the ballroom floor. Dreadfully discomfiting, wasn’t it?”

	Nadia flashes back to that evening—to Theodore’s hand on Miss Kazamir’s waist, their inhuman beauty as they floated across the dance floor—and an intense need to defend what is hers comes over her, flooding her veins with fire.

	She’s across the hall in a moment, and in a flurry of skirts and curls, she slams Miss Kazamir against the wall, her forearm pressing against her throat, her other hand digging into the woman’s exposed shoulder.

	Miss Kazamir snarls, her rosy lips pulling back to reveal elongated fangs where moments ago were perfect square teeth. She takes a handful of Nadia’s hair and uses it as leverage to swing her into the wall, knocking one of the family portraits to the floor. The frame crashes in a cacophony of breaking glass, and the pain that zips through Nadia’s body only infuriates her further.

	“Magdalena or not,” Miss Kazamir whispers, her fangs at Nadia’s neck, “I’ll rip your pretty throat out. You don’t belong here.” Her mouth moves closer, and everything in Nadia’s body tells her to fight back, to save her own life. “The viscount is mine.”

	“That’s quite enough!” says a booming voice, and Miss Kazamir immediately steps back, releasing her grip on Nadia’s hair.

	Nadia has half a mind to use the distraction of the man’s arrival to sink her fangs into her new bête noire, but she resists the temptation.

	The man at the end of the hall is imposing, his shoulders wide and strong, his jaw set unforgivingly. It takes Nadia a moment to realize he’s not Theodore, despite the resemblance.

	“Miss Kazamir, I believe it’s time you dismissed yourself.” His tone leaves no room for disagreement.

	“My apologies, Lord Rosetti,” she says, dipping into a curtsy. Her steely eyes cut to Nadia, and then she’s striding away, her gown trailing the floor behind her as she goes. Her perfect hair is now tousled, and Nadia takes some satisfaction in her rumpled appearance.

	But then the man steps forward, and Nadia swallows.

	“My lord,” she says softly, curtsying low. “I beg your pardon. I . . . don’t know what came over me.” Indeed, the rage and desire to protect felt entirely unprecedented, and now her cheeks burn with embarrassment. Still, she feels no shame for committing the violence, only for having been caught. “That was completely out of character, I assure you. It won’t happen again.”

	The man takes another step, his very presence a heavy weight within the narrow hall. Nadia holds her breath, steeling herself for his reproach. But then he laughs.

	“Rise, Miss Magdalena. I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you.”

	Nadia looks up, and Lord Rosetti is smiling down at her, the unflinching hardness gone from his face. His green eyes, a mirror image of Theodore’s, are rimmed in black lashes, and his jaw is heavily shadowed. A sprinkle of gray adorns his dark hair, and near-imperceptible wrinkles hug the outer corners of his eyes.

	Nadia wonders briefly how old he must be to show any sign of aging. A century or more, perhaps? It’s maddening having so little knowledge of this new world she finds herself in.

	When Nadia rises from her curtsy, the earl reaches out to take her hand and presses a kiss against it.

	“I’m Niccolò, Theodore’s father. When Luciana wrote to me you were here, I returned home at the first opportunity. Your father and I were dear friends, you see.” He holds out a hand, gesturing for her to continue down the hallway. “Between us, he was the only man who could drink me under the table. A rogue, that Kirill.” Lord Rosetti chuckles, then leads the way. “Come. There’s something I wish to show you.”

	“Oh, but what about . . .” Nadia pauses and looks back at the damage she and Miss Kazamir caused, at the broken picture frame and shattered glass. The sight of it makes her cheeks burn again. What was she thinking?

	“Worry not. I’m sure it was just an accident, yes?” Lord Rosetti smiles, seeming wholly unaffected. “A maid will be along shortly.”

	Thankful for his tolerance, she follows him down the hallway to a closed door. He opens it wide and steps back to allow her passage.

	As she moves past him, she notes his scent, which is much like Theodore’s, but slightly different. It’s almost as if she can detect just as much with her nose now as she does with her eyes—yet another change that will take some getting used to.

	Inside, the room is cool and dark. Draperies conceal the windows, but despite the low light, Nadia finds her eyes adjusting quickly, sharpening until the room is in clear focus.

	“You must have questions,” Lord Rosetti says, stepping past her to run a hand along the bookshelves at the rear of the room. He peruses the shelves, and while his back is to her, Nadia lets out a sigh.

	“Very many. I don’t know where to start.”

	“I imagine it’s all terribly overwhelming.” Lord Rosetti takes a wide-spined tome from the shelf and turns to place it on his desk. “But I’d always hoped for this day. When Kirill and Vera were found, you were not with them. The others dared not hope, but I refused to acquiesce.” His hands tighten into fists at his sides. “I knew you were out there, and now here you stand.” He regards her like a proud father might regard an accomplished child, bringing a flush to Nadia’s cheeks.

	“Did anyone ever look for me?” she asks.

	“Of course.” His tone and eyes soften. “Of course we did, Miss Magdalena. But they hid you well. And Theodore mentioned a necklace of some sort, one which held scented oils, yes?”

	Nadia nods, and her hand goes to her throat, but it’s bare. “My father gave it to me when I was but a girl. Until now, not a day went by that I did not wear it.”

	“I expected as much. We have powerful senses, as I’m sure you’re coming to discover, and such potent aromas would most certainly disguise your natural scent. Thus, you were able to move through our world undetected.” He moves to sit upon the edge of the desk, and his casual air puts Nadia at ease. “And the tonic you were made to drink—I’d like a sample of it. It would benefit us to know what concoctions the hunters’ guild is devising now.”

	“You know of the tonic?” Her voice holds a lilt of surprise. She hadn’t realized Theodore was so close with his father, but it seems he shared much with the earl.

	Lord Rosetti smiles, and it’s almost bashful. “He may not appreciate me saying this, but my son has spoken of little else since crossing paths with you, Miss Magdalena. He told me of the tonic, and though we have theories, it’s impossible to be certain without a sample.”

	Her stomach flutters at the thought of Theodore telling his family—his father—about her. She tries not to let it show on her face as she runs a hand down the front of her dress, trying to reground herself. “You’re a man of science, then?”

	The earl pushes a hand through his hair and chuckles. “Perhaps. Though the true science minds wouldn’t dare be caught associating with the likes of me.” He glances over his shoulder before reaching for the tome he pulled from the shelf. “Like I said, I’d always hoped we’d find you.” He holds the book out. “This is for you.”

	Nadia takes the book, its weight surprising in her hands. She glances at the crimson armchair beside the window. “May I?”

	“Of course.”

	She brushes her skirt aside and takes a seat, placing the tome in her lap. The cover is free of dust, maintained meticulously. It opens easily in her hands, and then two faces are staring up at her, eyes so familiar they bring her to tears.

	“This is . . .” She reaches out to trail a finger along the woman in the portrait.

	“Your mother, Vera. You look so like her, Miss Magdalena. It’s a wonder we didn’t notice sooner.”

	“I spent most of my time at home. A weak constitution . . . or so I was made to believe.”

	She shifts her gaze to the man in the portrait, studies his brow and the curve of his eyes. His nose looks like hers, as does his upper lip. The small similarities paint a picture of kinship, and she wishes she had some memory of him, like that of her mother leaning over her bassinet when she was but a babe.

	“I wish I’d known them,” she says softly, reaching to turn the page.

	It appears to be a lineage of some sort, with Vera and Kirill toward the bottom. And below them, attached to one thin line, is the name Nadia Magdalena. She traces her father’s line, generation after generation of Magdalenas. But her mother’s lineage is much shorter, stopping halfway up the page.

	“What’s this?” Nadia asks, turning the book toward Lord Rosetti. “Vera’s lineage seems . . . stunted in comparison to Kirill’s.”

	Lord Rosetti leans forward to better see the page, then nods. “I put this together from research I conducted on my own—in hopes you’d one day get to see it, as you are now.” His smile is gentle. “Your father’s clan can be traced back many hundreds—if not thousands—of years. Clan Magdalena has a most well-documented history. But your mother’s lineage has proven arduous to unveil.” He shifts upon the desk and points to a blank spot on the page. “After your maternal great-grandparents, your family tree becomes unusually difficult to piece together. The mystery continues to plague me. But with your return, perhaps we’ll discover it together.”

	A burst of joy blossoms in Nadia’s chest, and she barely keeps tears from her eyes. “I’d like that very much, Lord Rosetti. A question, if I may?”

	“Of course.” The earl waves a hand. “Ask away.”

	“Lineage is important in your . . . culture?”

	Lord Rosetti’s eyes crinkle jovially in the corners. “Indeed. Even more so than in modern-day culture. There are not so many pureblood families as there used to be, and many would go to any lengths to protect their pedigree. To most, I’m an earl, but it’s a thin title compared to clan blood.”

	“I see,” Nadia whispers. “The maid, Amélie, called me a pureblood, a . . .”

	“Pur sânge,” Lord Rosetti says. “And she’s right. Clan Magdalena was—is—one of only a few true pureblood clans left.” His smile is almost mischievous. “You’ll be a most rousing topic of conversation in the community, I’m certain. Now that news of your survival is out, it’ll spread like wildfire.”

	Nadia is not so sure how to feel about that. She’s never been particularly interesting and has spent the majority of her life a wallflower; nerves turn in her belly at the idea of being a widely discussed topic of conversation.

	Putting the thought aside, she turns her eyes back to the book.

	Clan Magdalena is written at the top in flowing script, and she points to it.

	“Clans. They’re just families?”

	“You could say that. Our clans are tight-knit communities with bonds formed by blood. Your clan is your blood, your heritage. It carries weight in our culture.”

	“And the Magdalena clan . . . I’m the last?” Nadia looks up, searches Lord Rosetti’s eyes for something she can hold on to, something that will help her better understand this ocean she finds herself adrift in.

	The earl nods mournfully. “Your father, Kirill, was the only son. He and Vera were not so long married when you came along, and then . . .”

	“And then my father—Lord Gray, that is—killed them?”

	The question feels unreal, like simply speaking it is blasphemous. She’s not yet been able to merge the father she’s known her whole life with this violent hunter he’s supposed to be.

	“That’s correct. The guild took no responsibility, of course; they claimed no involvement, said it was an accident. But we know better.”

	“Do you? How can you be so sure my father was involved?” She clutches the book, still hoping they’ve all got this wrong somehow, that everything the Rosettis have told her about Robert Gray is wrong.

	Lord Rosetti sighs, and he holds Nadia’s gaze. “You need only look in the mirror, Miss Magdalena. If he was not involved, how did you come to be in his care? How do you explain the tonic, the scented necklace?” Reaching for Nadia’s hand, he takes it and squeezes it between both of his. “I understand you still see him as your father; he raised you, after all. But it’s imperative you come to see the truth of the matter. If not for Lord Gray, Vera and Kirill may very well be with us still, and you would’ve grown up the eldest of your family, likely with many siblings to dote upon. That man stole your life from you, Miss Magdalena, just as he stole the lives of your parents.”

	The sincerity in his green eyes is at once discomfiting and compassionate. His words stir a storm of emotions in her heart, and she tries desperately to keep the wave from crashing over her, drowning her where she sits.

	Nadia nods mournfully, and the earl gives her hand another gentle squeeze before releasing it.

	“You’ve mentioned the guild,” Nadia says, keeping her eyes down lest they fill with tears, “but I know not of what you speak.”

	Lord Rosetti clears his throat, his demeanor shifting at once. “The hunters’ guild, yes. They’re an underground society of humans who know of our existence and have committed their lives to eradicating us. They’ve gone quiet since the treaty, but they’ve not entirely ceased their activities.”

	“Can’t anyone stop them?” Nadia’s voice is sharp, and she sits up straight and meet the earl’s gaze.

	“Not without disobeying the brotherhood—our governing council; they’re intent upon upholding the treaty, even if the hunters are not.” Lord Rosetti clenches his jaw in much the same way Theodore does. “We went to them when your parents were murdered, but without proof, they refused to initiate an investigation.” The earl’s eyes fill with something that looks like hope. “Perhaps you will change their minds.”

	“Me?” Nadia holds a hand to her chest and finds her heart fluttering beneath her fingertips. “But . . . I don’t remember anything from the accident. What help would I be?”

	“Your existence is enough; it proves the hunters were involved. Once those in the brotherhood meet you and hear your story, they’ll have no choice but to look into the guild’s nefarious behavior. Perhaps we’ll see justice for your parents yet.”

	Nadia finds herself speechless. It’s an overwhelming amount of information to take in at once, let alone process.

	Lord Rosetti offers her an understanding smile. “That’s enough for now. But if you’ve any questions at all, do seek me out. I can only imagine the tempest you must be enduring.”

	“I shall,” Nadia says, grateful for his keen perception. “Your teachings have been much appreciated. I’m sure to have many inquiries in the future.” Standing from the armchair, she holds the tome out to him, but he waves it off.

	“The book is for you, Miss Magdalena. I’d hoped one day to give it to you, and that day has finally come.” He stands from his perch on the edge of the desk and gestures to the book. “I do hope you find it enlightening.”

	Clutching the book to her chest, Nadia curtsies low. “You have my deepest gratitude, Lord Rosetti.”

	“The pleasure is mine, my dear. Oh, and if you see my son before I do, please let him know I’d like a word. Theodore has become increasingly difficult to steal away these days.” The earl smiles playfully as he ushers Nadia from the room.

	Once she’s in the hall, he bids her goodbye and returns to the study, and she’s left standing in the hall with the tome of Magdalena lineage held tightly to her breast.


 

	Chapter Twenty-One
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	Nadia returns to her room, and Amélie brings her a small afternoon meal consisting of cold tea sandwiches, fresh fruit, and tiny cakes. She sips a glass of blood alongside the food, still unused to its texture and taste, though somehow delighted by it.

	Sitting at Contessa’s old desk, Nadia has the heavy book opened before her, and she pores over each page slowly and scrupulously. Lord Rosetti’s comprehensive research on Clan Magdalena leaves little to be desired, and Nadia loses herself in her family lineage.

	She reads about each of her ancestors with more curiosity than the last, finding herself captivated by the detailed particulars—marriages, dates of birth and death, tidbits of intriguing information—written in Lord Rosetti’s impressively tidy hand.

	It’s when she reaches her mother’s side that things become . . . wanting. She traces the information on Clan Athanasia, her mother’s clan, back to her great-grandparents, but like Lord Rosetti said, the pages stop there. Given the importance of lineage in the vampire culture, it strikes her as odd that there would be no further information on her mother’s side. A perplexing mystery indeed.

	She sits back from the desk and finishes her cakes and glass of blood, then uses a linen napkin to dab her lips.

	It’s been much too long since she last saw Theodore, and a longing for him rises up inside her, stirring warmth in the place she so wants to feel him. After breaking her fast with the countess, she asked after the viscount, and Amélie told her he had work to do for the day. Now it’s a whole day later, and she’s still not seen him, nor even heard his voice in her mind. Somehow, she’s become so preoccupied with him that even a day spent away invokes aching in her bones.

	Theodore? she calls out in her mind, still getting used to the odd sensation of speaking into the void and expecting him to speak back. He doesn’t answer right away, and she takes a moment to close the book and slide it onto a bookshelf near the desk.

	Amélie has just removed her dishes when Theodore’s presence drifts into her consciousness.

	I’ve missed you, iubit. Come to me.

	His words make her lips curl into a smile, and she moves across the room to look upon herself in the mirror.

	Where shall I meet you? she asks, then narrows her blue eyes at her reflection. She assumed Miss Kazamir had made a mess of her hair, but it’s more dreadful than she expected.

	In the time it takes for Theodore to respond, she unsnarls the messy three-strand braid Amélie did for her that morning and allows her long dark hair to fall freely about her shoulders and down her back.

	In the gardens.

	Nadia brushes her fingers through her hair as she crosses the bedroom to the window and looks out. The gardens stretch away from the manor, sprawling with all manner of plants, but she can’t find the viscount amidst the greenery. The sky is purple with dusk, and Nadia realizes with a start that she spent her entire afternoon perusing Lord Rosetti’s research. Her eyes adjust so easily to darkness now that it was able to slip in unnoticed.

	Fat dark clouds loom above, and Nadia pauses at the armoire and pulls out a shawl and umbrella before slipping soundlessly from the room.

	In the halls, she moves quietly, listening to the house around her. She’s still not used to this place, so foreign and full of things she doesn’t yet understand. But perhaps in time she’ll come to know it as a place of safety, of refuge.

	Nadia descends a back staircase, her dress swishing behind her, and smiles at a passing maid, who pauses briefly to curtsy. Once the woman has gone on her way, Nadia approaches the French doors into the back garden and pushes one open.

	The evening air sweeps in, cool and charged and smelling of honeysuckle and an approaching storm. She pulls the shawl more tightly about her shoulders, tucks the umbrella beneath one arm, and steps down the stairs into the soft green grass.

	This is her first time in the garden, and it comes to life around her in a way she’s never experienced. Each scent is stronger, fuller, even bordering on distracting. The honeysuckle pulls her one way, the sweet wisteria the other. Delighted, she loses herself in the maze of plants, moving farther from the manor with every step. Even the grass beneath her feet sends up aromas of summer, and she is staring down at it, entranced, when soft footsteps sound behind her.

	Nadia takes a moment to breathe in deep, testing these new senses of hers, and she knows it’s Theodore behind her just by the scent in the air. She closes her eyes, studies his warm smell, tries to file it into her memory for safekeeping.

	“Even one day away from you is a day too long,” he whispers, and Nadia detects a slight shift of her hair as Theodore twirls a dark lock between his fingers.

	“What does iubit mean?” Nadia asks without turning, enjoying the feel of him standing so near to her, his essence warm and strong and enticing.

	His chuckle is low and soft, and she imagines him smiling, his green eyes crinkling in the corners. Theodore shifts behind her, and a tingle races down her spine when he brings his lips close to her ear.

	“Lover,” he whispers, making her heart beat ever faster as he presses a delicate kiss to her neck.

	Near bursting with heat, she turns to face him, and he regards her with a roguish smile. His teeth are white and straight, no pointed edges in sight.

	“If I didn’t know any better,” Nadia says, her voice smooth and low, “I’d think you enraptured by me, Viscount Rosetti.” She lowers herself into a curtsy, a smile tugging on the corners of her lips. “Do tell me it isn’t true.”

	“I can do no such thing.” He steps closer and reaches down to catch her chin in his hand, lifting her from the curtsy.

	Nadia rises, looking up into his verdant eyes. His hand guides her lips seamlessly to his, and the moment they touch, a spark ignites in her belly.

	His free hand wraps around her waist and pulls her closer, and she sighs at the sensation of their bodies pressing together. His chest is firm and warm under her hands, and as she trails her fingers down his body, his length presses against her thigh.

	She catches his lower lip in her teeth at the same time she reaches for his breeches, brushing her hand delicately over the intimidating hardness she finds there.

	Theodore lets out a growl and moves to deepen the kiss, but Nadia steps back, untangling herself from his arms. Though he moves to take her hand, she shifts it just out of his reach, instead using it to push back her hair, sending her scent rippling toward him through the fragrant air.

	The viscount closes his eyes and clenches his jaw, and even from a distance, the strain in his trousers becomes more evident, more demanding. And in turn, the power Nadia wields—the power she’s only coming to understand she has—grows ever stronger.

	No wonder her mother never told her how fun this is.

	“I had the opportunity to meet Miss Kazamir today,” she says lightly, stepping away from Theodore to meander through the lush garden.

	His hesitation lasts but only a moment, and she smiles to herself as he falls into step behind her.

	“Is that so?” His voice is apprehensive, searching. “I’d planned to introduce you once you’d settled.”

	“Hmm.” Nadia reaches for a rose as they pass beneath a blooming arch and lets a thorn prick her finger. Her blood wells up suddenly, crimson and shining, and the viscount draws a breath behind her. “It was a rather . . . disagreeable encounter.” She whirls to face him, the rose clutched tenderly in her fingers, which are now painted with her lifeblood. “Who is she?”

	“The daughter of another prominent pureblood family.” His green-eyed gaze follows her fingers as she twirls the rose. “She’s only here for the season.”

	“And tell me, Lord Rosetti, what does the Kazamir woman mean to you?”

	“Nothing.” His response is quick, curt.

	“Have you ever . . .” She looks down at his trousers, and a flicker of anger burns through her at the memory of Miss Kazamir dancing with him, touching him, breathing the same air as him. “Gone to bed with her?”

	His eyes narrow, his lips pulling back in a snarl. “Absolutely not.”

	Nadia studies him, searching for a sign of dishonesty, but she finds none.

	He watches intently as she lifts the rose to her nose and passes the petals across her lips.

	“Good.” She tosses the rose to the grass and tips her head back just slightly, exposing her bare neck.

	Theodore closes the space between them in a breath, his mouth coming down on hers with voracious hunger. His arms wrap around her, and her hands are in his hair, and she wishes he would push her up against the oak tree and have his way with every part of her.

	His lips caress her neck, exploring her soft flesh, and the sensation sends pleasure burning through her body. She wants to know what his tongue would feel like between her legs, how it would feel to have his length inside of her.

	“I want you,” she whispers, and as the night deepens around them, she can almost see the struggle for control roll across his body. His shoulders hunch ever slightly, and his hands tighten around her waist until she lets out a breathy moan. “Take me, lover.”

	And she knows he’s going to.

	The look that comes over him is one of lust, of hunger, of thirst. A ferine growl rumbles deep in his chest, and his pretty incisors grow into pointed fangs.

	But before he can tear her dress and shred her corset, a whisper sounds in the air just behind him, followed by a soft thunk.

	Theodore jolts forward with a surprised breath, and Nadia’s eyes go wide as she follows his gaze down to his chest.

	Protruding from the front of his right shoulder is a silver blade, the tip coated in his blood.


 

	Chapter Twenty-Two
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	Nadia’s heart slams against her rib cage, and for a breath, all she can do is watch the blood drip from the tip of the blade, so red in the silver light of the rising moon.

	Theodore looks up at her, and his violent gaze holds hers as thunder rolls above them.

	“Run,” he whispers.

	Before she can respond, he’s gone from her arms, his shape barely tangible as he vanishes into the greenery.

	“Theodore?” she yells into the darkening night.

	Overhead, the clouds now look ominous, and the sky shakes again with the low drums of thunder.

	The garden descends deeper into darkness, and though her eyes quickly adjust, she finds herself lost amidst the dense greenery. There are so many paths down which to wander, trees stretching overhead and archways blooming with all manner of fragrant flowers.

	“Theodore!” she calls again, but the only response is a bright burst of lightning high up in the clouds.

	Closing her eyes, she searches for his scent—that delicately sweet, smoky aroma—and finds it, along with a tang of blood and the ripeness of blooming foliage.

	Without a moment’s hesitation, she pursues him, trying desperately to follow his smell through the dark garden. It’s like trying to navigate a maze by moonlight—difficult, but not impossible.

	His scent becomes stronger, but so too does the smell of blood.

	When she bursts through an archway dripping in roses and finds him, he’s not alone.

	Nadia gasps and drops her parasol as she comes to a halt.

	Theodore and a man grapple for each other in the darkness, the strain evident in their grunted breaths and trembling limbs.

	The blade is still embedded in Theodore’s right shoulder, winking in the obscured moonlight, and blood drips down his waistcoat, tantalizing and seductive even as he struggles to fend off his would-be killer.

	With a growl, Theodore tackles the man, and Nadia lets out a small scream as they land hard in the grass.

	Theodore whips around to look at her, his eyes crazed with anger and pain. He has the man pinned down, hands around his neck, and the fight seems very near to over, but in a moment almost too quick to catch, the attacker pulls a pistol from his overcoat and fires a single shot straight through Theodore’s chest.

	“No!” Nadia screams, her voice rising to a wail as Theodore is blasted back and collapses in a heap upon the grass.

	The edges of her vision go dark, and all she can see, all she can feel, is Theodore lying on the earth, a silver blade through his shoulder and a bullet through his heart. It’s as if his heartbeat is her heartbeat, and she clutches her chest as the pace slows to a sluggish crawl. Each of his gasped breaths is matched by one of hers. If she didn’t know better, she’d think she was the one bleeding out beneath a sky roiling with storm clouds.

	But she’s not, and Theodore is dying right before her eyes.

	Everything she feels becomes rage—furious and rabid.

	She doesn’t take a moment to decide what to do, doesn’t even note a coherent thought passing through her mind. Her body moves of its own accord, her fangs growing, reaching for the man who would dare harm Theodore, her Theodore.

	Lightning flashes overhead, playing tricks with her eyes, but even the shifting darkness cannot hide the man from her, cannot hide his identity.

	Though she doesn’t know his name, she knows his face.

	He’s the stranger she saw meeting with Lord Gray late at night, sneaking down the stairs after Lady Gray had already retired for the evening. And now he’s here, flintlock pistol in hand, trying to kill the only person who still makes sense in Nadia’s inconceivable world.

	She lunges forward to sink her teeth into his neck, to rip his throat right out, but he brings his arm up at the last moment, striking her across the head and knocking her near unconscious into the grass.

	“Once I’m done with him,” the man growls, shifting to stand from where he was lying in the garden, “you’re coming with me.”

	The man’s sleeve shifts, revealing what appears to be metal armor beneath his overcoat. An odd silver contraption gleams on his hand, wrapping around his fingers like metal knuckles, and when Nadia reaches up to touch the side of her head, her fingers come away wet with blood.

	Theodore is still lying in the grass, blood staining his cream waistcoat, and the man lurks over him, seeming unfazed as he reaches down and yanks the silver blade carelessly from Theodore’s shoulder. It comes away stained red, and the sight of it sends fury pounding through Nadia’s head. It pulses through her body, hot like flames, igniting every nerve ending, enraging her until she sees only red.

	The man sinks to one knee and lifts the blade in his right hand.

	“In the name of the guild,” he says, his fingers tightening about the hilt, “I sentence your soul to eternal death.”

	Nadia reaches for her umbrella, her hand clawing across the cool grass, and the moment her fingers find it, she’s on her feet and lunging again, swinging it like a club directly at the man’s head.

	He glances over, but it’s too late. The parasol smashes into the side of his head, knocking him away from Theodore, and he drops the blade as he falls. Nadia throws her umbrella aside and dives for the blade. Though her fingers shake, she grabs it from the grass and holds it tight in her hands. The man looks up at her, his eyes glossy, unfocused, but despite being dazed, he seems to know what she intends to do.

	“Sto—”

	The word cuts off abruptly as Nadia plunges the dagger into his chest. There’s a moment of resistance, then the give of muscle and sinew beneath her hands, and she relishes the look on the man’s face as the blade finds its home in his heart.

	His dark eyes blink up at the stormy sky, and the anger and fear on his face soften until there’s nothing left. He rests his head upon the grass, seeming at ease as blood drips from the wound in his chest, and takes his final breath just as Nadia stands and turns away.

	She’s at Theodore’s side in a moment. Though she knows very little about healing or tending to wounds, she does note the exit wound in his back from the bullet and is grateful it’s not lodged in his body. Reaching for his hunched form, she turns him onto his back so she can better see the wounds in his shoulder and chest.

	Each spot oozes blood, and his eyes are glassy, his gaze faraway.

	“Theodore,” she whispers, her bloodstained hands trembling in the darkness.

	He’s lost too much blood; his cream waistcoat is stained crimson, and the grass around him gleams. She reaches to put pressure on his wounds, but he barely responds, seems hardly to notice the pain.

	Beneath her blood-slick hands, his heartbeat grows ever slower.

	She’s losing him.

	A slight pinch in her finger reminds her of the rose, of the blood that welled upon her fingertip and smeared the petals with red, and she knows only one thing to do.

	Hands still shaking, she reaches for the dagger kept in Theodore’s boot. Upon wresting it from its sheath, she draws the blade delicately across her collarbone, wincing at the pain. Her blood takes but a moment to start flowing, yet the temptation does nothing to bring Theodore back to himself.

	“Drink,” Nadia says, taking him in her arms and lifting him into a sitting position. His head lulls back, and a strangled whimper escapes her lips.

	No, no, no . . .

	Rain starts to fall as she nestles him against her chest. Cradling his head in one hand, she forces his lips to the blood beading upon her skin and slipping down the front of her dress. He makes no move to taste her, and she curls her fingers into his hair, crushing him more firmly against her as she demands, “Drink!”

	He groans and shifts in her arms, just slightly, and then his tongue brushes against her collarbone. The sensation of it makes her shiver, and then she’s gasping, drawing a sudden breath as fangs pierce her neck. He sinks them in deep, until they can go no farther, and as he starts drinking, drawing her blood into his mouth, the pain becomes pleasure, becomes lust, becomes hunger.

	Ecstasy floods her veins, makes her wet between her legs, and she allows her head to fall back, further baring her neck to him. Raindrops patter against her face and fall into her mouth as she moans in delight at his touch.

	His hand, previously limp at his side, comes up to touch Nadia’s face as he pulls his fangs from her flesh. His lips are brushed with her blood, and his green eyes are so bright they very nearly shine through the dark.

	“Nadia,” he whispers, his thumb trailing across her cheek. It’s the first time he’s used her new name, her real name, and it sounds true and real and right.

	His fingers brush the tender spot on her head where the man struck her, and she winces. As if just now remembering where he is, Theodore sits up with a groan, and his gaze goes to the dead man lying in the grass.

	“A hunter,” he growls. “And he hurt you.”

	“I’m fine, Theodore. It’s just a bump.” As rain patters around them, she reaches for Theodore’s arm, fighting the tears that threaten to streak down her face. “I thought he’d killed you. But you . . . You appear . . .”

	“It’s your blood.” Tenderly, he touches the wound in his shoulder, then the bullet hole in his chest. Though he winces, the injuries no longer leak blood. “You are pur sânge,” he whispers. “Your blood heals.” Theodore looks at her then, his face softening. “You saved my life.”

	She doesn’t let him get another word out.

	Her lips find his, and she tastes her blood upon them, which serves only to drive her further into a frenzy. His waistcoat, saturated with blood, can’t come away fast enough, and so she rips it from his body, then gasps in delight as he does the same to her bodice, tearing straight through her gown, corset, and underclothes to expose her chest to the night. Her breasts are freed, and then his lips are on them, his tongue tracing delicious circles about her nipples, causing them to swell in the moonlight cutting through the rain clouds above.

	“Take me away from here,” she manages to say between panted breaths.

	In the next moment, Theodore finds his footing and sweeps Nadia into his arms. She captures his lips again as he carries her deeper into the garden, away from the dead man lying in the rain, away from the puddles of blood soaking into the grass.

	“Hurry,” she whispers against his mouth, wrapping her hand around the back of his neck, wanting—needing—to be closer to him.

	His smile is fangs and hunger. “Hold on.”

	She tightens her grip on him, then gasps as the world moves around them, blurring too fast for her to focus on any one thing, her hair and skirt catching and dancing in the wind.

	A breathless moment later, Theodore is standing in a secluded glade, the trees stretching tall and proud all about them. He lowers Nadia to the grass in one smooth motion, and then he’s above her, his hands on either side of her head, his green eyes vibrant and wolfish, her blood still staining his mouth.

	“We shouldn’t,” he whispers, and the grass tears as his fingers curl. “We can’t.”

	“Give me one good reason.” Nadia reaches for his breeches, her fingers finding the buttons on the waistband. She sets one free, and Theodore’s resulting growl is hungry.

	“You’re not strong enough. I could hurt you.”

	“Then make me strong enough.” She gazes up at him, challenging.

	In response, his eyes narrow, seeming to study her. Then he wraps one arm about her waist and flips her over, reversing their positions so she’s straddling him, the front of her torn gown flapping open, her breasts exposed to the night air.

	“Drink, iubit,” Theodore says, reaching up to cup her face with one hand. “Show me who you really are.”

	Her body, already on fire with lust and thirst, responds immediately to his touch, his invitation. Leaning forward, her hair falling all about them, she closes her eyes and inhales his scent. Her fangs ache to sink into his skin, so she lets them.

	Nadia wraps one hand around the back of Theodore’s head, holding him firm, and claws into the soft wet grass with the other. She presses her fangs against his throat. His skin breaks easily, and then her lips are on his neck, his pulse throbbing along with the arousal still trapped in his breeches.

	And Nadia drinks. She indulges, drawing his hot lifeblood into her mouth hungrily, as if she’s been lost in the desert and he’s her own private oasis. The taste is overwhelming. It’s intoxicating.

	Her first two experiences drinking his blood—the night instinct overtook her in the carriage and the evening they lay in bed together—were tinged with conflicting emotions: want and shame, longing and disgust. But now, tonight, there’s only pleasure.

	As she drinks, her body tingles with power. The ache in her head lessens until it’s undetectable. Nadia sinks her fangs deeper, and Theodore growls out a moan beneath her.

	“Thirsty little thing, aren’t you?” His voice is rough, edged with want. His hand tangles in her windblown hair, and he tugs her head back, freeing her fangs of his flesh, leaving her wanting more. He crushes his lips to hers, then once more takes her about the waist and flips her so that she’s lying in the grass. Her chest heaves with heavy breaths, and the gently falling rain makes her bare skin gleam with moisture in the diffused moonlight.

	Theodore pins her down, her wrists shackled in his strong hands, and draws his tongue along the side of her neck. She squirms beneath him, aroused and hungry and wanting. The tips of his fangs tease her skin, trailing along her throat but not sinking in.

	“Please,” she whispers.

	He shifts on top of her, releasing her wrists and sitting up to undo the last button on his breeches.

	Entranced, she watches as the fabric comes away, freeing him in his entirety, the length of him hard and long and intimidating.

	He reaches for the hem of her long gown and hikes it up, then moves to position his hips between her legs. The head of his cock presses gently against her opening, and her breath hitches in anticipation, but he doesn’t push into her. Instead, he lowers himself to his elbows and brushes a strand of hair away from Nadia’s face, taking his time in a way that makes her squirm in the grass, trying to get a taste of him inside her.

	The wind tosses his dark curls, and his green eyes are so intently focused on her and nothing else that it sends a spark of ecstasy down her spine. To have the viscount so thoroughly enraptured by her is enough to have her breath hitching with want.

	“Before we go any further,” he whispers, “there’s something I must tell you.”

	The need to feel him has her almost hypnotized, and she blinks up at him, equally curious and frustrated at his hesitation.

	“As I’ve said, I suspected this from the beginning, from the first time I set eyes on you across the ballroom . . .” His fingers caress her cheek, move across her jaw, and circle the tender puncture marks along her collarbone. “Now that I’ve tasted you, I know without a doubt.”

	“Know what, Theodore?” she asks, her voice bordering on a growl. With him hovering atop her like this, she can glance down and see part of his length between her legs, tantalizing, tempting. And yet he doesn’t take her. Despite her inexperience, she debates for a moment reversing their positions so she can sink onto him and finally feel what it’s like to have him inside her.

	“Nadia Magdalena.” The words are like an incantation on his tongue, his accent gently rising and falling like the leaves overhead lifting on the breeze. “You’re mine, and you were always meant to be. Our bond . . .” He bites his lip, hunger swirling in his eyes. “It was fated. We had no choice in this, iubit. Your string was tied to mine long before we met.” He traces his thumb along her bottom lip. “I need you to understand, Nadia. If you want something—someone—different, to make your own choice free of the bond, I will respect your wishes.”

	As he says it, his voice so genuine, pain flashes in his eyes, as if he thinks she would ever choose another.

	“What I wish is for you to take me.” She reaches around him and digs her fingernails into his back until he groans. “Take what was,” she whispers tantalizingly, “and will always be yours.”

	There’s a moment—a brief, fleeting moment—in which his eyes narrow and his tongue wets his lips, and then he shifts his hips. His head parts her folds as he presses into her. He’s slow, gentle, and she closes her eyes, delighting in this, the first touch of a man inside her.

	A gasp leaves her lips as he sinks slowly deeper, the pain light and sweet, and then he begins thrusting, rocking her in the wet grass. His lips find her neck, and just when she thinks she may become lost in all these new sensations, he pierces her skin and begins to drink.

	The bite makes her hiss, and she digs her nails into his back harder, which only causes him to press into her deeper. Something about his fangs in her neck sends her spiraling into bliss, and combined with his length inside her, caressing her in a way no one else has, she becomes adrift in a sea of pleasure.

	Nadia’s moans fill the quiet glade, her breathing coming faster now as his speed increases. But the sensation is nothing compared to that when he reaches down between her legs, his cock still inside her, and presses his fingertips to the swollen spot where her lips meet.

	She arches her back, her body aching for release, but finds herself trapped by his jaws, his fangs holding her to the spot like a rabbit caught in the hungry mouth of a wolf.

	Without ceasing his thrusts, he begins to rub her, his fingers slick with her wetness. Her skirt hiked up around her waist, she pushes her toes into the wet grass, trying to press harder against his fingers. They continue to circle, and Theodore applies a firm, gentle pressure that has her gasping for breath.

	Touching herself has never felt this delicious, this frustrating, this satisfying.

	When he slips his fangs from her flesh and shifts to look down at her, his hair tangled and his lips tinged with blood, she can hold herself back no longer.

	Now free of his jaws, Nadia arches herself fully, pressing her mound into his hand and driving him deeper inside her. He thrusts harder, and she digs her fingers into the grass, tearing it away in chunks as she tries to find purchase. The sensation builds until she has to explode, and she climaxes with a glorious moan. Theodore’s fingers continue to circle her, even as her walls pulse around his shaft and she gasps in the cool night air.

	Verdant and hungry, his gaze never leaves her face. She would feel shy under other circumstances, but the pleasure chases all other thoughts from her mind. All she can feel is his wet fingers and his length inside her.

	When she trembles and softens beneath him, satisfied and exhausted, he presses himself more firmly into her until she can take no more and yelps at his fullness. Shifting her focus to him, Nadia trails her fingers, now caked in mud and blood, over his chest, around his neck, and into his hair. The rhythm of his hips becomes fervent, and she takes a handful of his hair and pulls until he bares his fangs and, after one final thrust, pulls his cock out of her and comes, releasing himself onto her. It’s warm and sticky as it drips down her lips and between her legs, marking the place where they first lay together.

	For a moment, the only sounds in the garden are raindrops on the leaves and their tandem panted breaths.

	Thunder rumbles overhead, low and threatening, and as they both look to the dark sky above, what was a gentle rain becomes a steady downpour. Rain runs down Theodore’s face, the droplets catching in his dense black lashes, and washes the blood from his chest. Remarkably, the wounds in his shoulder and chest have already begun to close, though they’re still rimmed in red.

	Nadia reaches up to touch him, lets her fingers trail down his chest, and the smile he gives her makes her heart feel close to bursting.

	“Come, my love.” He catches her hand and helps her into a sitting position, then presses a salty kiss to her lips. “We can’t have you catching your death out here.”

	“But”—Nadia looks down at herself, at her torn gown and corset, her nipples puckered in the cold air—“I can’t be seen like this.”

	“And you shan’t be.” The viscount gets to his feet, tucks himself back into his breeches, and readjusts his clothing. His waistcoat is still stained and torn, and his face is flushed, but he’s not near so conspicuous as she is.

	Nadia once more accepts his hand, but as soon as she’s on her feet, he’s sweeping her off them, carrying her at that overwhelming speed through the trees, into the house, and down the many halls to the room she’s been staying in. Someone gasps as they pass by, and Nadia barely suppresses a laugh.

	“That’s . . . exhilarating,” she whispers as he sets her gently down just outside the door to her room.

	His grin is a flash of white and red in the darkened hall. “You’ll get used to it.”

	Theodore pushes his fingers through her tangled wet hair and plants a gentle kiss upon her forehead. “Go. I’ll send the maids up with hot water for a bath.”

	“What of the hunter?” Nadia whispers, remembering the feel of the dagger sinking into the man’s chest, the resistance before his body yielded to the blade. Her hands shake at the memory—not with fear or regret, but with anger. If given the chance, she’d do it again, and she’d delight in the life leaving his eyes.

	Theodore’s gaze darkens. “I’ll deal with him. Don’t worry yourself.”

	“My father sent him. I’m sure of it.” At her sides, her bloodstained fingers curl into fists. “I saw that man before, leaving Lord Gray’s office late at night. He sent him here to kill you.”

	Tears swim in her eyes. How could the man who raised her send as assassin in the night to kill the man she’s fallen so dearly for? How could a father do such a barbaric thing to his daughter?

	Any hope she still had that Robert Gray was innocent in all this perished right beside the hunter, bled into the earth just as he took his final breath.

	Theodore takes her face in his hands, and his stare is confident, unwavering. Rainwater still gleams upon his lashes, decorating them like tiny crystals. Not for the first time, she wonders how such a beautiful creature could ever exist.

	“Whatever is to come,” he whispers, “we’ll face it together.”

	Cheeks wet with tears, Nadia nods, then pulls Theodore into an embrace.

	“You’re mine,” he murmurs into her hair. “Now and forever.”


 

	Chapter Twenty-Three
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	Though the rains have passed, a storm still brews in Nadia’s heart.

	She rides in an all-black carriage pulled by two black horses, curtains obscuring the windows, Theodore sitting on the cushion beside her.

	He holds her hand in his lap, his thumb tracing circles on her palm absently. He sits perfectly straight, his tailored overcoat accentuating his broad shoulders and the elegant slope of his neck.

	When Nadia looks at him, she can scarcely believe he’s hers.

	Outside the shaded windows, Everborough rolls by. All along the lanes, families bid farewell to friends as servants pack their belongings. The summer is coming to an end, and as the leaves turn colors on the oaks overhead, the families of the ton leave the city to seek restful solitude in their country homes, at least until the following season.

	Nadia holds such fond memories of her family’s country home, where she spent many autumns lying in the leaves and reading before the fire as snow fell outside the windows. Now, though, she faces a winter season of uncertainty. Lord and Lady Rosetti invited her to spend the rest of the year with them on their sprawling country estate, and though she graciously accepted, it feels lonely, in a way, to know she will not stroll the country lanes with Rose or sip tea in the afternoons with her mother.

	Nothing will ever be the same, and it’s all because of the man she used to call Father.

	Nadia’s hold on Theodore’s hand tightens as the carriage rolls up outside the Gray residence.

	“You can do this,” Theodore says softly. “I have every confidence in you.”

	He reaches over to brush a thumb across her cheek. She closes her eyes and presses her face into his hand, savoring his warmth and assuredness.

	“And if you need me . . .”

	Just call, and I will come.

	His voice in her head gives her an additional layer of support, and she nods firmly before righting her shoulders.

	The footman opens the door and helps her down from the carriage. Her long dress settles about her slippered feet, and she adjusts the shawl draped over her shoulders. She tips her head back to look up at her family’s townhouse, the place where she spent many summer seasons, the place she can never call home again. All because of Robert Gray and his many lies.

	With a breath, she strides directly up the walk and opens the door before the footman has a chance to do so.

	“M-Miss Gray?” The butler, Simon, stands at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes wide at the sight of her. “What are you—”

	“Lord and Lady Gray,” she says brusquely. “Are they taking breakfast in the dining room?”

	Simon’s mouth opens, but he doesn’t get a word out before she’s sweeping through the foyer and pushing the double doors to the dining room open wide.

	As expected, she finds Lord and Lady Gray at the long mahogany table. Lord Gray lowers his newspaper, and Lady Gray gasps, spilling the teacup held in her hand.

	“Mama,” Nadia says, hurrying around the table to wrap her mother in a hug. Lady Gray bursts into tears, and she holds Nadia so tight it feels as though she’ll never let her go.

	“I’ve been sick with worry,” Lady Gray says, pulling back from Nadia to look into her eyes. “Are you well? You’re not hurt? Sick?” Her gaze sweeps up and down, searching, seeking.

	“I’m perfectly fine, Mama. Better than ever, in fact. I’m no longer sick.” She holds up her hand, and it’s perfectly steady, no sign of the trembles that plagued her for so many years. The blood—Theodore’s especially—has healed her of her many ailments, has given her freedom from the constant fatigue and dizzy spells. The blood has given Nadia her life back.

	Her mother blinks at her, and tears fill her eyes once more.

	“So, you’ve returned,” Lord Gray says, and Nadia stiffens at the sound of his voice.

	She pulls away from her mother and sets her gaze directly upon the man she once admired, once loved.

	“I’m here for answers,” she says sharply. “Answers you are going to give me.”

	“Well, sit, my dear, and we can talk over breakfast.” He motions to a chair as if nothing has happened, as if he didn’t send as assassin to drive Theodore into his grave.

	The audacity is sickening.

	“I’ll do no such thing. I shan’t ever again eat at the same table as my parents’ murderer.”

	Lady Gray gasps, and a shadow passes over Lord Gray’s eyes as he sets his newspaper aside.

	“I beg your pardon. What lies has that family been feeding you? Don’t believe a word of that nonsense. They—”

	Nadia slams a hand down on the dining table, rattling the silverware and causing the pastries to jump on their plates.

	“You’ve lied to me my entire life, and I’ll not have it any longer. You killed Kirill and Vera Magdalena and took me as your own. Admit it.”

	“Adelina,” Lady Gray whispers, reaching for her with a trembling hand. “What are these things you’re saying?”

	“You come into my home,” Lord Gray says, his voice full of warning as he rises from the dining table, “and accuse me of such vile indiscretions. How dare you. Who do you think you are?”

	Nadia tosses back the hem of her skirt and yanks a dagger from her boot. Her mother sits back abruptly, but Lord Gray only narrows his eyes.

	A week ago, she could never have fathomed pulling a weapon on her father, but when she looks into Lord Gray’s eyes now, all she sees is a killer, and when she tightens her hand about the hilt, it doesn’t tremble.

	“I am Nadia Magdalena,” she says, her voice low and strong, “daughter of Kirill and Vera Magdalena, and you will tell me the truth here and now.” She glances back over her shoulder at her mother, who’s now crying hysterically, then lowers her voice and raises the dagger. “Or I will tell Mama everything. I’ll tell her about your nighttime visitors, about the guild, about the vamp—”

	“Enough!” Lord Gray shifts his gaze to his wife, then looks back at Nadia. As their eyes meet, there’s a moment of silence so full and all-encompassing that the pendula clock can be heard ticking in the foyer. Even Lady Gray has ceased her crying and seems to be holding her breath.

	Nadia prepares to defend herself, holding the blade out ever slightly. The man standing before her is not the man she once knew, and she knows not what he’s capable of. If the assassin had killed her alongside Theodore, would Lord Gray have even batted an eye? Does he care at all for her, or was she just a gift to help his wife fill the motherhood role she so longer for?

	Something changes in Lord Gray’s eyes, the fight going out of them. “Very well.” With a sigh, he shifts his gaze to his wife. “Marian, I need a moment with our daughter.”

	Lady Gray gasps, then resumes crying. “You shan’t send me away. I deserve to know.”

	“And you shall, but I need to speak to Adelina first.”

	The name makes Nadia’s heart squeeze. Part of her wishes she could still be that young woman, could still look upon her father with admiration and go through life ignorantly happy. But that life is no more.

	“Please,” Lord Gray whispers, and his pleading tone seems to stir something in his wife.

	Lady Gray hiccups, still crying, and excuses herself from the room, casting one final teary-eyed look back at Nadia before slipping through the doors.

	Once she’s gone, Lord Gray settles heavily into his dining chair. His shoulders seem burdened, as if they bear a great weight.

	“You’re correct.” His voice is low, barely a whisper. “The guild sent me on one final mission: erase Clan Magdalena. Don’t ask me why; they don’t tell the hunters anything. But when I saw you, when I looked into your eyes . . .” He gets choked up, his eyes filling with tears. “I couldn’t do it. You were just a child.” Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, he wipes his eyes and clears his throat. “The guild wasn’t pleased with me, but I promised them we’d make it work, and for all these years, we did. Your mother wanted nothing more than to have a child, and you were the answer to her—our—prayers.” The muscles in his jaw tense as he clenches his teeth. “I’d hoped you’d never learn the truth. We would’ve been happy. If only I’d kept him away from you.”

	“He is the only one who told me the truth,” Nadia hisses. “If not for him, I’d have spent the rest of my days living a lie, wasting away while playing the fool in your sick little game. And the man you sent to do your dirty work? He’s ash now, Lord Gray, and I’m the one who put the dagger through him.” Her eyes narrow. “I’ve always known you aren’t my real father, but I never would’ve dreamed you were a killer. You’re the greatest disappointment I’ve ever known.”

	His eyes overflow, and his chest heaves with sobs. “I’m sorry,” he says. “Adelina—”

	“Don’t ever speak that name to me again. That girl is gone.” Nadia lowers the blade and returns it to her boot, then glances at the doors Lady Gray left through. “You will fix this,” she snaps. “I am no longer your daughter, but she will always be my mother. For her sake, fix this.”

	Lord Gray hunches over the dining table, still shaking with tears, as Nadia turns and sweeps from the room in search of her mother.

	She finds Lady Gray collapsed on a settee in the drawing room and hurries into the sunlit space. Nadia sinks to her knees beside the settee and takes her mother’s hands in her own.

	“It’s okay, Mama. Everything is just fine.”

	“I knew nothing of it,” Lady Gray says, her cheeks flushed and eyes rimmed in red. “Y-your father told me there was a carriage accident, and . . . and . . .”

	“Mama, I know.” Nadia kisses the back of her mother’s hand, and it trembles beneath her lips. “There have been many lies told, but you, too, were innocent in all of this. I only wish it hadn’t hurt you like it hurt me.”

	“Adelina—”

	“It’s Nadia now, Mama.”

	This brings a fresh wave of tears to Lady Gray’s eyes, and Nadia chides herself for the unnecessary correction.

	“I need you to listen to me,” Nadia says, squeezing her mother’s hands to get her attention. When her mother stops crying for long enough to listen, she continues. “I am going away with the Rosettis for the winter. To avoid scandal, we will tell everyone I retired early to the countryside for health reasons. We will take this a step at a time, and all will be well, just as I am now.”

	Lady Gray sits up on the settee. “You’re not coming home?” she asks, her brown eyes wide and glassy.

	Nadia stands, her heart heavy, and gives a gentle shake of her head. “This may have once been my home, but it isn’t any longer. I’ll send someone to retrieve my things and will write to you soon. Please, Mama, don’t cry.”

	But no matter what she says, she can’t slow her mother’s tears, and they wrench her heart until she can stand it no longer.

	“I love you,” she whispers, then presses a kiss to the top of her mother’s golden head. “I love you so, so much.”

	The skirt she wears swishes about her feet as she flees from the room before she can lose the composure she’s been so fighting to maintain.

	Lady Gray’s wails grow ever louder as Nadia hurries toward the stairs, then climbs them swiftly, heading for her bedroom.

	The lock has been removed from the outside of her door, but the wooden frame is still marked with nail holes that tell the truth of what once happened here. Seeing it from this side makes her stomach twist in sickening knots, and she turns her eyes away.

	She opens the door and casts her gaze about the room, trying to take it all in: the sheer curtains over the big windows, the desk at which she wrote countless letters, the armoire overflowing with garments handpicked by her mother. As expected, memories wash over her, but they’re all tainted by that fateful night when she had no choice but to flee out the window, to fall into the waiting arms of the man destined to change her life forever.

	Dashing tears from her cheeks, Nadia goes to her vanity. Her silver necklace still sits atop it, and now, with her heightened senses, she very nearly reels back from the scent. It’s a miracle Theodore could stand to be in her presence when she was wearing the thing, overpowering as it is.

	She leaves it where it lies, then takes one final moment to trail her fingertips across her writing desk and peek out the window at the garden below, where she spent many summers painting in the shade. The view brings fresh tears to her eyes. It’ll take some time to find joy in such memories without being plagued by the pain.

	As she stands there, a strange scent—garlic and hawthorn—catches her attention, and she’s reminded of the shattered porcelain and the shard she tucked into the top drawer of her writing desk. When she fled her bedroom, she’d not thought to bring it along.

	Yanking the drawer open, she finds the shard waiting for her, the tonic dried to its otherwise-shiny surface.

	She thinks of Theodore’s father and his interest in the tonic, and though she knows not whether it will be of help to him, she scoops the broken porcelain up and slips it into a discreet pocket sewn into her shawl. Perhaps the remnants of the tonic will allow them to discern what vile concoction she drank for so long.

	After closing the drawer quietly, she crosses the room to the door. “Goodbye,” she whispers, then reaches for the doorknob one last time.

	Nadia leaves her bedroom and hurries down the stairs, wanting to be free of this place and all the sadness it holds. The seventh stair creaks lovingly beneath her foot, and then she’s in the foyer, almost out the door.

	“Adelina?”

	Nadia freezes, her heart swelling. She turns to find Rose standing in the hallway, an odd expression upon her face. Her eyebrows are drawn down over concerned hazel eyes, and her mouth is puckered in surprise.

	Despite Rose’s disloyalty, Nadia still looks upon her fondly and counts her as one of her few friends. In this tumultuous time, she could use a friend.

	“Rose, I’m so glad to see you.” Nadia crosses the foyer and reaches to take Rose’s hands. “Come with me.”

	“Come with you? Where?”

	“I’m wintering with the Rosettis. We’re to leave for the estate within the fortnight.”

	A sour look crosses Rose’s face, and she pulls her hands away as if disgusted by Nadia’s touch. “So, you know, then?” Her voice, once full of warmth and what Nadia thought to be love, is now cold, distant.

	Nadia draws herself up, regarding her lady’s maid through a new lens. “I do. And I take it you’ve known all along?”

	Rose clasps her hands in front of her and pushes her shoulders back. “Indeed. Lord Gray wouldn’t trust just anyone with a vampire child. Someone had to keep an eye on you.”

	With Rose’s words, yet another pillar of Nadia’s childhood—of her life—comes crumbling down, leaving her standing in the rubble.

	Rose knows everything. No wonder she warned her away from Theodore, tried to push her to drink her tonic. She was just another piece in the game Nadia didn’t realize they were playing.

	“What’s one more lie?” Nadia whispers to herself, then scoffs at the absurdity of it all.

	Down the hall comes Lady Gray’s continued sobbing, and Rose narrows her eyes as the sound echoes about the foyer.

	“Perhaps you should go now,” she says, “before you upset Lady Gray further.”

	Rose’s audacity sends anger swirling through Nadia’s veins, and one corner of her lip pulls up in a snarl.

	Is everything all right? Theodore says in Nadia’s mind, and it’s all that keeps her from unleashing a barrage of insults upon the woman she once considered a friend.

	With venomous words still lingering on the tip of her tongue, she draws a breath and turns away, her skirt trailing across the polished floor as she leaves the Gray townhouse for what may very well be the last time.

	As she descends the steps to the sidewalk and breathes in the late-summer air, with a tinge of crispness and a hint of autumn, it feels as though a burden has come loose from her shoulders.

	She and her mother will find a way to heal things, to move forward on a new path—she’s sure of it.

	With a lightness to her stride, Nadia drifts up the sidewalk toward the waiting carriage, and her eyes widen with delight when she sees Theodore standing beside it, a beautiful dapple-gray mare by his side.

	“Octavia!” Nadia rushes forward and throws her arms around her beloved horse’s neck, breathing in her scent and relishing her warmth. “Oh, how I’ve missed you.”

	Octavia snorts and stamps a hoof as if she’s become bored with standing here, and it makes Nadia smile. She and Octavia have always had a special bond, have been able to understand each other in ways others can’t, and she surmises that Octavia is as ready to leave this place as she is. With a smile on her lips, Nadia turns her gaze to Theodore.

	“Can she come with us?” she asks, prepared to beg if she must, but he’s wearing a delighted smile.

	“Of course she can. A friend of yours is a friend of mine.” He runs his hand down the mare’s delicately curved snout, and overwhelming love for him nestles between Nadia’s ribs.

	Theodore passes Octavia’s lead to one of the footmen, then turns to the open carriage and offers Nadia his hand.

	“Well, Miss Magdalena, shall we go home?”

	That word, home, almost makes tears return to her eyes.

	“We shall, my lord.”

	She takes his hand, and a thrill of excitement spins in her belly when Theodore lifts her hand to his lips and presses a kiss gently against it. Then he helps her into the carriage, and once she’s settled upon the crimson cushion, the viscount at her side, it feels as if she’s finally stepping out of her old life and into the new.

	Adelina Gray died here, along with the life she thought she had, buried alive beneath all the lies.

	But Nadia Magdalena stepped out of the ashes, and though she knows not what awaits her, she’s eager to find out.

	 

	The End


 

	Thank You for Reading!
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	If you’d like to leave a review, please click here.
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