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Blurb






He loves her but can’t
convince her... Rafe Andrew Edward Astley,
Twelfth Earl of Devon, toils beneath an ancient curse as a vampire.
He has made peace with that side of him long ago, except if he
cannot banish his beast, he’ll never win the one woman he can never
forget, the woman he fell for years ago when he stole that which he
hadn’t a right. Yet this Christmastide season holds
promise.

 


She fears his beast but
wants the man... Lady Elizabeth Sinclair,
sister to the Duke of Manchester, is content with her life and her
charity work, but she longs for something more. Older and wiser
since the last time she fell in love, she puts herself on the
Marriage Mart, where she tangles with the one man she fears, the
man who took her blood and her innocence eleven years before, the
man she still craves. But horror of what he is keeps her wary,
despite romance in the offing.

 


A sweetly tempestuous love
affair that captivates them... Rafe and
Elizabeth conduct a clandestine courtship, despite the pitfalls
facing them. Caught up in the thrill, understanding and compassion
are the key to unlocking the fear she clings to as well as the
depression he battles, but when the time to break the curse
arrives, everything goes awry. Unexpected danger stalks them, and
it doesn’t stem from a creature of the night. Only the ultimate
sacrifice can see them through the darkness to grasp their own
fairytale ending.

 













The Legend of the Cursed
Lords
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At least a hundred years ago, a
handful of irreverent, spoiled lords had their way with female
gypsy travelers in the countryside of England. In a fit of spoiled,
drunken revelry, they set fire to a wagon and laughed as it burned
while the remainder of the caravan fled in terror. That vehicle was
owned by an ancient witch, existing through the years from the
magic flowing through her veins. She took high exception to the
destruction, as well as the uncaring attitudes of those English
lords, and under the light of a full moon, the gypsy witch brought
forth a powerful curse onto those unfortunate men.






From here to eternity, you
will never know peace, never live the life of a full human man. You
will always be a slave to the shifter, the beast, or anomaly
within. All women who look upon your face will turn away in
disgust, for in moments of high emotion, they will see the truth;
there is no hiding from that. You will be held in terror once your
secret is revealed—for tell them you must. And though you might
marry, you are destined for the coldness of a joyless union, unless
you find the very heart and secret of life. You will carry the
burden alone, for this curse will only belong to you and cannot be
transferred or shared with a mate.






But I am benevolent, men
with no hearts, no morals, and less feelings. Every five years,
during one full moon each quarter, the curse might be broken, if
you are wise enough to come out of the shadows and see the error of
your ways. Beneath the light of that one full moon when the kiss of
unselfish, pure love crosses your lips, and pride, fear, and ego
falls, then you might know the freedom of living as a full human
with your affliction broken and your offspring unhindered. For yes,
unless the curse lifts, any male children you might have will
suffer too.






Tread carefully, accursed
ones, else you will forever go through life cold, unloved, feared,
and isolated.






To this day, those men are referred to
as the Cursed Lords of England—the Lords of the Night—and until
they find themselves hopelessly and helplessly in love so deep that
they cannot survive without winning the heart of their lady, they
are doomed to walk the earth hand in hand with their beastly
halves, alone.












CHAPTER ONE
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December 2,
1815

London, England






A chilly breeze ruffled the hem of his
greatcoat and whistled in his ears as he strode through the Mayfair
streets. That wind heralded the coming winter, even though it was
highly unlikely London would see snow. Yet, sporadic flurries
persisted, and that suited the earl just fine, for at least it
wasn’t cold rain. Shorter days meant he could go abroad more often
over hiding from the sun in his Mayfair townhouse. Now, at two
hours until midnight, and he headed to his club instead of going
straight to the party he’d promised to attend, thrown by a friend—a
cursed lord like him, for respectable members of the ton avoided
him—but there was a matter of some urgency he must attend to
first.

There always was when it came to his
affliction.

Even as he thought about it, the
overwhelming hunger deep in his chest made its presence known, and
it wasn’t for food a normal British peer might indulge upon. No,
this went beyond what mortal men wanted… needed. This craving, this
throbbing, ravenous emptiness. This plague dogged his footsteps
every moment that he lived, for it was blood he thirsted
for.

Blood, that he always sought, for that
was the curse of a vampire.

Shaking his head in an effort to
minimize the need, Rafe Andrew Edward Astley, Twelfth Earl of
Devon—Rogue to his close contemporaries—reveled in the darkness of
the night. It was the only time he went about Town, for the
daylight didn’t afford him the freedom, and he’d become accustomed
to the odd hours. Entertainment abounded once the veil of darkness
fell. He couldn’t abide the sunlight, not while he labored beneath
the curse that had afflicted him since birth, for his skin burned
as well as his eyes. The day time hours were not his friends, even
if the rest of the city stirred then, and they weren’t kind to
those like him—both the hours and Polite Society—if there were
indeed more men of the night residing in London.

He rather doubted that, for if it was
true, he would have known about them or seen them on his nightly
excursions. Rafe grunted. No, in this he was quite alone, cursed to
walk the Earth as a beast due to a crime one of his ancestors had
perpetrated. Until such time as the stipulations were met and the
curse was broken.

It was better this way.

When he arrived at the exclusive place
he and the other “accursed lords” had created as a safe haven of
sorts, he stared at the outside of that edifice. Bête Noire was
what they’d christened the club years ago—rather fitting for the
nightmares they were—and if a gentleman wished it, he could obtain
any sort of scandal here, for no one in London knew who the
founding members were let alone the owners.

No one knew about them and what they
truly were.

Rafe and his closest
friends worked hard to keep it that way. The club offered sanctuary
from the slings and arrows of ton
society; it was also a way for the Lords of the
Night to partake of that same society without needing to immerse
themselves in it, not that they were accepted.

He stood on the street while
snowflakes drifted lazily around him. The chilly kiss of the ones
that hit his cheeks did nothing to cool to heat and hunger twisting
in his veins, but he kept his focus on the club’s facade.
Unassuming, and done in much the same style as the much-lauded
White’s complete with a bow window, Bête Noire was a sanctuary, and
many a night had he spent beneath its roof while gripped in the
midst of bloodlust.

Such was a godsend, for it meant he
didn’t need to stalk the dark streets in search of a victim. In
this way, perhaps, the evidence of his curse was more civilized…
but not by much.

As pedestrians passed, jostling his
elbows, Rafe allowed himself a small, grim, smile. Within those
walls he’d find a warm, willing woman who’d give him exactly what
he needed without complaint.

It was another reason he and his
contemporaries had built the club, for they all harbored secrets
deep within their souls that made them slaves to their respective
beasts. Discretion was the first rule, and even if someone told the
tales, who would believe such fantastical stories? Horrors such as
the Lords of the Night didn’t exist in this reality as most people
knew it. When there was no other recourse, they could always
retreat to their private rooms in Bête Noire and let the beasts
rage, away from prying eyes.

As soon as Rafe opened the front door
and stepped into the blessed warmth of the club, the familiar
sights and sounds wrapped about him. The shuffling of cards reached
his ears, for there were several gaming rooms throughout the lower
level. Coins clinked and the genteel, sometimes raucous, laughter
of gentlemen filled the air. There was a certain amount of comfort
here, something he couldn’t find in every day existence.

And for a few moments, he could
forget.

He followed the corridors into the
bowels of the club; every step throbbed with the unnatural hunger
within him. Cigar smoke trailed out of some of the card rooms,
while black-clad waiters hurried about, silver trays laden with cut
crystal decanters of spirits and glasses upon them.

As he poked his head into his
preferred salon, he caught the brilliant green gaze of one of his
friends, Evan Sedgewyck, the Earl of Coventry. “What the devil is
he doing here tonight?” he murmured to himself, and as curiosity
swept over him, he loped through the room and then deposited
himself into a chair at the earl’s table. “I assumed you’d be
immersed at Mountgarret’s rout, or at the very least bedeviling him
for throwing it to begin with.” The viscount was another close
contemporary, and it was rare indeed that Valentine entertained,
for he despised London life and much preferred his country estate
near the sea. No doubt to a merman, being more or less landlocked
sat like a prison sentence. But Valentine loved his sister and
would do anything for her—even attempt to help launch his nieces
into the very society he hated.

Yet the stigma and rumor attached to
his name wouldn’t do them many favors. No doubt a good portion of
the guests attended to gawk.

The other man snorted. “I’ll arrive
fashionably late after I finish my drink—or two. The evening is
happening merely to thrust his nieces into society, a grouping of
people that will find fault with those girls, even though the curse
doesn’t tinge them.”

“I understand.”
Mountgarret’s sister had two grown children—both girls barely past
their Come Outs—and both looking for husbands, yet because of the
viscount’s curse, because of the men he called friends, because of
the constant, never forgotten rumors, the bulk of society would
eventually shun the girls once they were done scrutinizing them,
rabid to pry or perhaps find evidence that the gossip swirling was
true. “I wished to avoid the invite, but had no valid excuse this
time.”

“Same for me, and since
I’ve avoided numerous events tossed my way by people who tolerate
me—both within the ton and out—I figured I’d best make an appearance tonight.” The
earl’s raven-black hair, so dark that it gleamed nearly blue
beneath the candles in the chandeliers, was styled just so and in a
fashionable way, while his square-set jaw hinted at stubbornness.
The man was a dragon shifter, and such a beast necessitated his
avoidance of London most of the time. He couldn’t very well rampage
through the streets without drawing notice. An expression of
distaste crossed his face. “I do not fancy myself leg-shackled to a
school chit, if that’s what Mountgarret intends.”

“I rather doubt he’d want
one of us matched with his kin. Every cursed lord with sisters or
female relatives has said they won’t see them matched with ones
such as us. Why invite trouble?” Rafe protested with a faint
chuckle. It was yet another obstacle thrown into his path that
would need conquering sooner or later. But the hunger within him
demanded immediate attention and would prove difficult to ignore.
He wished the earl would get on with it.

Coventry raised an ebony eyebrow. “Why
are you not there?”

“I require feeding first.”
Another pang rocked his chest, stronger than the rest. If he didn’t
take nourishment soon, bloodlust would overcome him and he couldn’t
control his beast when that happened. Already, his gums ached where
his incisors rested. They would lengthen into fangs, and if he
wasn’t somewhere safe…

His friend nodded. “I haven’t seen you
around Town for a couple of months. Is all well?”

“Yes,” Rafe managed to bite
off, the word nearly pulled from his throat. He didn’t wish to
dwell on why he’d fled the capitol following his best friend’s
marriage. “I decided to go on a holiday of sorts. Went to Bavaria
for a while.” To keep his own sanity. To remain away from
temptation. To refrain from thinking about Elizabeth. “It was… easy
to hide there, where stories of ones such as myself are
ever-present.” The fact he had indeed come upon a couple of
vampires while walking the streets at night didn’t escape him.
Myths and legends were more widely accepted throughout Europe,
especially in small villages and towns.

“I’ll wager it was.” The
earl looked him over again. “Your trip overlapped Manchester’s
absence. Quite lonely around here with the two of you gone.
Valentine grows more maudlin as the full moon nears, so he’s rather
a miserable companion of late,” Coventry continued, apparently
oblivious to Rafe’s tension. He drained the red wine from his
glass.

“Yes, I imagine you found
something to help pass the time,” Rafe murmured and didn’t invite
further speculation, for he’d indeed left town to avoid his ducal
friend’s townhouse… as well as Donovan’s sister.

“Well, no matter. I shall
see you here, at least.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “Go do what
you must. Once Manchester returns, we shall discuss his recent
change in marital status and applaud his luck. I still regret not
being in Town to witness all the drama.”

And quite the tale it was.

“Very well.” Hot saliva
pooled in Rafe’s mouth and he swallowed to alleviate the relentless
throb in his gums. I have to feed.
He’d ignored it for too long. Nearly stumbling
from the salon and toward the private, back staircase, he shook his
head as a red haze fell over his vision. He didn’t begrudge Donovan
his marriage. Lord knew the duke had needed the love of a strong
female in his life to help soothe his beast. However, Rafe yearned
for the same, but his own romantic outlook was a hopeless
cause.

He’d had no choice but to interact
with Elizabeth—Donovan’s sister—while the duke had been in crisis
trying to win over his wife. It had been hell seeing her and
knowing their history together prevented anything from growing
between them. He’d hated the formal politeness they’d fallen into,
the stilted conversation, the brewing tension, for what else could
there ever be?

Anything over and above hatred and
regret.

As he climbed the stairs to the second
floor, the plush red carpeting masking his urgent footfalls, he let
his mind dwell on Elizabeth, the woman he’d never gotten over, the
one who would always torture his thoughts.

Years ago, he’d fallen for her in a
mad, heady, rush of passion. Unable to control his beast that had
been unleashed amidst desire and need, he’d more or less attacked
her, and they’d come together violently. She’d been twenty, barely
a woman, and though she’d matched him in desire and want, what he’d
done to her was unforgivable, what he’d taken from her beyond the
pale, if even she’d given consent.

At least for part of it.

She hated him, feared him now, avoided
him in social settings or if he happened to visit her brother.
Practically fled from him if he came too close. Who could blame
her? He’d let the beast take control without giving thought to how
the aftermath would have affected her. It didn’t matter that he
held considerably more domination over himself these days, that he
made certain he’d already fed if being in her presence was
required.

Perhaps I’m better off
alone for the remainder of this miserable life.

Giving into a wince as he traversed
the left-hand corridor, Rafe attempted to ignore Elizabeth, for if
he didn’t, he’d fall into a perpetual brown study and perhaps let
depression claim him. There was one more full moon this year, which
meant he had one more chance to break the curse surrounding him,
else he’d have no choice but to wait five years before the
opportunity arose again. And he knew, beyond a doubt, that such an
opportunity would not afford itself to him this time
around.

That was almost as hopeless as
thinking Elizabeth would suddenly fall in love with him and what he
was during the dark of the night.

You could end the whole of
your torment by not feeding, locking yourself away and letting the
bloodlust take your life…

He shook away those
thoughts. I cannot give up, not yet. There
might still be hope. No matter that he
wanted a second chance with her, she refused to pass any
significant amount of time alone with him. Beyond that, Donovan
remained adamant his sister not find herself involved with one of
the Cursed Lords. If he knew that Rafe harbored feelings for
Elizabeth, hinted at what he had done to her, at what he and she
had shared, they’d find themselves on a dueling field at
dawn.

Bah! As if he is more honorable as a wolf shifter than I as a
vampire.

The logic appeared fair enough,
perhaps, but it didn’t mean he had to adhere to it as a final
dictate, for Donovan had never banked on falling in love either. It
had happened, changed him in ways none of his friends had
anticipated, and it remained to be seen if he’d allow his curse to
continue. Rafe would use that logic to his favor if need
be.

At the door to his private suite of
rooms, he pressed the brass handle. When the oak panel swung open,
he stepped into what was a sitting area and swiftly closed the door
behind him.

The hunger raging through his body
intensified. His incisors lengthened into razor sharp fangs as he
glanced about the small apartment, tastefully decorated in dark,
masculine colors. A tiny sound, the rustle of fabric from the
adjoining bedchamber, alerted him to the fact that the female he’d
ordered had indeed been supplied. Of course she had. That was why
the club existed, no matter how abhorrent to everyday
sensibilities.

Drawn by the scent of her, the smell
of the hot blood coursing through her veins, Rafe strode over the
floor, the thick Oriental carpeting muffling his footfalls. When he
appeared in the doorway, the woman on the bed scrambled to her
feet.

“You requested my services,
my lord?” she asked in a quiet voice tinged with a quake of
excitement. Or perhaps it was fear as she eyed his fangs and her
eyes rounded.

“I did.” He drew his gaze
up and down her form: petite, voluptuous and red-haired, clad in a
diaphanous nightgown and wrapper, both trimmed with froths of lace,
no doubt designed to showcase every charm of her body. She was
beautiful, trained to be so, as were all the women in the club, but
her appearance wasn’t what arrested his attention. The rapid
flutter of her pulse in her throat was more seductive than her
curves. At least for now. “Come.” Rafe didn’t stop moving until
he’d thrown himself into a winged back chair in one corner of the
room. “Join me.”

When she did and she climbed into his
lap, straddling him, he stifled a sigh of relief. This horrible
hunger, this need, would soon pass and leave him be. He fisted a
hand in the red waterfall of her unbound hair and claimed her with
an open-mouthed kiss meant to arouse. Indeed, his length tightened,
but he wasn’t of a mind for sexual satisfaction this night. One of
his fangs scraped the plump flesh of her bottom lip. The metallic,
slightly spicy taste of those first tiny droplets exploded upon his
palate, and the hunger increased tenfold. His fingers throbbed, his
very nails aching to develop into horrible, hideous claws capable
of ripping out a throat.

When he released her with a gasp, she
looked at him with eyes of mossy green as she pressed her breasts
to his chest, her hands on his shoulders while the scent of
honeysuckle wafted to his nose. She put her lips to his ear. “Shall
I undress, my lord?” Her voice was a purr, well-practiced to lure a
man into her web. “How would you like to have me? I have heard you
are a thorough lover.”

“Tempting.” He drew a
fingertip along the slope of her cheek, the nail beginning to
lengthen. Did he use the women at the club to quell physical urges?
Of course. Even vampires had lust to slake, but he was loath to
take a mistress, and this creature had eyes and hair the wrong
color, and she didn’t smell like roses. At present, he wasn’t of a
mind to relieve the ache in his prick, not when there was a chance
that he might catch a glimpse of Elizabeth at Mountgarret’s soiree.
He wished to appear somewhat more honorable than she probably
thought—than he thought of himself. The overriding hunger prompted
his next words. That tiny taste the doxy gave wasn’t enough. “No,
I’ll not need those services this night.”

A seductive smile curved her pink-hued
lips, and a drop of blood lingered, mesmerizing. The hard points of
her nipples were outlined beneath the gauzy material she wore and
she wriggled on his lap, a fully wanton baggage. “Perhaps later
then. I did so hope to experience all of you this
night.”

“Sorry to disappoint.” Yet
his length hardened, and despite himself, he loosed a groan.
No, Rafe. If he wished
to make a good showing with Elizabeth, he must quell some of these
urges.

She pouted. “What is it that you wish
from me?”

Oh, this one knew, of course she did.
It was why some of the women were installed at the club; they had a
specific purpose. They were appraised of that going in, for these
women weren’t stupid, and they were well paid for their discretion
and service—and sacrifice. They were also provided for and taken
care of, for the club’s founders wouldn’t have it any other way. He
needed to feed, and he’d rather do it in a controlled setting than
drift about the streets of London after dark, terrorizing the
citizens and running the risk of drinking from an unsavory
victim.

“Your blood, my dear,” he
whispered, and a shiver went through her that transferred to him.
Gently, he lifted her chin and tilted her head to the side so that
the column of her ivory neck was revealed. “Are you
amenable?”

Not that it mattered, but it was
easier if they were willing.

“Yes, but I would prefer if
you’d utilize all of what I offer.” She pressed her whole body
against his, layering herself to him, her breath warming his chin.
There was no doubt about her desire. “It makes the bite that much
more enjoyable.”

“I’ll wager you do.” Rafe
tamped down the urge to grin. He did have some skill in the carnal
arts, but tonight he wasn’t of a mind to indulge. Yes, it made him
a popular member of the club, but those relationships were empty,
vital to his well-being, of course, but there were no feelings
attached in those joinings, and they left him cold. The fact he
hadn’t bedded a woman there for months was telling. “Again, I must
decline, for I have other obligations this evening.”

The women here served one
purpose and that was all. At least employed at Bête Noir, they were
kept off the streets and given a better life. There was but one
rule within the club—never develop personal feelings or
tendres for the women
beneath its roof.

“I can make it worth your
while, my lord.” Her voice, low and seductive, was
tempting.

But she wasn’t the one he wanted above
all else.

“Perhaps another night.”
While maintaining his hold on her chin, he stared into her eyes.
The ring about his pupils would flare red, and with that, the
enthrallment process captured the full of her attention. Her eyes
rounded, reflecting wonder, darkened with desire, and she went
pliant in his arms. Being enthralled by a vampire temporarily
stunned the intended victim, which was convenient for a safe
feeding. If they thrashed about, there was every possibility of
tearing out one’s neck. And he wasn’t a killer. “Thank you in
advance for your donation,” he whispered, and then he put his lips
to her neck, drawing them down until he encountered her jugular.
The rapid trip of her pulse thrummed against his lips.

Quickly, he opened his mouth wide and
then with the force and skill he’d long ago perfected out of
necessity, Rafe sank his fangs into her skin, puncturing that
all-important artery. Her blood spilled, thick and hot, into his
mouth, and he settled the woman more comfortably in his arms as he
drank from her.

Dear
Lord, this might be the height of sinful,
but it tasted like the finest ambrosia. The only thing better would
be if he’d fallen into release right before the bite.

Greedy, he suckled at her neck,
swallowing the life-giving liquid, his primary source of
nourishment, as she writhed on his lap with sounds of satisfaction
escaping. How long had it been since he’d actually enjoyed normal
food at a dinner? He couldn’t remember, but he did when it was
required of him. A groan escaped as he took his fill from the saucy
bit in his arms, and as he did so, she stared at him with eyes
frozen open while pleasure scudded across her features. It felt as
if he cheated, somehow, for each time he fed from one of the whores
at the club, though they would remember nothing in the morning
except the feelings of experiencing an intense release, for that
was a side effect of his bite, he gained nothing pleasurable from
such intimacy.

I do what I must to
survive.

But, there was always something
missing, a part of him that longed for something else from
life.

Eventually, he took his fill, but left
off early enough that he didn’t drain the woman of all her blood.
That wouldn’t have been well-done of him, and he wasn’t in the
business of killing women for satiety. He might be the devil’s own
emissary as the rumors said, but he wasn’t a criminal… at least not
a common variety criminal. He lifted his head. Blood trickled down
his chin. The metallic scent filled his nostrils and brought an odd
comfort.

Ironic, that. Did sucking the blood of
a victim constitute immoral behavior? In some circles—most—it did,
but to him, it was forced upon him to live another day trapped in
the damned curse. What was the greater crime?

Her eyes shuddered closed as the
enthrallment faded. The drugging effects of his bite, of a
low-grade toxin given off as soon as his fangs broke the skin, sent
heavy lethargy into her limbs, and she faded, drooping with a
satisfied sigh and shiver.

Rafe licked at the spot on her neck
where the puncture wounds gaped. The one positive of his curse was
the fact that something in his saliva would heal the wounds of his
creation. Just as the toxin relaxed them, he could repair the bite
marks. In the morning, no trace of his feeding would linger, either
on her skin or in her mind.

He snorted as he wrapped the woman in
his arms and stood from the chair. Her head lolled upon his
shoulder, and he carried her across the floor. Though his very
presence invoked fear and terror in the one woman he cared about,
in everyone else, it was as if he’d never existed.

I’m a damned thief in the
night, taking whatever my body demands.

No one remembered that he’d been with
them.

How ignoble and deuced annoying.
Shaking his head, Rafe laid the redhead upon the sumptuous bed. He
covered her with a quilt and then once he’d cleaned the evidence of
his feeding from his lips and face, he quit the room.

The hunger had abated, but the
perpetual irritation of the curse remained as it always did. Did he
wish to break it? Some days, yes. Most days, he’d become used to
this way of living. It would be nice not to play slave to the
bloodthirst, the skulking about at night, avoiding the sun, being
with women only to feed and relieve physical need. If he had his
druthers, he’d rid himself of the curse, merely to escape the
half-life he lived.

I want to live as a human,
damn it. He wished for the love of a good
woman, a help mate, and, if fate was kind, a wife, perhaps children
who wouldn’t labor beneath the curse as he did. Was that so
hard? Gah! He
wanted to rail at the heavens, but from past experience it would
make no difference. Living as a human man was nigh impossible, and
ordinarily, Rafe would cease to torture himself with such
thoughts…

But…

… Donovan had managed to
live with his curse, had been the first in their set to prove that
it could be done and a man could live happy with that existence if
one found the right woman to stay by his side, to accept him. The
duke remained cursed with his beast, but he’d also made peace with
that fact. And his lady didn’t mind.

Rafe heaved a sigh. Being a vampire
was different than living as a wolf-shifter. His was a more hand’s
on type of curse—direct, invasive, and it was deuced uncomfortable
at times.

If only the damned curse hadn’t
alienated him from Elizabeth. If he had her regard, perhaps he
might wish to actively pursue ditching his fate. Yet, he had
neither, and so he existed, merely because letting himself die was
the coward’s way out.
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Lady Elizabeth
Sinclair—younger sister to the Duke of Manchester—glanced about
Lord Mountgarret’s semi-crowded Mayfair ballroom with a critical
eye. It wasn’t exactly a rousing crush by ton standards, but the viscount had
managed to entice a fair number of people to the event. Good for
him. She hoped the rumors that constantly swirled about the man—as
well as her brother—would continue to die down and the Cursed Lords
of London, as the men were called, would keep integrating into
Polite Society.

At least that was the plan and why she
worked tirelessly on her brother’s behalf. He was afflicted by a
curse, of course, but he didn’t deserve shunning.

None of them did.

Neither do I.

However, tonight, she most
certainly did not feel in a festive mood, nor did she want to spend
her time being a societal liaison for her brother and his
contemporaries. She had only consented to make an appearance for
her friend Felicity’s sake. Since the woman was the Earl of
Coventry’s sister and the same age as she—plus her best
friend—Elizabeth had showed up mainly for the chance to
gossip. I need chatter.
Her brother and his new wife, Alice, had been out
of pocket on their wedding tour, which meant the St. James Place
townhouse had been lonely and quiet… and boring, especially after
the harrowing events a couple of months ago that had put both his
life and his wife’s in peril.

When Elizabeth had had no choice
except to see Rafe, to be in his company…

Well, that was neither here
nor there. She needed noise and people about her for the moment. So
her thoughts wouldn’t keep dwelling on him, the man she couldn’t forget, no
matter how hard she tried. The man who’d come back into her life
with the advent of her brother’s marriage. The man who’d torn her
life apart with violence and terror.

Because of what he was.

“There you are!”

The sound of Felicity’s voice yanked
Elizabeth from her thoughts. She smiled at her friend, and her hand
shook as she lifted it in greeting. “I promised to come, and I
did,” she responded and gave the other woman a quick
hug.

Raven hair, brilliant green eyes,
coupled with red cheeks and lips all worked together to make
Felicity one of the most beautiful women in the room. She resembled
her older brother heavily, and she enjoyed the earl’s
overprotection too much, for she flirted shamelessly knowing
Coventry wouldn’t stand for any man to come too close.

Donovan is same way with
me.

Long ago she’d accustomed
herself with the knowledge, and mayhap she skirted the edge of
safety because of it. Perhaps it was warranted, for there were
bounders and men bent on evil throughout the ton, men who would prey on the
sisters of the Lords of the Night merely for leverage, even if no
one knew with any certainty the Cursed Lords of London were indeed
afflicted.

It was a strange position she found
herself in because of that. Strange and fettered, for she often
chafed at the lack of freedom, for Donovan was always watching, and
she didn’t put it past him to follow her about while he was in wolf
form.

Drat his eyes.
Now that he’d married, perhaps his diligence
regarding her would slack.

Felicity snorted and linked their
arms. “You might have promised, but anyone can see you’d rather be
elsewhere, and I’m here to make certain you don’t take yourself
back to that empty townhouse where you’ll stew.”

“I don’t stew,” she said
with a toss of her head that set the long trail of glossy brown
curls of her topknot bouncing over her shoulder. “I merely have a
talent for overthinking.”

“Oh, I won’t try to argue
with you about that, but you also need to live for yourself.” A
giggle emanated from the other woman as she pulled Elizabeth toward
a collection of delicate, gilt-painted chairs at one side of the
ballroom. “It’s been an age since I’ve seen you. Is it true that
your brother is happily married?”

“Oh, yes.” A natural smile
tugged at the corners of Elizabeth’s lips. “Donovan is so in love
with Alice, it would be quite nauseating if it weren’t adorable and
the match much hoped for.” She’d long thought her brother would
never find love, but then he met Alice, and entered into a hard-won
battle for her heart.

Felicity lowered her voice and leaned
closer to Elizabeth. “She doesn’t mind his… tendencies?” Her
brother clashed with his dark, cursed side, which was a dragon
shifter, so she had reason to ask. It was always uppermost in their
minds.

“Apparently not. Alice is
the sweetest thing, and I love having a sister.” Elizabeth’s grin
faded at the edges. “I believe she keeps his wolf in check. He
still runs as the animal, but he’s never gone for days anymore. And
at times, Alice walks with him.” How did she reconcile herself to
having a husband who wasn’t fully human, who would always bend
before those beastly urges?

Her friend’s eyes rounded as they both
sat on the crushed velvet of the chair’s cushions, their skirts
draped about them—emerald green silk for Felicity and ruby satin
for Elizabeth, for they both loved bold colors, and it was
Christmastide after all. “Will he attempt to break the curse?” The
full moon this month was the last chance any of the cursed lords
had for breaking the curse; otherwise, they’d need to wait five
years before the next opportunity arose.

“Perhaps, if he hasn’t
already while on his wedding trip,” Elizabeth murmured. She’d been
privy to his struggle with his wolf half, and wouldn’t deny being
surprised that he’d opted to live beneath the curse even though he
loved Alice to distraction and she him. “That is entirely his
decision. Mayhap they have both come to terms with what he is and
it doesn’t matter now.”

In such a way, Alice was a
much stronger woman than she. I don’t know
that I could do it, could forgive such a thing, live with what the
curse entails. Oh God, the horror of the bite…

“Lucky girl,” Felicity said
with a fair amount of breathless regret in her voice. “The duke is
dreamy and so handsome. I might have tried to snare him at one
point.”

“Oh, stop.” She rolled her
eyes. “I will not sit here while you moon about my brother.” But
she laughed. “He and Alice come home tomorrow.” She stifled a sigh,
for she didn’t begrudge Donovan his wife. Alice was everything
sweet and darling, but it had been just the two of them for so long
that she missed her brother and sharing confidences. Now things
would change, in good ways, of course, but it might grow… awkward
around the newlyweds.

“You will continue to serve
as Her Grace’s social secretary and assistant?”

Elizabeth shrugged. “For a bit, until
she is settled.”

“His duchess, is she
wonderful?”

“Oh, yes. There is
absolutely no guile in her. She’ll fit the role of duchess well.
Already she has the command and courage required. The staff adores
her.” Elizabeth stifled a sigh. Would acting as secretary and
personal assistant be her lot in life? She didn’t mind, for Alice
was truly appreciative and she was blind so would always need the
help, but surely there was something else destiny had in mind over
and above that. “Perhaps the bustle of Christmastide will have me
feeling more the thing.” Above all, she dreaded the holiday season,
for it was much about gathering with family and being cozy in
romance.

And it drives home the
point that I am not matched, and probably will never be.

The vestiges of her brother’s curse
were far-reaching despite her efforts to cloak them all in
respectability.

“Mayhap you’ll stumble upon
a holiday romance?” Felicity asked with a gleam in her eye. “How
lovely that would be.”

Elizabeth sighed. “I am not of a mind
for love.”

“You are a terrible liar,
Elizabeth,” her friend cautioned with a laugh. “You have long
wished for the fairytale.”

“Perhaps my tastes have
changed,” she responded in a quiet voice. For in what sane
fairytale was the hero a monster?

The ladies lapsed into silence as a
new dance began. The floor filled with couples moving in the
intricate patterns while laughter and conversation wafted in the
air.

Felicity sucked in a breath and
clutched Elizabeth’s arm. “Look there,” she hissed, excitement
infusing that whispered command. “Lord Rockingham cannot keep his
gaze from you. He’s been staring since we sat down.”

“Don’t be a goose,
Felicity. The marquess would never look twice at me, and you know
why.” Anyone so high on the instep of the ton—especially anyone
normal—wouldn’t give her the time of day due to her brother’s
history and the rumors surrounding him. It had been such for years.
She’d come to this ball due to being friends with the ladies of
honor.

“That may be true, yet so
is the fact that he is interested.” Felicity squeezed her arm. “Even you must admit
the marquess is more handsome than any man has a right to be.” She
giggled. “In a world full of balding men, and aging lords with
paunches, he is refreshing; the perfect fairytale man.”

Despite the urge to deny the notice,
Elizabeth looked to see which man had caught her friend’s
attention. Across the ballroom where colorful skirts swished and
flared, her gaze met the startling blue eyes of the marquess. Even
at this distance, their clear, lake-blue hue beckoned. When he
lifted a blond eyebrow in question, a furious blush blazed in her
cheeks and she glanced away. There was no doubt he was pleasing in
face and form, and that brief glance had her heartbeat
accelerating.

It troubled her that she
cared, but his hair was too golden and his shoulders too broad and
his chest too barrel-like. In short, the marquess wasn’t
him.

No one would be.

And truly, I don’t want a
fairytale.

Why couldn’t she reconcile
herself with that fact that the earl was not the one for her and
move on? It had been eleven years. Yes, she was a spinster
in ton terms, but
as the sister of a duke, such a trivial thing as age could be
overlooked in the face of her dowry. Elizabeth didn’t give a jot
for any of that. She still believed in love for love’s sake.
However, Rafe hadn’t been interested in love and romance all those
years ago—he’d only wanted blood. What made her think anything had
changed now? He was certainly still the vampire. She only had to
remember those fangs, the red ring around his irises, the pain when
those razor-sharp teeth had punctured her skin to remember exactly
what he was.

But that didn’t remove the
ache for something she hoped he’d be.

Felicity grinned. A knowing twinkle
appeared in her eyes. “Perhaps it’s time you turn your regard to
courtship now that your brother is married. I’m certain your new
sister-in-law would interview for your replacement if you’d but ask
and let yourself live.”

“Perhaps…”
Perhaps I don’t know how to live anymore, for
ever since Rafe and I did… things, I haven’t been able to think of
any other man in that capacity. None of
them had managed to intrigue her like he did. Elizabeth glanced across the
dance floor to where Lord Rockingham stood, still watching her.
This time he casually lifted his champagne flute in salute. That
couldn’t have been an accident. An unaccountable thrill danced down
her spine and she sat up straighter. It had been a long time indeed
since a man had paid her any mind. “He’s handsome enough, but I’m
not certain…”

Even if he was interested, her past
rendered her soiled and ruined and well beyond the touch of such a
lofty gentleman as the marquess.

All because of
him.

“Come now,” Felicity
continued. “You haven’t let any man close for ever so
long.”

“There’s a reason for
that.” She’d never shared that horrible night with anyone. Not
Felicity. Not Donovan. Not anyone. She’d kept the secret that one
other knew—the man who’d taken her innocence. I cannot come to a husband as a proper bride should,
especially the daughter of a duke. That
had been stolen years before, when she’d been a young lady of
twenty with stars in her eyes for her brother’s best
friend.

He’d taken advantage but left a
horrible, sinful longing behind. What would Donovan think if she
ever told him? She stifled a snort. Her brother would lock her in a
room or consign her to a convent, so great was his dictate that she
never have anything to do with a cursed lord.

Even if a man managed to overlook such
a thing as her sullied and complicated past, would she want him to
when she couldn’t go through one day without thinking of Rafe and
how his body had felt against hers, how his kiss had set her
aflame, how the memories of such even now had heat bouncing through
her veins?

“Men can be horrible,
true,” Felicity continued, hugely misunderstanding Elizabeth’s
reticence. “But the marquess’ reputation is sterling. He has never
landed in scandalbroth and doesn’t do anything to invite gossip.
I’ll wager he will treat you with respect.”

So had another… until he
hadn’t.

Felicity patted her hand. “Let Lord
Rockingham dance with you.” She tapped the card hanging by a ribbon
at Elizabeth’s wrist. “You have no one waiting—you never do—and it
is merely a dance not a life sentence.”

“Drat it,” Elizabeth
muttered, and with a forceful yank, she wrenched the card from her
person and then dropped it onto the empty chair beside her. “I
don’t care for such things.”

“You need to enjoy
yourself,” Felicity cautioned with a small frown. “We all do, and
if we have to make ourselves bolder to do it because of what our
brothers are, so be it. If our places were reversed, I’d sprint
across the floor to talk with that man.”

You are not me, nor do you
know why I do what I do.

Despite the folly of it, Elizabeth
threw a glance about the room, searching for a gentleman with dirty
blond hair and hazel eyes that had a tendency to have a faint red
ring around the irises when he was under the influence of high
emotion. She blew out a breath. Of course the Earl of Devon
wouldn’t attend, for he only saw her in passing now, and the last
time had been when Donovan had been tried to repair the shattered
pieces of his marriage. And what would she say to him
anyway?

Over the years, she and Rafe had
become wary friends out of necessity due to his friendship with her
brother, but she could never forget. She’d purposefully kept him at
arm’s length, perhaps due to her fear of him as well as the fear of
her own desires. Yet, neither could she forgive—

“Oh, he’s coming over!”
Felicity whispered and once more shook Elizabeth’s arm.

Her pulse kicked up as she started,
assuming her friend meant the earl. Then her stomach flipped, for
it wasn’t Rafe at all, but the marquess who approached their
position with determination sparkling in his eyes. When Felicity
bounced to her feet, Elizabeth clutched at her hand. “Don’t you
dare leave me,” she hissed, but her traitorous friend pulled away.
She fled the area as if her skirts were on fire.

Bloody hell.

The Marquess of Rockingham stood
before her, his lips tipped in a smile, his shoulders blocking her
view of the dance floor. “Lady Elizabeth.”

“My lord.” Not having any
other recourse, she stood and offered him her gloved hand, which he
took and carried it to his lips, placing a brief kiss on her middle
knuckle. Rafe used to do that, back when he’d made an effort at
courting, before he’d broken her trust and given her nightmares
instead.

“I am glad you attend
tonight,” the peer continued, his deep baritone rumbling in her
chest. He held her hand a few seconds longer than proper. On the
dance floor, the current set winded down and polite clapping
ensued.

“Thank you.” At the last
moment, she tamped down the urge to roll her eyes.
Stop being such a goose, Lizzy.
“Uh, I mean the ladies Dorcas and Letty are
acquaintances of mine. I wished to give them my
support.”

“Indeed.” He said nothing
else.

Elizabeth blew out a breath
that ruffled the curls on her forehead. “Why are
you here tonight, my
lord?”

“Suffice it to say I’m
intrigued with the viscount.” And then he smiled, and it was
devastating to her insides. Peculiar, indeed.

Was he in earnest? Hard to tell.
Perhaps she harbored an overdeveloped sense of protectiveness
regarding her brother and his afflicted friends.

“Oh.” Tingles swept over
her skin. At one time, this man would have been her ideal for a
romantic partner, the hero of the fairytales. Did she still think
that? He certainly didn’t have fangs, and his attention was
flattering. How long had it been since any man in the
ton had sought her out?
Perhaps her tireless work to convince the powers-that-be her
brother wasn’t the threat the rumors said had paid off. Whatever
was responsible for this boon, she couldn’t help but say a prayer
of thanks. Even if she wished he were someone else entirely. “I’m
not intimately acquainted with Lord Mountgarret.”

“I have also been curious
as to what club he attends, for I have seen him or your brother at
White’s, Brook’s, or any of the usual haunts,” the man
continued.

There was a reason for that, but she’d
never tell. His interest in the men was confusing and surprising.
Did he have a nefarious purpose in mind, or was it indeed simple
curiosity and the interest of expanding his circle that motivated
him?

She shrugged. “I am not privy to that
information, and it isn’t appropriate conversation by half.” Yes,
it was a lie, but one she needed to say out of safety.

“Fair enough.” The marquess
held out a gloved hand, recalling her attention to his face. There
wasn’t anything malevolent she could see in his eyes. “I’d be
honored if you would grant me this next dance.”

“Well, I…” She couldn’t
very well be rude, for she had no excuse as to why she couldn’t
dance with him, especially as half the room looked on. It wasn’t
every day that a gentleman with such a title singled a lady out.
Yet, he wasn’t the gentleman she wished to see most of all.
Don’t be daft, Lizzy. Rafe wasn’t a gentleman by any stretch of the word. If he
was, he wouldn’t have done what he’d had, or he would have offered
for her after he’d done it. She would have refused him soundly.
There was no other choice. Then why couldn’t she banish the earl
from her thoughts after all this time? Why
is my life so complicated? Stifling a tiny
sigh, Elizabeth nodded and slipped her fingers into his. Perhaps
encouraging the marquess was just the thing she needed to blow away
the blue ruin she’d clung to for far too long. “That sounds
delightful.”

All too soon, Lord Rockingham pulled
her onto the parquet dance floor, and they assumed the correct
position for a waltz. Once the string quartet played the opening
notes, the marquess set them into motion.

Elizabeth hadn’t danced for some
months. There had been little opportunity and even less social
engagement, and when her mother had died years before, her brother
had had the music room permanently closed until he’d married Alice.
The fact that the marquess had an excellent grasp of the steps
didn’t escape her. He felt powerful as he held her with the
lightest of touches, and they moved together as if they’d partnered
each other for years. “You dance divinely, my lord.” It was an
appropriate statement to utter while other couples swirled around
them, for it was the truth.

“Thank you. As do you, Lady
Elizabeth.” As he guided her through a turn, his hand at the small
of her back tightened ever so slightly.

A tiny curl of heat unfurled in her
belly. “Please, call me Elizabeth. I’m not one to stand on
ceremony.”

The smile he gave her was as polite as
the rest of his bearing, but it reflected in his eyes, and she
realized how tall he was, dwarfing her average height by nearly a
foot. Rafe was only six inches taller than she, and he used to tuck
her head beneath his chin just so…

No! He’s part of my past,
and I am moving forward. Finally.

“Neither am I, so do please
call me Oliver. Though the Watson family is rather large and
sprawling, we’d confuse everyone if we demanded the use of titles
when together.” When he laughed, the rich sound flowed around her
like honey, and she wracked her brain to remember his relatives and
their multitude of titles within the ton.

“I will.” Suddenly shy,
which wasn’t like her at all, Elizabeth fixed her gaze upon the
starched folds of his cravat. A sapphire stick pin winked from
those snowy depths, the stone almost the same color as his eyes.
“Be certain you dance with the ladies of honor this evening. They
shall dine out on that for months,” she said with a
smile.

Forever trying to manage
everyone’s lives, are you, sister? The
favorite admonishment of her brother rang in her ears.

Well someone has
to, was her favorite response, though the
irony wasn’t lost on her now. She knew what was best for everyone
around her… except herself.

“I absolutely will.” Then
he dissolved into small talk, consisting of the weather and the
social events they were both to attend. Finally, he said, “Will you
remain in Town for Christmastide?”

The muscles in her stomach clenched in
both alarm and anticipation. “For this year, yes. My brother
returns from his wedding trip tomorrow, and I rather doubt he’ll
wish to upset the household again so soon by traveling to his
country estate.”

A chuckle emanated from her
partner. He leaned closer. “I didn’t ask after your brother’s
plans, Elizabeth. Though I do respect Manchester and find him
intriguing enough, he is not who holds my interest.” The way he
said her name sent a thrill down her spine. “I wanted to know
about your plans.”

Gentle heat stung her cheeks. For so
long she’d existed in Donovan’s shadow that it was a novel idea
someone took notice directly in her. “Ah, well, that’s the thing. I
live with my brother, and what he desires is what occurs, so in
London we shall stay.” Not that it was a bad thing. Traveling to
the castle in the country over shoddy roads and in wretched weather
didn’t sound appealing.

And Rafe wouldn’t be there.

“Yet what do
you desire?” he asked in
a barely-there whisper as he turned her again through the steps of
the waltz.

Someone all too wrong for
me. A tremble began at the base of her
spine and slid upward. Perhaps Felicity was right. She should make
the attempt at settling her own life. Elizabeth raised her gaze to
Oliver’s. “I desire peace and happiness.” Then she offered him a
smile, which was as good as giving him an invitation.

Would he take it? Anxiety
crawled over her skin. Lud, it had been an age since she’d
let herself approach the Marriage Mart. Perhaps she was out of
practice.

He said nothing as they finished the
dance. Once they stood on the floor, politely clapping their
appreciation, he put his head closer to hers. “I would like to call
on you in the coming days, perhaps take you driving when it’s fine
or accompanying you around London if the weather is
foul.”

Elizabeth tamped down the
urge to gawk. “All right.” In the event he misunderstood, she
hurried to nod. “I would like that.” Dear
heavens, was this actually
happening?

In the blink of an eye, she
finally saw herself as a married woman, mayhap with children and
moving away from her brother. Starting my
own life with a man who won’t harm me. And
her heartbeat pounded loudly in her ears even as that ever-present
longing flared. Could the marquess banish those lingering feelings
for the earl who’d left her life in chaos?

“Excellent.” All too soon
he led her to the side of the dance floor, where he took possession
of her hand and once more kissed the middle knuckle. “I’ll come
‘round in a few days, once your brother is back in residence.” Then
he was gone, off to claim the attention of Lord Mountgarret’s
niece, Dorcas.

She put a hand to a heated
cheek, hardly daring to believe she’d taken the first step in
managing her own life. As she glanced about the room, hoping to
catch Felicity’s attention and tell her the bizarre turn of events,
her gaze skimmed over the flash of golden hair, the twinkle of that
ever-present emerald stickpin—the one she’d given him—in the folds
of a cravat tied in a unique knot only he favored.

Oh no!

With her stomach twisting,
Elizabeth panicked. Not here, not now, not
when I’ve taken a step forward in my future. A ripple of interested whispers accompanied the newcomer’s
arrival, of course they did. She picked up her skirts and whisked
herself behind a grouping of potted ferns and other hothouse plants
as she gasped. Dear Lord, it’s
him.

The Earl of Devon had arrived at the
party, the man she could never forget, the vampire, the man who’d
attacked her all those years ago and took what she hadn’t wished to
give, the man who’d left her with the fleeting vestiges of
startling rapture tinged with horror.

The man she wanted still but refused
to chase, for he was indeed a monster.

Her heartbeat accelerated, beating out
a frantic tattoo even as frissons of need made themselves known
deep in her core. Then, almost as if in slow motion, he turned his
head, looking at the exact spot where she’d taken refuge, causing
her to shrink further behind the plants.

And he started her way.


CHAPTER THREE
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Seconds after he’d arrived
at Mountgarret’s party, anticipation buzzed through his
being. She was
here. The woman
he could never forget—Lady Elizabeth Sinclair. The woman he could
never have, the woman he could love with very little effort, the
woman whose life he destroyed because of the beast that he
was.

Misgivings fired in his gut but he
cast his glance about the dance floor anyway, rapidly scanning the
couples, until he looked at a grouping of hothouse plants and
caught the red hue of skirting as she slipped behind the unlikely
covering. Despite the fact she conscientiously sought to avoid him,
he could scarcely believe his luck. He refused to waste this
opportunity, for they couldn’t continue to keep avoiding each
other.

As he edged the floor where
a dance was once more in progress, he ignored the whispers that
followed him; they always did. Rumors flew behind lifted fans while
guests cast surreptitious looks his way. It didn’t bother him
anymore; this being singled out from the more respectable members
of the ton. Not
that many notables were in attendance tonight. He had fought
against their prejudices for the bulk of his life; people talked,
they gossiped about what they didn’t understand.

And no matter what, they would never
understand him or what drove him. They could either accept him, or
if they didn’t, they could move the hell out of his way.

However, deep in that
locked place inside of him, he wished things were
different—that he was different—and could live the life of respectability. A
life where people would greet him at events, a life where he could
walk the damned streets in the daylight, have a chance with
Elizabeth. But he wasn’t afforded such things. Neither were his
friends. They’d made the best of what fate had handed them, and it
wasn’t a bad life, but it wasn’t altogether a happy one
either.

Trouble was, the pursuit of such kept
putting him in Elizabeth’s vicinity. Was it destiny’s hand at play,
or was it merely wishful thinking on his part? He’d tried so hard
to stay away from her, had managed it rather well, until Donovan
took it into his bloody mind to get married. And then he’d seen her
again, been in her company, and all the old feelings had risen to
the surface, landing him in his current morass of confusion and
need. Why the hell couldn’t he move away from the past they shared?
He didn’t know, but he wished desperately to find out how and why
they were bound.

Closer and closer he drew to the
potted-plant refuge. Behind it, Elizabeth shrank as if attempting
to make herself smaller, insignificant. Did she truly think he
wouldn’t see her? Or that he would ever harm her again? A tiny grin
of amusement lifted the corners of Rafe’s lips. He always knew of
her whereabouts, even when he wasn’t in the same room as her. As
long as he stayed in London and she was there too, he could
pinpoint her location. It was like a sixth sense he possessed,
forever connected to her.

A product of the curse, or did some
other magic have a hand?

“Elizabeth,” he whispered
as he made his way behind the plants to join her. Two gilt-painted
chairs waited in the semi-private area, and she occupied one of
them, her white-gloved fingers clenched tightly in her lap. The
deep ruby of her gown contrasted starkly with the greenery and the
ivory-papered walls. The creamy tops of her breasts peeked out over
the lace-lined bodice. The hair streaming from a top-knot high upon
her head gleamed like the richest caramel-infused chocolate. “It is
good to see you.” The two months he’d been gone had been hell, for
each time he closed his eyes, he saw her, dreamed of her… he
always saw her, and it
taunted him knowing he could never have her.

Not, at least, without a
miracle.

“Rafe.” Elizabeth slowly
rose, her eyes wide and round, confusion and a trace of fear
shadowing those brandy-hued depths. Fear he’d put there. Fear that
would never dissipate. Though how she could even remember that
night was beyond him. When he enthralled a victim, they never knew
what happened to them beyond the feeling sexual satisfaction
afterward. “You’re back.”

His chest ached, for she alone called
him by his name instead of the moniker, Rogue, or even his title.
“Yes.” A frisson of surprise sailed down his spine. She’d noticed
his absence? Encouraging sign. Did the same otherworldly sense that
he felt pull at her as well? “I figured my holiday should come to
an end, and I found I missed London.” Missed her, more precisely,
even though being in her company was sheer folly, for with that
mysterious tug came hunger for everything she might
give.

Even now, the age-old ache flowed
through him, faint and throbbing.

“It has its moments.” She
kept her voice to a whisper, but she lifted a hand to the left side
of her neck where he’d bitten her all those years ago.

Rafe frowned as she fingered the
delicate skin though there was no trace of the puncture wounds.
After eleven years, did that night still plague her? “How have you
kept yourself while Donovan remains away?”

Her shrug lifted only one shoulder.
“It’s been quiet. Lonely.” The last word sounded pulled from her
throat, and it went through him straight to his length. Damnation,
he hungered for her—for all of her, and that was dangerous indeed.
“I’ve become accustomed to having people underfoot since he
married. I’ve busied myself with my charity work.”

Did that mean she missed him too? No
way to tell, but they had spent time together during those
tension-fraught days when Donovan nearly threw everything away,
worked in tandem to bring the duke to his senses. And he’d adored
being near her. “Understandable. Does he return soon?”

“Tomorrow.” She stood
staring at him, questions in her gaze, but she asked none of them.
And was that… longing deep at the back of those depths? For
what? Please, God, let it be me.
Finally, she broke the strained silence brewing
between them. “I didn’t think you’d come to such an event tonight.”
When she caught him staring, she immediately dropped her hand, but
high color remained in her pale cheeks.

“To borrow your words, such
things have their moments.” His gums ached, signaling that his
incisors would soon grow into fangs if he didn’t maintain tight
control. What was it about this woman that set him at sixes and
sevens so easily? Surely desire for one woman wouldn’t continue to
haunt him for this long.

Her gaze lowered slightly
to his mouth. Did she know that he’d fed or that he wanted to do a
myriad of illicit things with her? Was she hoping to see evidence
of such? She already knew what he was. Either way, Rafe remained
perfectly still, for this was the most interaction they’d had since
her brother left on his honeymoon. He ignored the need thrumming
through his veins, ignored the rapid flutter of her pulse, ignored
the way her pupils dilated. Was she even aware of that need? The
tendons in her neck worked with a hard swallow while she looked at
something beyond his right shoulder. Perhaps she struggled to
forget what they once were to each other. “Why are you here? You
aren’t in the habit of attending ton functions.”

“I am not, but Valentine is
a close friend and I wished to support him. The poor man is doing
his best for his nieces, despite the… obstacles in their paths due
to him.”

“Yes, but at least he has
the courage to do so and doesn’t hide himself away.”

Did that mean she assumed he was a
coward, that he’d fled London because of the same? He took a step
toward her, frowning when she retreated until the chair hitting the
backs of her knees prevented further movement. “Also, I do enjoy a
bit of socializing every now and again. It is good to be among
people at times.” If he didn’t force himself out, he’d become a
recluse and fall into depression, and then he might as well fit up
his townhouse into a Gothic spectacle in order to more make himself
into the monster they all assumed he was.

Or run the risk of ending it all, the
perfect tragedy of story books.

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “You’re
here to find a woman who will give you what you need.” The
whispered accusation speared his chest, and he didn’t deny
it.

He held up a gloved hand and shook his
head. “There are alternatives to stalking women, leading them on
for one purpose and then dumping them in the shadows. I am not that
man.”

“Your damn club.” She
fairly spat out the words. “That is where you go when you must
become the beast.” Again, she glanced at his mouth, and her notice
sent hot saliva pooling, that he hurriedly swallowed.

“Yes.”

“Did you feed before coming
here?” Her eyes narrowed. “Bite some unsuspecting woman, take what
you wanted from her, because you could?” Each word was like a
poison-tipped arrow lodging into his chest.

He nodded. After all, they both knew
what he was. “The women at the club are not naïve. They know what
is asked of them,” he said quietly. “You are aware of
that.”

“You’d think I’d be used to
the foibles of the Cursed Lords by now,” she said in a low voice,
but she gave into a full body shudder. Then she swept her gaze to
his once more. Horror and disgust roiled in those depths, tinged
with something he couldn’t read. “I don’t know how you live with
it.”

“I have no choice.” He
curled a hand into a fist as annoyance slid through him. His
fingertips hurt. If he gave the beast an inch, his nails would
lengthen into claws. Why couldn’t she understand that, and perhaps
support him? When she pointedly directed her attention to his hand,
he relaxed his fingers. “It is what I am. I make no apologies for
that.”

“Oh, don’t I know it?”
Anger glittered in her eyes now, full blown animosity that had the
power to plow into him as if she’d struck him. Part of him wished
she had slapped him, all those years ago. At least some of her rage
would have diffused. She crossed her arms at her chest, and the
high color still blazed in her cheeks. “Never once did you offer up
words of apology to me after that night. You behaved as if what you
took was your right and due.”

Rafe gawked at her. “How the deuce can
you even remember it?” Such a thing simply wasn’t possible. He fed
from willing women all the time, but she…

Damn it.
Perhaps that was the catch, a loophole in the
curse. Would an unwilling victim remember everything? If a person’s
body had been primed for flight and fight, would the magic of the
enthrallment fail to work?

I must ponder
this.

“How can I not? It sits in
my memories as fresh as if it happened yesterday.” If she could
have flayed the skin from his bones with merely a glance, she would
have. Already the heat from her gaze roiled over him. “Those images
never leave me, and I still feel you… everywhere.” A blush blazed
in her cheeks. “I relive what happened—all of it. I can never
escape it, or you.”

“That shouldn’t be
possible…” He let his words trail off, for she wouldn’t believe
him. He didn’t believe it himself, but part of him rejoiced that
she thought of him, remembered that part of what they’d shared had
been very good indeed. When she continued to glare, he rushed
onward, desperate to change the subject. “Did I see you dancing
with Lord Rockingham as I came in?”

“Yes.” The blush renewed
itself in her cheeks, but for an entirely different reason… and he
hated it. Jealousy speared through him—hot, deadly, dangerous. “He
aims to call on me, and I’ve decided to let him.” Defiance shone in
her expression. “He appears to be a gentleman.”

As if he could never attain such lofty
heights. “I don’t know much about him.” But he’d damn sure find
out, if only to protect her.

She sniffed and tossed her head,
sending the long curls bouncing. “The marquess is everything that’s
proper.”

“Undoubtedly,” he managed
to bite out from around clenched teeth. An acute ache set up in
Rafe’s chest. It didn’t matter how wonderful and solicitous he’d
act toward her, for in the end, the marquess was fully
human… and I am not. Apparently, that was what she wished for. He didn’t want to
know about a new man in her life, had always assumed she’d remain
Donovan’s unattached sister in the hopes that she might change her
mind about him. Yet, if this man would make her happy…
Oh, God, how can I let her go?
How could he bear witness to her marrying
another? “Perhaps you should talk over the situation with Donovan
upon his return.” Surely her brother would have sage
advice.

“Bah!” She threw up her
hands. “I’m quite capable of running my own life without needing to
defer to a man. And what’s more, my existence is quite different
from his or even yours. You both come at it from a different
perspective.”

Damn, she’d grown spirited of late. He
adored that in her. It only enhanced her beauty and the wonderful
woman she already was. Yet she wasn’t at ease in his company, and
the ache in his chest intensified, along with his hunger. What
would she feel like in his arms, this spitfire of a woman? Would
she still welcome his embrace as she had that night? Until he’d
killed any affection she once had for him by being a monstrous
prick.

“Elizabeth, I…” He heaved a
sigh. What the devil to say to her after so much time had passed
and they’d both ignored the issue before? Why did it rear its head
now? He hated the gulf between them, despised that he was the one
who put her out of his reach. “I very much wish we could start
again.”

“I’m not sure that is
possible,” she said in a strained whisper as sadness pooled in her
eyes. “I don’t know that I can…”

“But you accept what your
brother is.” He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his
tone.

“That is
different.”

He didn’t see how. “Is it, though?”
His jaw worked as he searched for something erudite to say. “What
happened between you and I—”

“—will never happen again.” With a tiny
sob, she shoved past him. As he turned and tracked her progress
with his gaze, she skirted the ballroom and then vanished out a
doorway that led further into the bowels of the house. A few
seconds later, the dratted marquess followed at a leisurely pace.
No doubt to comfort her and raise himself in her esteem.

“Damn it.” Rafe shoved the
fingers of one hand through his hair, not caring that he upset his
valet’s work or that the bit of leather he used to tie back his
longish hair came away in his hand. He lingered for a while in the
ballroom, looked for Valentine, but not finding him, he assumed the
viscount had holed up at a card table, so he left the
room.

In the corridor, he ran into a maid in
his haste to reach the entry hall. Muttering an apology and after
gripping her upper arms until she found her balance, he continued
on. No sooner had he retrieved his outer wear from the butler than
a high-pitched scream shattered the relative calm.

“What the deuce is going
on?” He exchanged a confused glance with the butler, and then they
both trotted off in the direction of the commotion.

Not far from where he’d collided with
the maid, she lay on the marble floor, pale and quite dead, two
puncture wounds in her neck, a tiny trickle of blood marring her
skin.
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Three hours later and well
past midnight






Good God, what is
happening to my life?

Once Bow Street and the local
constable had finished their investigation—for the moment—Rafe fled
the viscount’s home and took refuge once more at Bête Noire. He’d
been more upset than he let on at the scene of the murder—for
that’s exactly what it was. The young woman had been killed and the
perpetrator and made it look as if a vampire had done
it.

Did someone know for a fact his
secret? And if so, did they truly harbor enough hatred for him that
they would try to frame him for murder?

With a shaking hand, Rafe lifted his
snifter of brandy to his lips. All thoughts of Elizabeth were
forgotten, as was the acute need and hunger he’d experienced in her
presence, in light of this more startling occurrence. There was one
comfort, however. Since none of the London upper crust did indeed
have proof he was a vampire, Bow Street hadn’t questioned him
in-depth or accused him of wrong doing. If they found anything
amiss with his slight run-in with the maid, they didn’t say
anything.

When Lords Mountgarret and Coventry
finally joined him, he was halfway through his second glass of
brandy, with the bottle close by.

The earl glanced at him as he sat down
at the table. Speculation roiled in his emerald eyes. Then he
trained his attention on the viscount. “That was rather an
interesting and abrupt end to your affair, Valentine.”

“You don’t need to tell me
that,” Mountgarret groused and his eyes flared a startling
turquoise in his ire. Iridescent blue scales at his throat, just
over his cravat, shimmered. A trace of an Irish accent came forth
in his tone, and only did when he was under high emotion, for he
downplayed that part of his heritage.

Rafe glanced at his friend. “I assume
Bow Street has finished?”

“Oh, yes. The coroner came
and removed the body shortly after, and everyone wrapped up their
investigation with alacrity, even if it was strange.” He heaved a
sigh. “As if I need any more time in the gossip sheets.” He waved a
hand and seconds later, a waiter deposited a bottle of whiskey as
well as a glass, in front of him.

Coventry nodded his thanks when
another waiter brought him a glass of deep red port. “It will only
add to the mystique, old boy.”

The viscount snorted as he poured out
a measure of liquor into his glass. “More like it solidifies my
decision to remove to my country estate or perhaps take to my ship.
Might as well do it now before the weather worsens.”

Rafe raised an eyebrow. “You will let
a little matter such as this drive you from Town at
Christmastide?”

“Honestly, I miss the sea.
I miss becoming my beast and having the freedom being in the water
affords me.” He drained the contents of his glass in one gulp and
then winced as he swallowed. “Perhaps if I take myself out of
circulation, my nieces will have a better time of it and the gossip
will die sooner rather than later. I think, perhaps my sister
regrets what I am, even if she says nothing.”

“Sisters are interesting
beings.” Coventry nodded. “Did you notice anything suspicious
during the evening?”

“No.” The viscount shook
his head. He laid his empty glass on the tabletop and then drummed
his fingers on the highly polished cherry wood. “In fact, things
were going astonishingly well, I thought, until the
murder.”

Both of them looked at Rafe, and the
weight of their gazes pushed on his chest.

He sighed. “Go ahead and say what
you’re thinking. I can see it in your eyes.” He thought his friends
would have at least given him the benefit of the doubt.

Coventry once more rested his emerald
gaze upon him. “Since you brought it up, I’ll ask. Did you kill
that maid?”

“No, of course not,” Rafe
responded with irritation threading through his voice. “That is not
my style, and the both of you know it.”

Agreement flickered in Mountgarret’s
expression. “True enough, but we had to question you.” He poured
out another measure of whiskey while the earl took a sip of his
port. “If that bite on her neck wasn’t from you, then who?” He
lowered his voice. “Is it even possible there are others like
you—like us—in London and we don’t know about them?”

Rafe shrugged. “I suppose
anything is possible. But if they’re not cursed, they’d have to be
created that way from birth. Interesting thought.” A tingle of
excitement ran down his spine. The suggestion tugged at a world of
new opportunity. “Though, if there is another vampire out there, why
haven’t they made themselves known to me?”

“A myriad of reasons, no
doubt.” The viscount shrugged. “If they are not a part of the upper
ten thousand, you and them wouldn’t move in the same
circles.”

“Correct, for I do not feed
on the streets.” Interesting, still.

Coventry leaned forward.
“Yet, if what Devon says is true, there is another vampire in London, and he
or she was at your party, Mountgarret. What’s more, they fed and
killed there.” His eyes blazed. “We could indeed have bigger
problems.”

A ripple of awareness moved
over Rafe’s skin. “Perhaps they will come forward soon, yet on the
other hand, what I said is
true. I did not kill that maid, and if this
person—being—did, there’s a murderer out there. Abnormal or not,
they must answer for their crime.” Before
the authorities come looking for me.

Both men agreed with nods.

Silence reigned between them for long
moments, then Valentine asked, “For the sake of keeping our sanity,
let us drop the subject for now. We can speculate all we want, but
without more facts, we have nothing.” As the men nodded, he
continued and looked at Rafe. “Did you at least get your rocks off
before you killed?” A trace of a grin flirted with his
lips.

“Once again, I did nothing
at Valentine’s rout except talk to… a female,” he said, at the last
second withholding Elizabeth’s name. “And only talked.”

His friends hooted with
laughter.

The viscount nudged him in the ribs
with an elbow. “Did you take her to a shadowy alcove and have your
way with her? You know, if it wasn’t the maid, after
all?”

Hot annoyance coursed through Rafe’s
veins. His gums throbbed as his emotion heightened. It was a deuced
uncomfortable way to go through life. Any wild swing in how he felt
activated the need to sink his teeth, his claws, into someone, not
necessarily to feed, but to hurt. “How many times do I need to deny
it?” He sucked at the saliva pooling in his mouth.

Coventry snorted. “Put the fangs away,
friend.” He dropped a hand onto Rafe’s shoulder and squeezed. “How
often are we allowed to tease one of our own?” When Rafe did
nothing except scowl, the earl chuckled. “Tell us about this female
of yours. Is she a lady?”

“She’s not mine.” Rafe took
refuge in his brandy, which he took a large gulp of and gasped at
the sting of the liquor on his throat. “But yes, she is a lady.”
There was none her equal.

The viscount grinned wide. Now that he
was back in a jovial mood, the scales at his neck weren’t as
noticeable. “Did you make an appearance specifically to see her? I
never once caught sight of you, and I did assume you wished to add
to my numbers.”

I need better
friends. Yet these men were the best of
them all. They were like the brothers he never had. “In all
honesty, I arrived to do the pretty and give you my
support.”

“Then where were you?”
Valentine pressed, his hand curled loosely about his
glass.

“I’d meant to greet you.”
Heat crept up the back of his neck. “I was distracted by
someone.”

“Who? The lady?” Coventry
asked with interest blazing in his eyes. He exchanged a glance with
the viscount. “Curious, no?”

No matter that Rafe glowered, his
friends looked on in expectation. Finally, he sighed. “Manchester’s
sister.”

The earl rolled his eyes.
“Not this again.
Are you daft?”

“I am, in fact, in
possession of all my faculties,” he protested. It was dangerous
that his friends knew of his obsession with Elizabeth. “However, I
cannot explain it. There is a certain pull between us I cannot
ignore. I felt it more acutely upon my return to
London.”

“You realize the duke will
kill you,” Valentine said in a cheerful voice as he refilled his
glass. “He’ll ram a stake right through your heart for daring to
assume Lady Elizabeth would even look at you in such a manner, and
you attempting to curry her favor without his blessing.”

The heat of guilt snaked through his
chest. “We share a history Manchester isn’t aware of. It makes
things both difficult and comforting.”

“Interesting,” Coventry
drawled out and leaned back in his leather chair. “Do
tell.”

“I’d rather not.” In fact,
he’d never told anyone about what happened between him and
Elizabeth, and he’d wager everything in his coffers she hadn’t
either.

“Even more curious, but we
will have the story eventually,” the viscount said with a grin as
he exchanged a glance with the earl. “The last full moon of this
year comes due in a couple of weeks. Since Coventry and I are not
involved, you, my friend, have a chance at breaking the curse where
we do not.” A trace of bitterness flickered over his expression,
gone in an instant.

“Not this gammon.” Rafe
tapped a fingernail against the side of his glass. “Elizabeth and I
are not a couple, let alone feel anything remotely close to love
for each other.” An ache developed deep in his chest.
And that will never occur.

“Don’t affect that
attitude, Devon,” the viscount continued with amusement dancing in
his eyes. “You’re always two sheets to the wind over her. That’s no
secret to us. What is keeping you from launching a seduction?
There’s more than enough time, and you’ve already admitted to
feeling something for her again.”

The earl nodded. “Yes. It worked well
enough for Manchester.”

Rafe snorted. “He is still the beast
as far as we know.”

“Details.” Coventry waved a
hand. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

Unless he did, the men
wouldn’t leave him in peace. Damn them
all. Rafe took up his glass, forgot it was
empty and slammed it back down on the tabletop. Lingering amber
droplets flew out to mark the tabletop. “She hates me.” The
remembered look of disgust and fear in her gaze haunted him.
“Though we’ve been civil since Manchester’s nuptials, I am afraid
we cannot repair this.”

“This being what, exactly?”
the earl asked in a soft voice. He took a sip of his port, his
startling eyes piercing through Rafe. When the man was in his
dragon form, those eyes were no less potent.

He swallowed hard.
Oh, God. Time to share.
“Eleven years ago, I’d fallen for her, saw her off and on while
Manchester was out of pocket, lost to his wolf. She and I came
together in a rather violent fashion, and I…”

“You took her blood and her
innocence,” Valentine finished for him. There was no condemnation
in his expression, only understanding.

All Rafe could do was nod
as guilt squeezed at his chest with tight bands. “She was more than
willing during parts of that night. And what’s more, she
remembers when I fed
from her. I’m not certain how that is possible. When I enthrall a
female, the memories of what we did vanish.”

The men exchanged glances before they
both looked at him again.

“It seems the plot
thickens,” Coventry said quietly. “And here we are.”

“Yes.” The word was yanked
from Rafe’s tight throat. Another swath of guilt squeezed at him.
He’d failed his title. He’d ruined Lizzy’s life and future. “When
Donovan discovers this, you’re right. I’m as good as dead.” Best
friend or no, he would have to answer to the duke.

Valentine punched him in the shoulder.
“Don’t tell him.”

“Indeed,” the earl added.
“Work on the romance instead.”

“You might have well told
me to steal the moon.” Romance aside, he had two weeks to do
something if he wished
to break the curse that bound him. Where women might have
overlooked the duke’s ability to shift into a wolf, ladies couldn’t
ignore the bite of a vampire. It was a vital necessity for him. He
needed to feed. There was no coming to terms with his affliction;
there was just fangs and blood and fear.

“What could it hurt?”
Valentine asked, continuing the thread of conversation. “There is
nothing better than a woman with spirit, and if you already share
history, there is every reason to use it as a stepping
stone.”

Rafe grunted. “Oh, she has spirit,
indeed.” Even now, remembering her anger had his gums tingling.
“Her words, her accusations, rankled and taunted my
beast.”

“Then, she’s a challenge.”
Coventry lifted his glass. “To the chase. May you have all the luck
you wish for.”

“Here, here,” the viscount
said and lifted his own glass.

“I hope when your time
comes, the two of you find as much angst as Donovan and I have,”
Rafe said, but he lifted his snifter and touched it to theirs.
“You’d best pray the lady in question softens toward me, or at the
very least wishes to understand what I am.”

“Absolutely, else you’ll go
about half-cocked, as it were.” Valentine nodded with a wink. “On
the other hand, there are easier marks than Lady Elizabeth. You’re
charming enough, Rogue. You could certainly court one intensely and
make her fall.”

“That’s the trouble,” Rafe
said as he poured another measure of brandy into his glass. “I
don’t desire an easy target, er courtship rather, and I most
certainly do not desire any other woman. For whatever reason, I
feel we’re fated to come together again.” He wouldn’t give
Elizabeth up, especially not to the marquess, that shining paragon
of virtue. “Things might move into more terrible territory before
they grow anything remotely close to love.”

Coventry snorted. “Especially if she’s
drawn Rockingham’s notice.”

“Don’t remind me,” he
muttered.

“That’s how matters of the
heart go, I’m afraid, old chap,” Valentine responded with a laugh,
and he once more raised his glass. “To love, and the relentless
pursuit therein, no matter how many obstacles block the
path.”

The men toasted and then drank. There
were worse things than such a noble chase.

Things that didn’t have the potential
to tear a man asunder.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Elizabeth’s heart pounded
so hard she feared it might burst from her chest as a faint tapping
sounded upon the window glass in her bedchamber. Just as she moved
across the floor to investigate, the panels of the balcony door
swung inward with a slight creak and the silhouette of a man stood
inside her room, illuminated by the full moon.

Then he advanced upon her,
and she peered into his face.

“Rafe?” For it could only
be him, the same aristocratic features, the same dirty blond hair
that flowed about his shoulders instead of tied back as he usually
wore it, the same hazel eyes with the faint red ring around the
irises. “What are you doing here?”

“Hunting you.” The deep
timber of his voice echoed through the room and resonated in her
chest. “I want you, Lizzy. I’ve never stopped,” he whispered and he
continued his forward movement.

She had no recourse but to
retreat before him. As she passed the window and the crisp winter
air blew into the room, she shivered, for her silken night attire
didn’t provide adequate protection against the chill. “I told you
why we cannot be together again,” she responded and continued her
flight until her back collided with the wall and shadows hid her
from the moon.

Would that they would
conceal her presence from him.

“I don’t accept that, for
there is an undeniable spark between us.” He arched an eyebrow and
when he smiled, his fangs flashed. “The desire has never faded.
Surely you feel it too. And what is more, you remember…”

Drat the man. Yes, yes of
course she still felt it. That longing, that emptiness only he
could fill was always there, lurking beneath the surface, waiting.
Nothing she had tried could banish it. “Yes.” It was the only thing
she could utter, and even then the words were pulled from her tight
throat.

“Good. At least we have
that in common.” As his smile widened, more of his fangs came into
view. And then he closed the remainder of the distance between
them, trapping her between the wall and the hardness of his chest.
“I’ve missed you.”

A host of tingles erupted
over her skin as he cupped her cheek and leaned into her, their
lips almost touching. She peered up into his face as those hazel
depths darkened, offset by the bright red ring. The warmth of his
breath skated over her cheek. No doubt he saw the feelings all over
her face. “I’ve missed you as well.” It was the truth, even if
she’d hid it from herself. “Whatever else you are, I have missed
your friendship, having you about the house, hearing your
voice.”

He chuckled, and the low
sound sent flutters scurrying through her lower belly. His cinnamon
and cedarwood scent wafted around her, and had her pulse soaring.
How well she remembered the scent of him on her sheets well after
he’d left her on that long-ago night. “Is friendship the only thing
you miss, Lizzy?”

It was the second time he
used his special nickname for her; no one else dared call her that.
Years ago he’d given her the shortened name, and there was always
so much affection behind it that her heart squeezed. Tremors played
her spine. Her knees wobbled so badly she gripped his lapels to
remain upright. “No.” Oh, she wanted him, to feel his strong body
pressed against hers, to know his touch once more.

“Me either.” Rafe moved
with the fluid grace and speed quintessentially his own. He
embraced her, and for a few seconds, Elizabeth fought against his
hold, for she knew what would come next, and she both dreaded it
and craved it. But the moment his lips touched hers, she whimpered
and wrapped her arms about his shoulders. She kissed him back with
all the desperate desire she’d carried for him over the years, and
long, drugging kisses threatened to pull her beneath his heated
tide.

He whispered her name,
embedded it within endearments while he pressed feather-weighted
kisses to her closed eyelids, her cheeks, her forehead, the corners
of her mouth. When he trailed his lips along the side of her neck,
the sharp points of his fangs pricked her skin.

Terror surged through her
veins and her mind screamed a warning. No matter her feelings for
Rafe, he was a vampire, and even if he wanted her body, he lusted
after her blood more. He always would. Pain would come with that
bite, and the very act of his feeding, of feeling her blood leave
her body, made her want to vomit. She murmured a protest, planted
her palms against his chest in an effort to push him away. “I don’t
want you in this way.”

“It’s all part and parcel
of who I am.” Then he stared into her eyes, held her gaze, and the
red ring flared so bright she couldn’t look away. She fell into
those hazel depths, now more green than brown, and the longer she
remained connected to him, the deeper she tumbled into a dreamlike
state where she couldn’t even remember her own name.

“No…” But her whisper went
unheeded as he continued his enthrallment, for Rafe dropped a kiss
to her lips. Then he moved his mouth to her neck once more, and
seconds later, the stinging pain of his bite lanced through her
being. As her lifeblood drained away, her body was flooded with
intense euphoria, and the feeling of sexual repletion throbbed
between her thighs. She clung to him, sagged in his strong arms as
he fed, wished things were different between them, and the world
slipped away as another wave of release claimed her.
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Elizabeth woke up with a start. She
shot bolt upright, her back ramrod straight, sweat pouring over her
and causing her silken night dress to stick to her skin. Her heart
pounded so wildly she pressed a hand over that organ and gasped
with the memory of the nightmare she’d just had.

Rafe is a vampire, and
nothing can ever come from being with him, no matter that I desire
him still.

She hadn’t dreamed about
Rafe for a few months and had, perhaps stupidly, thought the
nightmares and vivid dreams had ceased. Oh, how wrong she’d been.
This most recent one had residual lethargy and repletion rolling
through her body, fading now, but so deliciously
real.

In her mind’s eye, she remembered that
night when she’d been all of twenty and Rafe had snuck into the
balcony doors in this very room. She’d greeted him with enthusiasm,
of course she had. Back then she’d fallen hard for the earl,
thought he was everything she’d always wanted despite his cursed
state, kissed him, welcomed him with innocent desire, for him
sneaking into her bedchamber as he’d had was the height of
romantic. They’d joked he would have climbed her hair had she been
the storybook character, for there wasn’t a challenge he wouldn’t
undertake to be with her.

Oh, back then he’d been the ideal
fairytale hero.

Until he’d bitten her and took what
she would never have consented to give had she not been enthralled,
had she not been swept away by his charm and had been floating on
post-coitus bliss, had she been in her right mind…

Gingerly, Elizabeth fingered her neck
where she swore she could still feel the rasp of his fangs over her
skin, the prick as he’d driven those teeth into her neck, down,
down, down, puncturing her vein as the blood poured forth, the pull
as he sucked the thick liquid from her body.

From that moment on, her memories, her
thoughts, every beat of her heart recalled Rafe and what he was. It
blocked out everything else. The horror that had encapsulated her
that night never left, and each time she came into the earl’s
gravitational pull, everything rushed back in sharp
relief.

But she couldn’t forget how his body
had felt against hers, couldn’t dismiss the pleasure he’d given
when he’d lain with her—her first lover—could never block out the
way his lips had cradled hers or the way he’d whispered her name in
the dark.

Why? Dear God, why couldn’t she let
him go so that she could move forward? For that matter, why did she
continue to crave him as much as she feared what he was?

As her heartbeat calmed, Elizabeth
threw back the bedclothes. She slipped from the bed and quickly lit
the candle on her bedside with shaking hands. The bouquet of
flowers the marquess had sent yesterday caught her eye from its
resting place on top of her bureau. She smiled as she padded across
the hardwood toward them and brushed a fingertip along one velvet
petal of the pink lily. A tiny smile curved her lips. The Marquess
of Rockingham—Oliver—was everything a gentleman should be. He would
never make her heart pound in fear.

For that matter, it wouldn’t pound
with excitement either.

Perhaps that was for the best. She put
her face near the bouquet and inhaled the floral aroma. Oliver
would never hurt her. Elizabeth’s pulse kicked up as the earl’s
visage danced through her head. Neither would Rafe, when he
remained in his right mind. The Earl of Devon was charming, and his
laughter never failed to cajole her into a better mood. He was
solicitous and handsome, but…

…when he wasn’t himself and
the beast he was took control? A shiver washed over her and she
gave into it. When Rafe is the vampire, he
is terrifying.

She couldn’t live with that for a
lifetime.

Could I?

And what of the dead maid
from Viscount Mountgarret’s rout? Had Rafe made those bite marks on
her neck? She fingered her neck where his fangs had been so long
ago. Had he killed the woman? After all, he was the only vampire
she was aware of in the ton.

Oh, this is
impossible.

Needing a distraction, Elizabeth moved
to the balcony doors, which were still firmly closed. She threw
them open and stepped out on the shallow, curved alcove, just wide
enough for one person to stand there and look out over the back
gardens, bare and now gilded with silvery frost that sparkled in
the dim light. Lazy snow flurries filled the inky darkness, and she
shivered but didn’t retreat. The cold worked to banish the
lingering heat brought on by the vivid dream.

Yet she thought about
Rafe. What is he doing at this
moment? She stifled a sigh. Was he at his
damned club, finding pleasure and solace in perfumed arms?
Something akin to jealousy lanced through her and she ignored the
implication. It wasn’t her affair what he did and with whom. Then
she rolled her eyes.

Why do I care?

She blew out a breath that
ruffled the curls on her forehead. For whatever reason, she
did care, but the rub
was, she didn’t know if she wished to.

In need of human
interaction—and to jog her thoughts away from the earl—she turned
from the balcony, closed the doors and then donned the matching
wrapper. The additional layer of silk and lace wasn’t much of a
barrier from the chill, so she threw on a heavier robe over her
attire. She adored the delicate, slightly scandalous confections,
and wore them for her own amusement and enjoyment. Even though she
was firmly on the shelf and largely unwanted for marriage
material—thanks to her brother’s blacklisted status within
the ton—it didn’t
mean she had to dress herself in virginal gowns.

It had nothing to do with the deeply
buried hope that Rafe might make another clandestine, midnight
visit.

Nothing at all.

The townhouse remained eerily quiet as
she padded through it, her toes cold, for she’d forgotten slippers.
Perhaps she should return to her room and build a fire, for it was
unlikely she’d court slumber this night. There was a particular
adventure novel she’d hope to find time to finish. That sounded
like just the thing to keep her thoughts off the earl and their
murky relationship.

As a long case clock in the drawing
room chimed the two o’clock hour, Elizabeth spied a faint light
beneath the closed door of Donovan’s study. What the devil was her
brother doing up at this hour?

But it was even better than a book, so
she knocked softly on the heavy oak panel, and when he bid her
entry, she pushed it open and stepped inside.

“Am I interrupting?” A
cheerful fire blazed in the hearth and the room was toasty
warm.

Her brother glanced up from the papers
on his desk with a grin. “Not at all.”

“I assumed you’d be loath
to leave Alice,” she teased, for well she knew how much he adored
his wife.

Was that a trace of a blush on his
cheeks, or was it from the heat? “She’s exhausted from travel. Had
some sickness on the passage across the Channel, but I expect
she’ll be right as rain in a few days. So, since I couldn’t sleep,
I didn’t wish to disturb her with tossing and turning.” He waved
her inside and gestured to a leather chair. “I am glad you’re
here.” When she sat and curled her legs beneath her, he continued.
“I missed you while away.”

“I didn’t have the
opportunity to talk with you yesterday upon your
return.”

He nodded. “There have been pressing
business concerns that couldn’t delay further.”

“Is that what you’re doing
now?”

“Yes. Checking over my
investments and such.”

“Ah.” Elizabeth peered at
her only sibling. He looked happier than he had in a long time. His
brandy eyes sparkled with merriment and a grin seemed to
perpetually tug at his lips now. “Was the trip all you’d hoped it
would be?”

“It was pleasantly
surprising.” He tilted his head to one side. “I ran as the wolf
through the Italian countryside, Elizabeth, through fields and
vineyards and along narrow village streets. Alice prowled with me
at times. Think of that. We toured grand places, ate fantastic
foods, met interesting people, and the nights I didn’t spend as the
wolf, well…” This time his neck colored above his cravat. He
grinned and Elizabeth tamped the urge to roll her eyes.

“You are so much in love,
brother. It’s quite refreshing.” Never had she thought it possible
that Donovan would wed much less find a woman who’d accept him—wolf
and all—or that he’d still suffer the beast so long after those
precious words were declared.

“I can scarcely believe it
myself, and it’s been nearly three months.” His grin widened, and
he held hints of the wolf that he was.

“Are you still the beast?”
she asked in a quiet voice.

“Yes.” He nodded and
clasped his hands on his desk over the paperwork. “Alice and I are
in a good place. We have come to terms with my wolf, and all is
well. My beast adores her, which is highly annoying at times.”
Amusement sparkled in his eyes. “However, I am throwing a ball on
the sixteenth, which is the night of the full moon.”

“And the last one that can
void the curse for the next five years,” Elizabeth mentioned while
she tapped a finger on the armrest of her chair. Would Rafe
come?

“I will bring the matter
before my wife again that night, but I suspect her answer—and
mine—will remain the same.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair.
The springs creaked. “The other Cursed Lords will be in attendance.
Perhaps if they wish to make use of my gardens, they can, and with
my blessing. Each man must square with the curse in his own
way.”

In his own way.
What did Rafe wish for his life? She’d never
thought to ask him, could not look past what he was to know.
I am almost as bad as he.

For one second, Elizabeth allowed cold
jealousy to cycle through her body before she banished it as
unfair, yet Donovan’s life was so idyllic, while hers was…
complicated. With very little effort, she’d fall into a brown
study, and then where would she be? She couldn’t shut herself away
from life, for remembering Rafe would tear her apart.

Softly, Donovan cleared his throat. He
focused the full power of his gaze on her. “What troubles you,
Elizabeth?” When she remained silent, he said, “It’s something and
you’re never discomfited or even maudlin. Why now?”

What could she say, when she didn’t
fully understand for herself? But her brother’s eyes were so kind
and full of compassion. Alice had done that; she’d made him into a
better version of himself even though he remained afflicted.
Elizabeth sighed. “It’s complicated.”

“One of my friends once
told me nothing is that complicated. It is us who make matters so.”
He chuckled and leaned forward, once more clasping his hands on his
desktop. “Does it have anything to do with the floral tribute of
yesterday?”

Heat slapped at her cheeks. “No, it
does not.” At least that was the truth.

He raised an eyebrow. “If you wish for
my blessing upon the match between you and Rockingham, you have it.
He is everything I want for your husband.”

“Oh, Donovan. I am not at a
point in my life where I want a husband.” Elizabeth shook her head.
Did she even want a match with the marquess? At this point, she
didn’t know. His attention was all too new. “I’m sure the marquess
is wonderful, but my thoughts are occupied by another.” She didn’t
know how the clue managed to slip out, but there it was.

“Who?” Her brother’s
expression lost some of the happy teasing of earlier. His eyes went
on alert, almost glowing amber like his wolf’s.

Slowly, she shook her head.

“I will find out even if
you don’t tell me. We both know it will go better if you disclose
the gentleman’s name now.”

This was only too true. His reach as a
duke and as the wolf was long. She stared at him while her stomach
muscles tightened. “Rafe.”

“Rogue? You’re thinking
about Rogue?” His
tone sound incredulous and rose with each word. He shot himself up
ramrod straight in his chair. “Why?”

Heaven help me with this
confession. “Years ago, he and I…” She
clasped her hands in her lap to still their shaking. “We were
together.”

“As in
courtship?”

“Not exactly.” Her cheeks
burned. “We were… intimate. I had just turned twenty, and we saw
each other when you were away.” He didn’t need to know that the
carnal act wasn’t gentle or conducted out of love, at least not on
Rafe’s part. It had been borne of mutual need and desire. Nor did
he need to know that Rafe had fed upon her without her permission.
It would only cause friction between the two men, and she refused
to destroy a long standing friendship.

“The devil you say!”
Donovan surged to his feet as his exclamation rang in the room.
“Where was I, for if I’d known about it, you could be damned
certain I would have put a stop to it, my best friend or
not.”

Which was the exact reason
you never found out. She huffed out a
frustrated breath and unfolded herself from the chair to set her
bare feet on the floor. “Spending years as the wolf? Sulking?
Keeping your head in your arse? Using up mistresses?” She shrugged.
“Take your pick, brother dear.”

“Your attempt at humor is
misplaced.” He sent her a withering glance, but didn’t resume his
seat. Instead, he narrowed his gaze. “What are you to Rogue
now?”

Such a question, but how to
answer? Tears pricked the backs of her eyelids and she blinked them
away. “We are nothing. Friends, perhaps.” Were they even that since
her behavior toward him? “We rarely see each other now.” But she
needed her brother’s counsel. “I cannot forget Rafe.” She refused
to call him by his ridiculous nickname. “His beastly side frightens
me. Terrifies me, really.” The words felt tugged from her tight
throat. The remembered pain of those fangs danced through her
mind. Dear God,
but she wanted him still. “Yet, I—”

“Absolutely not,” Donovan
said, interrupting her. His ducal scowl would put fear into the
hearts of most people. “I forbid it. You will not see Rogue in any capacity
outside of ton events.”

Elizabeth raised her
eyebrows. A hot swath of anger built within her chest. “That is not
for you to say.” He might be her brother, but he had overstepped
his authority. “I won’t stand for such highhandedness on your
part, Your Grace.” She intentionally made jest of his title, for it annoyed
him.

“Your disagreement is duly
noted.” He parked a hip against the front of his desk and crossed
his arms at his chest. “I am simply attempting to take care of you,
perhaps shelter you from the ills of men.” Then his features
softened slightly. “I don’t want that life for you.”

“And what sort of life is
that?” She clenched her hands so tightly in her lap the knuckles
turned white.

“A life like Mother
had.”

A tiny wave of grief swept
through her even after all this time. Her parents’ marriage had
been a mockery, a farce even. Father lost himself to the curse and
Mother died of a broken heart after years of being neglected, bound
to the duke where no love was present. “I am different from her,
and a fighter.” Yet, she wouldn’t use that pluck to fight
for Rafe, only against
him. Then she leveled a look at him that she hoped had him
squirming inside. “Besides, Alice is handling you and your curse
quite nicely. Why do you assume I couldn’t do the same if I chose
to with Rafe?” Did she want that chance, and could she look past
his beast?

A flush rose up from his neck to his
cheeks. “That is entirely different.”

“It is not.” Tired of
arguing when she didn’t know what she felt for certain beyond an
overwhelming craving of what the earl could give her in bed,
Elizabeth rose to her feet. “What I do with Rafe, what sort of
relationship we have—if any—is my decision alone.” She held up a
hand when he opened his mouth to protest. “I appreciate your
protection, I do. But I must live my life on my own terms, find my
own path. Even you should know this.”

“Dearest sister.” Donovan
pushed off the desk, gathered her into his arms and hugged her.
“Forget about Rogue. Encourage the marquess instead. With
Rockingham, you will have a happy life, one without fear or
heartache.” He held her hands and peered into her eyes. “Do you
understand?”

She wrenched her hands from his hold.
“Or what?”

“I will cheerfully and
without regret send you to my country estate, where you will remain
until you can come to your senses.”

When did he become such a bastard?
Anger continued to bubble and she curled her hands into fists.
“Rather extreme, Manchester.” She narrowed her eyes. “I never
thought you’d be so medieval.”

“I do what must be done to
protect those I love.” His eyes darkened. “I will kill him if need
be. Trust me on this.” A growl accompanied the words, and suddenly
the fear gripping her heart wasn’t for her.

“You are impossible.”
Before he could follow through on his threat, she would speak with
her sister-in-law. If anyone could sway Donovan, Alice
could.

A ghost of a smile tipped one side of
his mouth. “Trust me. Rogue is not for you.”

“So says the man who
wouldn’t have won his lady without my assistance, without me
telling her to overlook your curse.” Elizabeth stormed to the door
and yanked it open. “Listen to me closely, Donovan.” She glared at
him from over her shoulder. “Do not presume to manage me, for I am
not afraid of you, and if you interfere, I will have a leash fashioned for
you.”

When she stormed into the
corridor beyond, she sighed. If I am not
afraid of my brother, the duke or his wolf, why am I so terrified
of Rafe?


CHAPTER FIVE
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Rafe stood in the shadows of yet
another ballroom, after following Rockingham’s carriage when he’d
picked Elizabeth up. The event at Lord and Lady Danforth’s Mayfair
townhome had been easy enough to enter. Either the butler didn’t
care he had no invitation or the gossip surrounding his name made
waving him into the house all too tempting.

Not that it mattered. Rafe was here
for one reason only: to watch over Elizabeth. He refused to lose
her to the marquess without a fair competition. And to do that, he
needed to gain her trust so that she’d see him as a rival to the
marquess.

Since he’d arrived well after the
opening hour, he missed the receiving line, and as such took
himself off to the ballroom without needing to speak to anyone. The
crush of attending guests was larger than Mountgarret’s affair, but
that was to be expected, for Lord Danforth wasn’t a Lord of the
Night and his reputation hadn’t been sullied centuries
ago.

Did men who weren’t cursed know how
truly fortunate they were? Rafe grimaced. Probably not, for they
remained ignorant of what other beings were out there.

That opened up another avenue of
thought as he scanned the crush on the dance floor for Elizabeth.
Did he still wish to be one of those clueless men? For years, the
driving force in his life had been to find a lady, fall in love
with her, have her return those affections, and break the curse on
one of the designated full moons. That plan had been rendered next
to impossible, for he could never forget Elizabeth… and neither did
he want to.

Yet she wouldn’t consider a suit from
him with any seriousness if he still labored beneath the curse.
What a damnable coil.

He heaved a sigh. And then
his gaze fell upon her as she joined the jaunty country reel
currently assembling, her face lit with happiness—something he
could not apparently give her. This is
insane. She doesn’t want me, yet I’m dangling after her like a
pup.

Her partner, a young man not much
older than one and twenty, led her through the steps and each time
they came back together, the admiration in his eyes was
unmistakable. Rafe stifled a snort, but he admitted that she looked
stunning, as always, yet tonight she was especially gorgeous in
green satin trimmed with white seed pearls.

Damnation.

Focusing his attention briefly on the
marquess, who also danced with a different partner and who couldn’t
stop finding Lizzy with his gaze, Rafe’s chest tightened and he
gave into the stab of jealousy. Perhaps he should give up
attempting to change Elizabeth’s mind and track down the vampire
who’d stolen away the maid’s life the other night. It would be a
noble deed and if the death wasn’t an accident, if it was
maliciously carried out, he could help bring the perpetrator to
justice.

Yet…

He swung his attention back to
Elizabeth, the woman he’d held in high regard since she first Came
Out amidst a cloud of gossip, since she first started her campaign
to make her brother and all the Cursed Lords more acceptable within
society, since she’d begun working with the wretched and the poor
living in the Dials. Something about Lizzy called to him deep down
in his soul. He had to know why, which meant he couldn’t
concentrate on anything else at the moment.

The dance ended and another started.
This one happened to be a waltz, and of course the perfect,
golden-haired marquess partnered her this time.

As Rafe quietly fumed from
the shadows in the opposite side of the room, he studied her face
as she stared up at the other man. Was she infatuated with
Rockingham? Nothing about her expression showed such a thing. For
the moment, she was happy and enjoying the exercise, perhaps the
chance to be out among people who were more like her than not. She
and the marquess engaged in animated chatting that had her eyes
sparkling and brought out color in her cheeks. Damn him. Rafe vowed to bring her
joy through being with him—if she’d let him—as well as dance with
her before she left his life, for if something didn’t change, he’d
lose her.

Forever.

I refuse to let that
happen.

At the end of the waltz, Rockingham
guided her to the side of the ballroom and then he left the area.
Did he go to play cards or was he merely fetching punch? Rafe
didn’t care; this was as good a moment as any.

When he started her way,
she moved, escaping the room. Did she mean to meet the marquess for
an assignation? Another spear of jealousy lanced through
him. Bloody hell. More determined than ever to speak with her before she
promised her life to Rockingham, Rafe followed her through the
corridors lined with gilt paintings.

“Elizabeth.” The utterance
of her name echoed in the empty hallway, and she
started.

With a glance over her shoulder, her
eyes widened. “Rafe.” His name was a benediction and an admonition
all at the same time. “In here.” When she slipped into a retiring
room, he darted in after her. “Keep the door open, if you
please.”

Perhaps he didn’t please, but he
abided by her order, for finally he had an opportunity.

She flounced to a mauve brocade settee
and dropped onto it. Her skirting flowed around her. “What do you
want?” Her brandy-hued eyes flashed in annoyance. “I thought I’d
said everything I needed to the other day.”

I want you.
But aloud he said, “To talk.” He held up a hand,
palm outward in a non-threatening manner. “Merely to
talk.”

For several moments, marked by the
ticking of a long-case clock in one corner of the room, Elizabeth
regarded him with speculation. Then she nodded, and he released the
breath he hadn’t known he held. “That is probably for the best, so
we can both move forward—in different directions.”

“Regarding that.” Rafe came
into the room a few steps more, and not knowing what to do with his
hands, he clasped them behind his back. “I am not certain I want to
move on without you.” When a trace of fear sprang into her
expression and her lips parted, he sighed. Would she ever look upon
him with affection or even love? “I’m truly sorry about that night,
Lizzy. It wasn’t well done of me. Not at all.” He took another few
steps, which brought him near her location, and she didn’t shrink
away. “I was six and twenty, careless, reckless even. I thought I
could control the beast.”

“But you didn’t,” she said
on a whisper, and again, she put gloved fingers to her neck,
stroking that spot where he’d bitten her, drank from her, developed
a craving for her.

“I know.” He didn’t look
away, not even when she challenged him with her eyes. “Now I can.
I’ve learned over the years what I need to do, how to avoid the
warning signs or situations where my emotions might
escalate.”

Elizabeth raked her gaze over him, and
he stood very still in the hopes she would find what she searched
for. “Can you? Truly?” She snapped her attention back to his face.
“Even now, the ring around your irises glows red. I know what that
means.” She dropped her hands into her lap and clasped them
together.

Hot anger skittered through him, and
he tamped down on it. “That may be so, but I have more experience
in controlling my responses now.”

She tilted her head to one side, her
gaze wide. “What of the curse? Do you wish to break it? And leave
this… lifestyle behind?”

No more blood, no more feedings, no
more waiting for the nighttime hours to go about London. “Is that
what you wish of me?” he asked in a whisper, ignoring her question
while carefully schooling his expression into what he hoped was a
mask of nonchalance. “Is that the only way you’d consent to a suit
from me?”

She dropped her gaze to the floor. “I
prefer the man you are when your beast isn’t present. The man you
are when you’re Donovan’s best friend, the man you were all those
years ago, and we played at fairytales.”

All of those nights when he
read to her from storybooks, when they dreamed together of the love
within those pages. “I am
the beast, though,” he said quietly. Rafe sent a
hand through his hair, nearly yanking the strip of leather from it
that kept the tresses tied back. “And you didn’t answer my
question.” Though she’d told him everything he feared with her
silence.

Elizabeth raised her gaze, and
confusion flooded her brown depths. “Please don’t continue this
conversation.”

How could he not when the woman he
couldn’t banish from his thoughts hated his true nature? He could
be nothing else. “If I may play devil’s advocate?” When she nodded,
he continued. “Let us say that somehow fortune will grant me a
chance at breaking the curse, why should I accept it? I have lived
this way for thirty-seven years. I have finally come to understand
the monster. It isn’t a bad life, and neither am I a bad
person.”

Fear flashed through her eyes, but
there was a wistful hopefulness in her expression that tugged at
his heart. “Don’t you want to be fully human?” Her solicitous tone
nearly shredded him.

Yet the anger cycling through him
wouldn’t quiet. Already, his gums throbbed in warning. “Why do you
harbor this notion that a human is better than a vampire, a cursed
being?”

Slowly, she stood and the
rustle of fabric sounded overly loud in the sudden quiet of the
room. “I’m not saying it is
better, but the transformation would make
life better. Don’t you
think?” She cocked an eyebrow and stared at him, perhaps willing
him to make the leap.

Does she assume I can magic
the curse away just because she wishes it, because she cannot
stomach it? The anger kept rising in his
chest in a hot tide. “Better for who? You?” Bitterness dripped from
the questions. Why couldn’t she try to understand him?

Disappointment filled her expression,
and he died a little inside. “Vampires kill humans. They feed off
them, hurt them—”

“Yes, vampires must feed,
but they do not have to kill humans. I certainly don’t.” He frowned
with she looked at him with doubt. “If you’re thinking about that
maid, let me promise you once more that I had nothing to do with
it.” Silence reigned between them, fraught with unspoken questions
and need. Deep down in the depths of her eyes, she called to him,
but her body language said the opposite. Rafe sighed. “You have
championed your brother and his affliction, even during the times
in his life when he killed humans, when he was at his worst.” It
was maddening that she couldn’t accept him.

Elizabeth waved a hand. “What Donovan
did or does now is not nearly as objectionable as what you are.”
Disgust flitted through her expression, gone in an
instant.

Every word sliced through him with the
accuracy of knives. Resentment flooded him and mixed with the
anger. His mouth filled with saliva and he hurriedly swallowed,
willed the fangs, the claws, to stay embedded. Showing the beast
now wouldn’t endear him to her. “That disappoints me.” His jaw
worked as he curled his hands into fists, taking the pain into
himself. “Every Lord of the Night was cursed the same, yet you give
him a pass, accept his failures and what he is—”

“He is my brother,” she
hissed and glared. “What else can I do but love him?”

The statement rankled. “I was your
lover, Lizzy. Or have you forgotten what you once felt for me? What
we once were to each other?”

“My feelings aside, you
weren’t my lover by choice.” Her voice rose with each word. She
stalked toward him. “You took what I didn’t offer.”

Rafe snorted. Is that how she wished
to portray that night? “Ah, so then I misunderstood when you
encouraged my embrace, my kisses. I must have heard you wrong when
you begged me to finish you after we’d thoroughly explored each
other’s naked bodies, after you put forth the night of our
assignation and left your balcony doors unlocked.”

“How dare you!” A dark
blush colored her cheeks. She lifted a hand. Did she wish to slap
him? He welcomed the pain, her touch. “I was young, didn’t know
better.” Her hand fluttered and then fell. “Wanted the experience.
I wished to know what lying with a man felt like.”

It wasn’t well done of him at all to
say those things to her, but he couldn’t stop himself, wished to
wound her as she’d hurt him. “There was no demure, virginal protest
that night, and it was the first time I saw you as more than my
best friend’s sister, the first time I wanted you as a woman, to
perhaps live our lives together.” He hadn’t meant to confess that,
but where she was concerned, he could never keep a
secret.

“I did all of those things
under your enthrallment, I’d swear it,” she said from around
clenched teeth. She even went so far as to drill a finger into his
chest. “You know that for a fact.”

“Do I?” He backed away, for
if she continued to touch him in any capacity, he’d lose his
hard-fought control. “I rather doubt you were enthralled at all, my
dear, for if you were, you wouldn’t remember anything about that
damn night. That’s how it works. Yet, you do for whatever reason,
and it makes you fearful of me.”

“I…” Shock jumped into her
eyes. Her lips parted. She opened and closed her mouth, but no
sound came out.

“Or do you fear what you
feel for me
more?” Rafe muttered a curse and turned his back on her. “As I said
before, I am not that man anymore. I’ve learned copious things
about myself, about the beast that lurks beneath. We have a
harmonious existence. He only requires one thing to remain content
and at bay.”

“Blood.”

“Yes.” He lowered his voice
as he faced her once more, caught the emotions darting so rapidly
through her expression he couldn’t settle upon just one. “I am not
the monster you think I am.” Except, put into such bald terms, it
certainly sounded as if he was.

Heavy, pregnant silence fell over them
as they stared at one another.

“Oh, Rafe.” Tears glimmered
in Elizabeth’s eyes. “I want you to find happiness in your life. I
do, but at the moment, I’m not certain that can be possible with
me. I’m not the woman you need, the woman you wish me to
be.”

The words held a note of
finality to them he couldn’t overcome. “As I cannot be the man you
wish me to be.”
He rubbed a hand over his heart where that organ ached. “Listen to
me, Lizzy.” Rafe stumbled toward her and then stopped when she
retreated to the settee. “Being a vampire is what I am, this is
true, but it is not who
I am.” He held out a hand, imploring her. “I am
the same man that you once regarded with desire, that you whispered
words of love to, the man of your fairytale dreams, the Earl of
Devon who can offer you a lifetime of joy beyond your imagining.
Please, give me a chance to show you that. I only need
one.”

“One chance,” she whispered
on the heels of a stifled sob. “To break the curse?” Hope shined in
her eyes, and he fell into a cloud of depression. Apparently, that
was the only way she’d welcome him.

Rafe let his hand drop. “Time is
running out, so breaking the curse would largely depend on us
falling in love. I need but little encouragement from you to make
the jump.”

“After all this time, you
still…” The pools of moisture welling in her eyes overflowed as
tears onto her cheeks. “Yet, I cannot…”

The lock he had on his anger slipped a
fraction of an inch. He hardened his heart against her tears, for
they always had the power to render him undone. “So, then you
refuse to look past my beast. You are not the woman I thought you
were, the woman I’d hoped you might be after all these
years.”

“It’s not that simple!” Her
exclamation exploded into the room, igniting his frayed
temper.

“It is, but you refuse to
see past the fear, the horror, the imagined gore!” His jaw worked.
“I’m sorry to say that every man, even the human ones, have a
hidden side. So, if perfect is what you’re searching for, you will
never find it in any of us.”

“No.” Elizabeth shook her
head so violently that a tress fell from her upswept coif. Was it
as silky soft as he remembered? “Please understand my
position.”

“Why should I, when you
won’t understand mine?” His gums throbbed and his incisors began to
lengthen. His fingernails ached, for they were already transforming
into claws insides his gloves. It was always like that between
them. No matter how they were together, passion simmered beneath
the surface, and more often than not, it erupted into arguments,
but it didn’t used to be that way. That wealth of emotion had
exploded into desire and kisses and exploratory embraces and
laughter. They’d been good together, so good. And fear had stolen
it. “You either accept me—all of me—or you don’t. Period.” She had,
once upon a time, before he’d bitten her and lost… everything. “I’m
done hoping for a fairytale. This is life, Lizzy, raw and messy.
Happily ever afters don’t come with magic; they come with hard work
and sacrifice.”

“I’m so sorry, Rafe,”
Elizabeth said, her tone halting and broken. She collapsed onto the
settee as the tears fell freely to her cheeks.

His chest constricted and his throat
tightened. Apparently, he wasn’t as immune to her as he’d hoped.
Mortification slammed into him for bringing her to this pass.
“Elizabeth…” He took a step toward her, but Lord Rockingham
appeared in the doorway just then, and when the other man cleared
his throat, Rafe halted with indecision.

“Lady Elizabeth, is this
man bothering you?” he asked, and the deep rumble of his voice
filled the space.

Rafe bristled. “This is a private
conversation, Rockingham,” he muttered.

“Yet not the venue for
privacy, is it?” he asked in a low voice. “If there are secrets a
man wishes to keep, perhaps a closed and locked door would work
better.”

What the devil?
Did the marquess just issue a veiled
threat?

“No, he is not bothering
me.” Elizabeth dabbed at her eyes with a dainty, lace-edged
handkerchief. She rose to her feet. “Lord Devon and I were catching
up.” Briefly, she rested her watery gaze on him before giving
Rockingham her full attention with a smile. Rafe’s heart
constricted. “He’s my brother’s best friend, so of course some of
our remembrances are… sad.”

And just like that, she’d relegated
him to the past.

“Ah.” Rockingham nodded. He
took a few steps toward Rafe. “Lord Devon. How nice to finally meet
you.” When he held out a hand, Rafe ignored it.

I owe this man—my
rival—nothing.

The marquess dropped his hand. “I see
how things will go.” He leveled his blue gaze on Rafe, narrowed
slightly. “Perhaps you should mind your steps in the future.” Then
he skirted past him, and when he gained Elizabeth’s side, he
slipped an arm around her waist, clearly staking a claim. “I
suggest you leave the lady alone. There is nothing more here for
you.” To her and in a gentler voice, he said, “Our next dance is
rapidly approaching.”

Rafe curled one hand into a fist. Two
of his claws had broken through the kid of his glove. Oh, how he’d
love to land the man a facer, perhaps marring his perfect features
by ripping out his throat. “Not until she asks me. I do not take
orders from you.”

“Folly on your part, I
wonder?” A smile curled the marquess’ lips. He looked at
Elizabeth.

She peered at Rafe, all trace of tears
gone. “It is best if you leave. I’m sorry.” The tendons in her
throat worked with a hard swallow. “For everything.”

Hurt wormed its way through him,
wrapped around his heart and attempted to throttle the life from
that organ. He nodded. “Is this the end then?” He could barely
force the words out past his own tears building in his
throat.

Elizabeth remained silent, but her
eyes were conflicted. Deep in those brandy depths, longing
glittered. At least hope remained.

And he’d fight to bring that chance,
however slim, to the surface.

“I’ll escort the lady back
to the ballroom, Devon,” Rockingham said, his voice ringing with
authority. “Besides, there’s enough gossip and innuendo swirling
around your name that you don’t need more by lingering here.” He
glanced toward the still-open doorway and then back to Rafe with an
unspoken command in his expression. “Elizabeth knows who she can
trust.”

Rafe ignored the slight. He
kept his focus on her and made certain he held her gaze.
“We’re not done,
Lizzy.” With nothing more to say and no chance of doing anything
else while the marquess stood there, he left the room.

One thing remained abundantly clear.
It was time to court the lady properly, as he should have done all
along. He would show her that he wasn’t the monster she thought,
and perhaps that would be the key to winning her heart.

Curse be damned.
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“Regarding Donovan’s ball,
you have several fittings in the next few days to make certain your
gown will be up to snuff. I’m certain you wish to look your best on
the chance the two of you decide to go ahead and break the curse
that night,” Elizabeth said as she made a few notes in her leather
folio. As was per usual each afternoon, she went over the events of
the day with the duchess. “It will be quite memorable. Also, you’ll
need to finalize details and the menu for the staff’s Christmas
dinner, as well as the family dinner and any festivities
therein.”

When she didn’t receive an answer, she
glanced at her sister-in-law, Alice, who sat demurely at her desk
with her chin in her hand, her face toward the window where the
afternoon sun streamed in. “Alice, are you listening to me?” She’d
been going over the duchess’ schedule for the past fifteen minutes,
and had just realized Alice hadn’t said anything for several
moments.

“I apologize.” The duchess
looked her way. “I suppose I was woolgathering.”

“Indeed.” Elizabeth closed
her folio. “We can revisit this later. It is of no consequence
now.” Then she looked at her sister-in-law. “Are you feeling quite
well?”

“I’m fine.” Alice waved a
hand and stood from the desk in a rustle of mauve silk. “Perhaps
still tired from the trip or from everything that needs attention.”
When she smiled, it was a wan affair. “I didn’t realize how much
work the Christmastide season entails.”

“It is rather taxing, but
once preparations are underway and the decorations are up, the
house will transform into a wonderland.” Elizabeth gained her feet
as well. She held her folio against her chest as she peered closer
at the other woman. Pale face, faint dark smudges beneath her eyes,
lines of concern on her brow. Mayhap it was exhaustion, as she’d
said. “You do appear overly tired. I suggest either putting your
feet up with a good book or moving upstairs and having a lie
down.”

“Sound advice.” Alice
crossed the room, where she promptly sank onto a settee and her
eyes took on a faraway look, a testament to how well she’d come to
know the layout of the London townhouse and her sun room in
particular since her marriage. She navigated the building without
an escort most days. “Donovan’s business has taken him away from
the house for long hours ever since we returned to London.” A
dreamy smile curved her lips. “I miss him.”

“Understandable.”
Elizabeth’s chest tightened. As much as she was happy that her
brother had met the love of his life, their blatant affection for
each other sometimes grated. “I have hardly had time to speak with
him myself.” And she wouldn’t seek him out if he meant to
antagonize her again.

Finally, Alice focused on her with her
old clarity. “He told me about your last conversation.”

“I assumed that he did.”
They were married, after all, and they would have
talked.

“Donovan was pleased when
he became aware of Lord Rockingham’s interest in you,” Alice
continued with a sweet smile. “He wishes you to make a brilliant
match, and it seems you are well on your way, if the flowers he has
delivered after each time he sees you are any indication.” The most
recent one arrived earlier that morning, a brilliant bouquet of
exotic blooms in the colors of sunset.

“He has barely started
calling upon me, so it’s early days yet.” Even as tiny tremors of
excitement climbed her spine, worry swept in to tamp the
reaction.

“Yet you aren’t thrilled
with the situation,” Alice continued with a knowing glint in her
eyes.

Elizabeth shrugged and took a seat
beside her sister-in-law. “It’s confusing, at best, especially
when…” Well, it didn’t matter in light of her brother’s high-handed
dictate.

“Especially when the
marquess isn’t the man you wish would call,” Alice finished for
her. She grabbed one of her hands and squeezed. Kindness reflected
in her face, and even though the duchess met her gaze, she wasn’t
able to see due to her particular sight impairment. “Do you want my
advice?”

“Not if it will be the same
as my brother’s,” she responded without thinking, and then just as
quickly gasped. “I mean—”

Alice laughed. “Plain speaking is a
good trait to have. Even when pitted against a duke or a duchess.”
Again, she squeezed Elizabeth’s fingers with a smile. “But truly,
if Rogue is the man who holds your heart, do not settle for anyone
else, despite the wishes of the duke.”

“Oh, I don’t know if Rafe
holds my heart. Our history is rather… convoluted, at best. But I…
I cannot seem to purge him from my thoughts.” Elizabeth glanced
into Alice’s sparkling gray eyes, but she didn’t find the answers
she sought. “We are certainly not in love.” This she knew beyond a
doubt. “In fact, he—”

“Frightens you,” Alice said
on a whisper. When Elizabeth nodded, the duchess continued. “I
believe that you should pursue him enough—or let him do the same to
you—until you can quell the confusion or at least set him free.
Otherwise, you will always regret it, especially if you find
yourself married to another.”

“I’m not sure finding
myself close to Rafe once more is a good idea. We are like oil and
water,” Elizabeth protested, but her cheeks heated.

“Sometimes that is also a
good thing.” Alice patted her hand. “Life is entirely too short for
doubt, so if the earl wishes to court you, please promise
me—promise yourself—that you will let him.”

“But I—”

Alice released her hand. “He terrifies
you. I can hear it in your voice.” They remained quiet for a few
seconds. “Donovan used to make me feel the same way, until I took
myself in hand and decided to understand his wolfish side better.
It made all the difference.” She sighed. “These men of ours, these
Lords of the Night, they require different handling than
others.”

“This is true.” Confusion
might still hold her in its grip, but the tightness in Elizabeth’s
chest lessened. Did she wish to understand Rafe and embrace his
cursed side as well?

“Don’t cheat yourself out
of happiness because you’re afraid. I almost did that. So did
Donovan.” Alice’s expression sobered as if she’d fallen into
memories. Elizabeth well remembered those terrible days a couple of
months ago when she feared the ducal marriage would fall
apart.

“It is not only my fear of
him,” Elizabeth whispered. “I… what I want from him scares me as
well.”

A knowing smile curved the duchess’
lips. “You speak about the physical relationship you once had with
him.”

“Yes.” She nodded as warmth
slapped her cheeks. “It’s scandalous to think such things, to want
such things, and from him, but memories of that night won’t leave
me alone. He was…” Oh, how embarrassing to admit this to her
sister-in-law. “…forceful and so… different than he is in polite
society. I rather liked it.” Did it make her sound like a wanton
woman, little better than the demi-monde?

Alice chuckled. “There is nothing
wrong with you, my dear. And do not think such things make you
improper. Intimacy is quite healthy, and at times, a lady simply
doesn’t wish for her partner to act the gentleman between the
sheets.”

“Oh, please, we must stop
talking about it.” It was the height of embarrassing. Elizabeth
temporarily buried her face in her hands. “And do not tell my
brother.” She couldn’t bear it if Donovan knew of her secret
craving.

“Your confession is my
knowledge alone.” Alice continued to grin. “If after making an
effort with Rogue and nothing comes from it, then by all means,
actively pursue the marquess. Only you can decide which man will
make your soul fly free.”

“Thank you.” Elizabeth
leaned close and kissed her sister-in-law on the cheek. “I shall
take your words to heart.” She stood. “Do you wish to go over the
remainder of your schedule?”

“No.” Alice shook her head.
“In fact, later this afternoon, I am interviewing a young woman who
I hope will slip into the role of my assistant and thereby
releasing you from your self-appointed role of my
secretary.”

Elizabeth sucked in a breath. “You
needn’t do that.” Her heartbeat kicked up, for without working with
the duchess, what would she do with her time? The little imp in her
head suggested flirting with the two men who’d shown an interest in
her, but she promptly shut that little imp into a box and shoved
that box to the farthest recesses of her mind.

“Pish posh.” Alice waved a
hand. “I have a feeling once you find a way out of this current
morass, you will no longer have time for me. One of those men will
occupy your full attention.” She winked. “Have an enjoyable
day.”
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Later that afternoon, the butler,
Griggs, discreetly cleared his throat at the doorway of the family
parlor where Elizabeth sat lost in an adventure novel.

“The Earl of Devon has
arrived, my lady,” he said, his tone conveying nothing of his
feelings on the subject.

Tingles of excitement buzzed up her
spine, but she refused to show a reaction. “Tell him that Donovan
is still out and I do not know when the duke will return,” she
said, not glancing up from the pages of her book. Really, Griggs
should already know that.

“You misunderstand, my
lady. The earl is here to see you.”

“I beg your pardon?”
Elizabeth jerked her head up and stared at the middle-aged man in
the crisp navy and gold livery. Her book slipped from her lap to
land at her feet with a faint thump. Not to mention, these were
daylight hours, not that the overcast skies showed the sun all that
much, but Rafe never ventured out before twilight—much.

“The Earl of Devon has
specifically requested to see you,” the butler repeated, his
expression as impassive as the inflections in his voice.

“Why the devil would he do
that?” she asked as she uncurled herself and then stood, her book
forgotten in the sudden panic that gripped her insides.

The butler rolled his eyes. “Perhaps
you should meet him and solve the mystery, my lady.” His droll tone
caused her to snicker.

“You’re right.” Even if the
thought of seeing Rafe at all after her poor behavior the other
night sent tremors of guilt and fear through her belly. “Where is
he?”

“The Gold Parlor, my lady.
I did not offer him tea, for I didn’t know if he would be given the
opportunity to stay… with your brother still out.”

She nodded. “I’m sure the earl will
continue his errands once I speak with him.” There was no other
reason for him to linger. “That will be all, Griggs.”

“Very good.” Once the
butler exited the room, Elizabeth retrieved her fallen book and
then laid the volume on a rose-inlaid table. Her hand shook. What
would she say to Rafe that hadn’t already been said? And if Donovan
returned while she and he were in the same room together? She shook
her head. Well, that couldn’t be contemplated, and she didn’t wish
to, for she wasn’t all that certain which man would come out the
victor in a fight.

Elizabeth quickened her steps, almost
jogging, until she reached the Gold Parlor. Her day gown of jaunty,
holiday green fluttered about her ankles, and as she took a few
deep breaths to calm herself, she entered the room. “I apologize
but I cannot—”

“Good afternoon, Lizzy,” he
interrupted as he stood from the gold brocade sofa and bestowed a
grin upon her that did queer things to her insides. “It’s a rather
fine day for a drive, don’t you think? Perhaps you might accompany
me, if you’re not already engaged.” His skin was pale, and worry
immediately took possession of her. Was he ill or was it merely a
product of the curse?

“Rafe.” Her mouth opened
and closed like a caught fish. Never had he attempted to court her.
She’d assumed he wasn’t interested in the softer side of society,
that he would always take what he wished by force. Words failed
her, so she gawked at him instead. His blond hair had been tied at
his nape and gave him an air of an old-fashioned gentleman. His
jacket of maroon matched splendidly with the embroidered swirls
done in maroon thread on his ivory brocade waistcoat. Gray breeches
tucked into gleaming Hessians completed his ensemble. What was
more, she’d not seen in him such attire before, only in black. It
was as if he’d taken special care of his looks today.

The earl cocked an eyebrow. “May I
take your speechlessness for consent or refusal?” Though his tone
of voice was everything polite, she heard the tiny quaver at the
back of it. He was afraid? Of her rejection?

Her heart trembled slightly. Did he
truly hold her in such high regard? She glanced at the windows and
then back to his face where expectation flitted through his
expression. The glint off his emerald stickpin within the snowy
folds of his cravat drew her attention, and her chest tightened.
She’d given him that ornament, so many Christmases ago when they’d
been fast friends… and more... and she’d assumed their lives would
grow entwined. Did he always wear it, for she’d spied it on him
that night he’d come back into her life? “I suppose a drive through
the park wouldn’t hurt.” What was happening to her and to her
resolve that he should stay away?

That damned stickpin. She would do
this for nostalgia’s sake. Or perhaps for hers, as Alice’s words
rang in her ears. Mayhap this was an opportunity to talk with him
in an effort to come to know him better, as a man outside of his
curse.

Then she could let him go.

“Excellent.” His hazel eyes
lit with pleasure for a brief moment before he hooded them once
more. “My chaise is outside on the curb, for I didn’t wish to have
the horses unharnessed in the event you’d refuse.”

“I understand.” Yet she
stood there, not moving. It was as if her feet had turned into
blocks of stone while the rest of her burned with heat. “About what
I said to you the other night…”

He held up a gloved hand. “Put it from
your mind, for I shouldn’t have said what I did that night
either.”

“I think perhaps we were
both letting off frustrations.” That had led nowhere except to
confirm the terrible want she still harbored for him.

After Rafe had departed that evening,
Lord Rockingham had escorted her back to the ballroom, and once
they’d indulged in their dance, the marquess had quit the scene
with a mumbled excuse. She’d thought for certain he would have
stood by her side for the remainder of the night in an effort to
stave off another possible clash with Rafe, but there’d been no
sign of both men. Eventually, with no one else to talk to and the
sparkle of excitement faded from the event, she’d walked home
through Mayfair, for it wasn’t far.

“Indeed.” He glanced toward
the door. “Shall we? I wish to make full use of the overcast skies.
And the threat of rain will keep most from Rotten Row.”

Elizabeth sucked in a breath as she
followed him from the parlor. “You still seek to avoid the sun?”
she asked in a low tone.

“Quite, though it isn’t so
bad in the winter, and I do have spectacles with tinted glass
lenses that protect my eyes. Plus, the winter-crisp air is most
welcome.” He glanced at her with a grin as she came abreast of him.
They gained the entry hall together. “Don’t worry about me, Lizzy.
I won’t suddenly burst into ash any time soon.”

“That is good to know.” She
smiled at Griggs, who’d brought their outerwear. “Thank you for
anticipating our needs.”

“I live to serve, my lady,”
he said as he handed Rafe a gray greatcoat and then helped her into
the gold brocade pelisse he held.

The white rabbit fur lining
immediately ensconced her in warmth. She did up the three frog
fastenings while Rafe set a beaver felt top hat upon his head, at a
rakish angle over his left eye. Then she donned a matching bonnet
and tied the green ribbons beneath her chin. Gah, but she hated the
headgear. It made her feel clunky and awkward, and the sides
blocked her vision, which rendered her vulnerable. Not the best
when one prepared to step outside with a vampire by her side.
“Shall we?” she asked as she pulled on a pair of ivory kid
gloves.

“No time like the present,
Lady Elizabeth,” he murmured and when Griggs pulled open the door,
Rafe offered her his arm, and she set her fingers upon his sleeve
without comment.

Butterflies danced through her lower
belly when the earl gripped her waist and assisted her into the
vehicle. Several seconds later, the chaise rocked as he joined her.
Then he took the reins in his gloved hands and started them into
motion.

“Your horses are
magnificent.” It was as good as conversation as any, and the
animals were truly gorgeous. Gray mares and dappled with matching
black manes and tails.

“Thank you. I happened upon
them at Tattersalls before I left London. Outbid a duke for them at
the last second.” A certain amount of pride threaded through his
voice. “My grooms were only too happy to train them and give them
proper exercise.”

Elizabeth nodded. They hadn’t spoken
of his absence, but now she wished to know why he’d fled. “Were you
attempting to avoid someone during those two months while Donovan
was on his wedding tour?”

“Yes.” He didn’t elaborate,
but her curiosity raged.

“Who?”

After several moments of silence, he
said, “You.”

Elizabeth turned her head to stare at
him. In profile, he was attractive in a rugged way she’d not
noticed before. “Me? Why?” She allowed her gaze to linger along the
cut of his strong jaw, the curve of his clean-shaven cheek, the
hints of silver at his temple, the crinkle of the delicate skin at
the corner of his eye when he grinned. Nothing about him betrayed
the fact he was a vampire.

“Honestly?” he asked and
glanced her way. Amusement twinkled in his eyes, along with
self-loathing deep in the depths. When she nodded, he continued. “I
couldn’t trust myself not to call upon you, and with Donovan out of
pocket, there was no excuse to merely drop by.”

She faced front once more, glad that
the sides of the bonnet hid her face from his view. “You considered
calling upon me a horrible task?”

“Quite the contrary. In
fact, I’ve wanted to find myself in your presence for the longest
time.”

“But?” The word felt pulled
from her. “You feared you would lose control, like last time?” Why
did speaking such things aloud both thrill and terrify
her?

“I did fear I would lose
control, but not like the last time you and I came together.” His
tone was so low she had to lean closer to hear him. “I hold you in
too high of regard to commit such a trespass again.”

Butterfly wings brushed through her
belly. “Yet you feared to call upon me.” It didn’t make sense. Yet…
perhaps it did, for she’d acted the shrew when they happened upon
each other. She’d outright refused him, bordered on being
rude.

“You made it readily
obvious you wouldn’t welcome such an overture.” He didn’t try to
soften the accusation, even though his tone of voice didn’t change.
She knew it and so did he. “But I cannot forget you, Lizzy.
Something in you calls out to something in me. It’s grown stronger
since I returned to London.” Rafe turned his head and met her gaze.
“Do you feel it too?”

Trembles played up and down her spine.
If she admitted such a thing to him, would that shift the dynamics
between them? Did she want it to? “I’m… not certain. Our meetings
recently have been fraught with anger and—”

“Fear,” he finished for her
in a quiet voice. “You are afraid of me, and I don’t expect that to
change any time soon.” He sighed and flicked the reins as the
horses made the turn into Hyde Park. “It saddens me, for you’ve
known what I was for more years than our history
together.”

Perhaps she’d never thought to
consider how the situation or their alienation would affect him;
she’d only sought to protect herself—from him, from what she
couldn’t help craving. Thus chastised and with a tight chest,
Elizabeth turned her face away to stare at the park around them as
they joined the scant vehicular traffic.

“I’m so sorry, Rafe. I can
see now that my responses have been exacerbated.”

He didn’t answer. Perhaps he didn’t
need to.

Eventually, the silence between them
grew too much to bear. She faced him once more. “Have you eaten
today? Or more specifically, have you fed?” The need to know far
outweighed the fear of knowing, and after all, this was Rafe. As
long as she couldn’t see his fangs or feel his bite, she would be
fine.

Please God let it be
so.

His hands tightened on the reins. A
muscle ticked in his cheek, but when he spoke, he was as even-toned
as ever. “Hunger for blood won’t come upon me until the sun sets,
but if you wish to stop for tea or a sweet, I wouldn’t tell you
no.”

“I’d rather remain here
with you.” Not because she didn’t want to show up at popular places
with him, but she enjoyed being near him, their arms brushing with
every movement. It reminded her of how things used to be, before
she’d witnessed his beast.

“That is an encouraging
development,” he murmured but didn’t make an attempt to touch her
or otherwise push his suit.

And still she burned to know more.
“When you feed, what does the blood… taste like?” Then she berated
herself. How gauche of her to ask. Never had she questioned Donovan
about the intricate details of his beast. She merely knew that he
struggled with the curse.

“That depends on the
donor.” Rafe shrugged but he kept his focus on the pathway ahead.
“It is as different as each person.”

The admission was both
fascinating and horrible. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask
what she’d tasted like, but then she thought the better of
it. Perhaps I don’t want to know.
Instead, she posed a different question. “Are you
doing well in your life? Every time I’ve seen you this week, you
seem driven, haunted perhaps. Does your beast trouble
you?”

“No more than usual,” he
responded and humor threaded through his voice. When he glanced at
her, his eyes were more brown than green, the red ring around his
irises faint. “But am I well? Not exactly.”

Elizabeth’s heartbeat accelerated.
“Are you ill?” As of yet, the ancient curse hadn’t killed any of
the Cursed Lords, and if it had, that news hadn’t reached her ears.
And he looked too pale…

“No.” He gathered the reins
into his right hand and patted her hand with his left. “Calm
yourself. I merely speak on upcoming events. The last full moon is
coming next week. I fear the curse will linger for me.”

Hot guilt snaked through her gut. “I’m
sorry.” Once upon a time, she’d dreamed of loving him so fiercely
that such an emotion alone would free him from those unseen chains,
and they would have lived as if in a fairytale. Fate had had other
plans.

“I would break the damned
curse myself if it meant you would look at me
differently.”

“How am I looking at you?”
she whispered, her fingers clasped tightly together in her lap. The
fleeting warmth he’d imparted from his touch gone.

“With pity and sorrow and
perhaps a touch of guilt,” he answered in a matching tone. “And
deep down, you still fear what I am. That fear never leaves, does
it?”

“No.” Tears pricked the
backs of her eyes. She blinked the moisture away. “Though you might
see such things, I do feel more for you.” It was folly to admit
anything to this man, for then everything would change.

“Oh?”

She nodded. “You are how you’ve always
been. How I’ve always known you.” Elizabeth paused, unsure how to
continue. “Without the fangs, you are merely Rafe, the man I was
once infatuated with.” Yet why couldn’t she stop thinking of him
with dread or fear? And why the deuce wouldn’t the intense desire
for him fade?

Rafe snorted. “Once. What a depressing
word.” He was silent for a few minutes, then, “But if I were fully
human, Lizzy?”

“You wouldn’t be you.” That
was God’s honest truth. As much as she’d thought of him without the
curse weighing him down, if he didn’t possess his beastly half, he
wouldn’t be the man she’d fallen for once upon a time. When she’d
been a stupid young woman who hadn’t realized the horror such a man
could truly be. When he’d claimed her body with a strength and
authority and finesse she couldn’t forget.

Silence reigned between them while
Elizabeth focused on the winter-bare trees in the park. When a
faint breeze blew into the vehicle, she shivered, hoping that it
would cool her blazing cheeks.

“I had hoped you and I
might reconcile in time to lift the curse, but—”

“Stop, Rafe.” Daring much,
she put her hand on his and squeezed. A cloud of sadness dropped
over her to combine with the ever-present guilt. “I feel as though
I’ve failed you. It’s too sad.”

“Agreed.” He didn’t move
his hand. Neither did she. “If only circumstances were
different.”

A life filled with “if onlys” was an
empty life indeed. “Act human now. You tell me I have nothing to
fear from you, but I need you to show that in your actions. Perhaps
if you ignored the urge to feed…”

“You know as well as I that
such a thing is impossible. If I didn’t feed, I would
die.”

Yes, she did. It was a
horrible notion—both of them—and living with the beast wasn’t his
fault. He’d never asked for the curse. But neither had she. “Oh,
Rafe, I am so sorry.” Perhaps her experience with that side of him
had colored her outlook for him as a man. Had she done him a
disservice by breaking their friendship, yet how could such a thing
continue after what he’d done? What he would always need to do? For
no matter if he fell in love, he would still need to feed.
If that were to happen to me, how the devil could
I handle the reality? Confliction raged
within her breast to further fed her confusion. “Don’t be what
people expect from you.”

“Ha.” He yanked his hand
from hers and she mourned his warmth. “How can I not? I will
forever be the beast until it kills me or old age does.” Bitterness
clung to those words and worked to further break her heart.
“Perhaps that is the best option, for then my title will remain
empty, and my part in the curse will finally end. I will no longer
burden anyone with it.”

Her chest tightened so badly she
feared she couldn’t breathe. “Stop the carriage,” she ordered in a
barely-there whisper as an insane idea came over her. The panting
breaths she took did little to quiet the racing of her
pulse.

“Do you wish to jump out
and walk back to St. James Square?” The bitterness deepened. “Has
your disgust of me colored everything else?”

“No.” For the first time,
she didn’t feel like running from him. In fact, that pull he’d
spoken about was as strong as ever, and for the moment she didn’t
wish to escape. When he did as she asked and maneuvered the
carriage out of the sparse line of traffic, and he parked beneath a
grouping of oak trees, he looked at her, anger roiling through his
eyes. “Now what?”

“This.” Quickly, before her
nerve left and common sense returned, Elizabeth grabbed hold of his
cravat and reeled him close. Surprise came over his features, but
then she pressed her lips to his. She kissed him, and as she did
so, she noted that his fangs weren’t present. The feel of his
mouth, his lips, both hard and soft, beneath hers was oh so
pleasant, so drugging, and when she pulled away, she stared into
his eyes. The red ring about his irises didn’t glow as intently as
it had all those years ago. It gave her hope that he could, indeed,
control his beast. “Forgive me. It was something I had to
do.”

“There is nothing to
forgive.” Rafe smiled, and there were no fangs in evidence. “But I
must say, a man could become used to such surprises.”

Did that mean he no longer desired her
if the fangs weren’t out or the red ring faded? She released his
cravat with a shuddering sigh and put a few inches of space between
them while her pulse pounded and lovely warmth slid through her
veins. The taste of him lingered on her lips, and God help her, she
wanted more. “Good. I merely wished to—”

“Please, don’t dilute that
kiss with empty explanations. I’d like to hope you felt something
for me beyond pity to motivate the embrace.” Emotion graveled his
voice and he set the horses into motion once more. “It is more
headway than we’ve had before.”

“Yes.” Elizabeth didn’t
know which statement she responded to. She nodded, and her lips
still tingled from that brief contact. Too bad she couldn’t sort
through the morass of feelings currently assaulting her and return
to clear-headed thinking.

“Come with me to the St.
Albans ball,” he said some minutes later.

Heat fired in her cheeks. “I have
already accepted an invitation from Lord Rockingham.” When that air
of sadness came over him again, she hastened to add, “But I would
be delighted to set aside a dance for you.” What had happened to
her reserve around him? When all was said and done, he was the
beast, and what he did as the vampire still frightened
her.

“I suppose if that is all
you’ll give me, I should accept it and count myself happy.” Despair
flickered through his eyes, gone with a blink, but he didn’t smile
again. “Why won’t you give me a chance, Lizzy?” Pain wavered
through the whisper, and her heart trembled at his use of the old
nickname that belonged only to them. “What must I do to show you
the depths of my regard, that I am not what you fear?”

Confusion ran riot and her
eyes once more filled with tears. She knew with a woman’s intuition
that if she refused him again, she would lose him forever.
I cannot bear that, but I need more time.
Elizabeth cupped his cheek and turned his head
until he met her gaze. She smiled for his benefit. A tiny flame of
hope ignited deep in those depths and the red ring flared. Flutters
of need brushed low in her belly. “Come to the ball and dance with
me. I shall know how to answer your question then.”

Please God give me the
strength to follow through with that decision.
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Rafe sat in a leather wing-backed
chair in his suite of rooms at Bête Noire with a snifter of brandy
in his hand. He dabbed at his lips with a pristine linen square and
wiped away any trace of blood. Even so, the faint, sweet taste of
it lingered on his palate, an undeniable reminder of what he was,
and what he would remain if the curse wasn’t lifted in a week’s
time.

Sleeping in the adjoining room was one
of the club’s women, and like all of them, she’d chosen to dress
herself in diaphanous lace and silk. He’d fed from the nameless
sacrifice; it wouldn’t do to learn their names, for there was no
relationship beyond the feedings. If he took the time to come to
know them, the act would become too personal, and once feelings
were involved, feeding would transform into something else
entirely.

That couldn’t happen.

Tonight, he’d taken more than he
should have, fed from the woman’s delicate neck until her skin tone
had paled and she’d passed out from the blood loss. Oh, this one
had tempted him beyond measure, for her charms were quite ample and
her hair was just the shade of chocolate and caramel he favored.
She was skilled in kissing and the attempt to separate him from his
clothing.

But she wasn’t Elizabeth and never
would be, so he’d taken the gift of her blood and left her body
alone. After several hours of restorative sleep, she would be right
as rain, but since he wasn’t a monster, he would have the in-house
physician examine her to make certain.

And through it all, thoughts of
Elizabeth danced through his head—the woman he wanted beyond all
measure.

She kissed me.

Unprovoked, unbidden, and unexpected,
the lady had kissed him. The gesture had been so incredibly sweet
that it had caught him by surprise before he could react or take
her into his arms. Even now, as he sipped his brandy, he could
still feel the warmth of her lips pressing against his. Borne of
guilt, perhaps, he liked to think that she felt something beyond
that for him.

So why the devil had she done
it?

He certainly didn’t know, but her
questions about his beast had given him hope that he could win her
back. Never had she wished to learn before. He would begin the
campaign to court her in just under two hours, when he was due to
arrive at the St. Albans’ ball. And if it was in his power, he’d
pour on the charm in order to romance her like he should have done
before he’d bitten her, before he’d taken her innocence. If he’d
controlled his beast and his impulses, perhaps they would even now
enjoy married life, have a couple of children.

His length shuddered to life at the
thought. Is that what he wished for both of them now? Perhaps. He
wasn’t growing younger, but winning Elizabeth’s heart was first and
foremost. Nothing else mattered if he couldn’t gain her trust and
devotion. He tossed the handkerchief to the floor; a few smears of
scarlet blood marred the white surface.

If only she wasn’t
attending the ball with that bastard Rockingham. His gums throbbed
the longer he allowed his mind to dwell on his rival, the man he
wished to tear limb from limb. Get hold of
yourself, Rafe. You are not a murderer.

Draining his glass, he set the snifter
upon a small marble-inlaid table at his elbow. The fact he wasn’t a
killer brought little comfort, for if he couldn’t bring his beastly
tendencies under control when in that man’s company, he’d very well
be presumed guilty. As he drew in a few deep breaths and encouraged
calm throughout his being, he sighed. He could hold his own with
the marquess. The thought of meeting the fellow at dawn somewhere
in Hyde Park gripped his mind. How was the man’s aim? Rafe grinned
as his gums throbbed. His own was fairly decent, not that he
actively went about practicing it, for his fangs were his weapon of
choice if he didn’t have a blade.

Given the opportunity, would he sink
those lengthened incisors into the man’s neck and drink away his
life? He snorted and launched from the chair. Only with an
iron-clad reason or if there truly was no other choice. Peace and
calm were difficult companions this night. He meant what he told
Elizabeth—he didn’t kill people. And so far, nothing had come up
during a prod into Lord Rockingham’s background. The man appeared
as perfect as she undoubtedly thought.

Damn him.

How exactly
did Elizabeth feel about
Rockingham? If she was in love with the man, she certainly wouldn’t
have kissed him during a drive, and in Hyde Park with eyes
everywhere, no less.

A slow smile curved his lips. For the
moment, it seemed they were both on an even playing field. That was
all to the good, for it gave him time. Needing to talk over the
coil with his friends, Rafe made his way downstairs and to his
customary table. The only man occupying a chair there was
Mountgarret. At least the duke wasn’t in attendance. That would
have made the situation worse.

He slumped into a chair with a
muttered greeting.

“I’d wondered when you’d
make an appearance, Devon,” his friend said as he glanced up from
his whiskey glass. “And in such striking evening attire. What’s the
occasion? Surely you didn’t dress up for me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself.
I’m headed to St. Albans’ ball.” Really, the amount of
ton events he’d been
obliged to attend was alarming, especially since the Christmastide
season kept the glittering offerings alive and well through the New
Year.

The viscount snorted. “I’m surprised
you’re going. Don’t you usually spend your time stalking the dark
streets?” Apparently, a thought had him on the edge of hilarity.
“Don’t tell me you keep London safe from predators lower brow than
you. Or perhaps you aim to save the unfortunates among us from
various vices their chosen lifestyles bring?”

“Don’t be an arse.” He
accepted a bottle of brandy as well as an empty snifter from a
passing servant, but when a buxom red-haired woman caught his eye,
he shook his head. “Obviously, yes, if I stumble upon crime while
I’m out, I take care of it, but I do not actively search for people
to rescue.”

Not for worlds would he admit to
lurking about such slums like the Dials, and only on the days when
Elizabeth made her charitable deliveries. If someone attempted to
molest her, then he’d interfere, but he normally watched from a
discreet distance—her silent protector.

And he’d done it since she’d begun her
charity work, never once saying a word. If fate was kind, she would
never know.

“What exactly do you do the
nights you have no societal commitments?” Mountgarret asked next.
As he stared, he took a shot of his liquor and winced as he
swallowed.

“Read.” Rafe shrugged.
“Cogitate.”

Mountgarret snorted. “Obsess over a
certain lady.”

Rafe shot him a look designed to quell
any more conversation along those lines, but Valentine had never
been good at taking a hint. To stave off the inevitable, he said,
“Where is Manchester tonight?” It seemed an age since the four of
them had met in the club together, and he rather missed the
comradery.

“He chose not to venture
out in the cold rain.” Mountgarret shrugged. “You know how dukes
are.”

“More like he’s tucked away
in bed with his wife.” More than a hint of sarcasm threaded through
the reply, but he couldn’t recall the words. The duke had not
offered many details regarding how he’d won Alice, but it had to
have been due to heroics. Had he struggled during the courtship
phase? Perhaps angst was a normal part of it. “Where is Coventry?”
He required the advice of an unmatched man.

“Upstairs, dallying with
some female or other, no doubt.” The viscount poured out another
measure of whiskey. “Or else he’s locked himself away, for fear of
becoming a rampaging dragon. He was rather lax on the details of
his absence, but he did tell me a few days ago that his shifter
half refused to be appeased.”

When the beasts they all battled with
gained the upper hand, the men were forced to hide away out of the
public eye, lock themselves up for fear of harming those closest to
them. It was how life would go unless they managed to break the
curse.

And time was running out.

“Will he remove to his
country estate as a precaution?”

“Hard to say. Coventry has
legendary control, and he is seldom distracted. His only weakness
is his young son and his sister, but she’s safe and happy, so I
rather doubt the threat is imminent.” Valentine snorted. “Of
course, the beasts do have minds of their own at times.”

“They do.” Rafe downed a
measure of brandy, and the pain in his gums faded, but his mind
wouldn’t stop fixating on Elizabeth. Did she still wish to dance
with him, or had she said that yesterday as a
pleasantry?

“Must be two sheets to the
wind if you cannot manage to attend me.” The viscount peered at him
with interest in his expression, which brought Rafe out of his
musings. “Since you’re here and appearing quite dejected—or
distracted—can I assume that you’ve had no luck renewing your
acquaintance with Lady Elizabeth?”

Hearing her name on another man’s
lips—even in passing—sent shards of both agony and excitement
through him. Rafe straightened in his chair as his pulse quickened.
“Very little.” He lapsed into silence once more, preferring to
contemplate the contents of his snifter instead of opening himself
up to his friend’s scrutiny or teasing. Lord knew they all joked
with each other, yet it wasn’t a pleasant experience when it hit
too close to home. But when the quiet grew unbearable and Valentine
didn’t remove his gaze, Rafe sighed. “There has been movement in
that arena.” He glanced at the viscount. “She kissed me.” In low
tones, he told the brief tale.

“Oh ho!” Mountgarret shoved
his glass away and leaned forward. “Now we’re making progress.” His
grin was decidedly wicked. “What happened after the kiss? Did you
exchange words of love, or at the very least, affection? Did she
give a reason? Did you spirit her off to a shadowy spot and indulge
in a tryst?”

“Hardly. We are not at that
point yet.” He tapped a fingernail on the edge of the snifter
glass. The ring of crystal met his ears. “However, last night was
the first time in recent memory that she didn’t react to me with
fear in her eyes.”

“Even better.” The viscount
nodded in encouragement.

A kernel of hope bloomed in Rafe’s
chest. Perhaps she had indeed handed him the chance he’d asked for.
“We’d been talking about the curse and my hope that I might break
it with her. She became maudlin and ordered me to pull over the
vehicle.”

Mountgarret cocked a red eyebrow. “A
pity kiss?”

“I don’t think so. Perhaps
she felt guilty, but after that, conversation between us as we
finished the drive was quite pleasant. We spoke on a variety of
topics, none of which came close to the curse, or anything that had
occurred between us in the past, or my being a vampire.” But not of
their futures.

“And you never once felt
the urge to bury your fangs into her neck or your prick into her
heat?” Valentine chuckled when he growled. “Sorry, chap, but I had
to ask.”

“I know.” Rafe allowed a
small grin. “I was too shocked and surprised to feel much of
anything, quite frankly.” He shrugged. “It was… refreshing.”
Though, much could be said of a bracing argument that fired his
blood and ramped his desire. Which brought up another thought
entirely. Did her turnabout in attitude mean she no longer wanted
him as a lover?

“Then why the devil are you
worried? I can see it in your eyes.”

The ever-present black
cloud of depression descended once more. “She will be with
him, the perfect
marquess, for the whole of this evening.”

“It means nothing, and
besides, she promised you a dance.” Valentine drew his glass
closer. “Many delightful things can happen during a waltz, and if
you are wise, you’ll make certain your dance is just that.” When
Rafe didn’t comment, the viscount blew out a breath. “You share
prior history with her.” He held up a hand. “Questionable history,
perhaps, convoluted history, certainly, but that spark is still
there, whether she wants to openly acknowledge it or not. It is
more than Rockingham has.”

“Perhaps.” He remained
unconvinced.

“From all reports, the
marquess is a lukewarm lover at best. Looking like an Adonis
doesn’t mean he is perfect.”

A grin tugged at Rafe’s
lips. “Now that is encouraging.”

“Remember, not all females
want a human as a mate.” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you certain
Lady Elizabeth does? Has she told you this
specifically?”

“No, but she’s hinted at
it. Asked me if I wish to be fully human.” They’d talked of
everything but what either of them truly wanted from
life.

“Again, that means nothing.
Secrets and half-truths only.” Valentine sat back in his chair.
“Has she definitively said that she prefers him to you?”

“No. I assumed—”

The other man snorted. “Then you are
an arse, Rogue. It is a known fact that men know absolutely nothing
about what a woman is thinking, and even if they did, she’d change
her mind so quickly, we’d find ourselves at sea all over again.” He
grinned and mischief twinkled in his nearly turquoise eyes. “Take
the current momentum and use it to your advantage. If you wish to
beat Rockingham in the courting game, do so. You’re intelligent,
skilled, and have an edge he doesn’t.”

“Thank you for that.”
Feeling uplifted, Rafe leaned back in his chair and rested an ankle
on his knee. “There may be hope yet.”

“Always, my friend. Never
lose that.”

A companionable silence fell between
them, and Rafe satisfied himself with watching the activity of the
club beyond the private parlor. When he glanced again at the
viscount, he frowned.

“What ails you, Valentine?
There’s a longing in you, a certain restlessness I haven’t seen
before, or at least in a long while.” The closer he peered into the
other man’s face, the more he saw the discontent.

“That noticeable, eh?” When
Rafe nodded, Mountgarret sighed. “I wish to leave London for the
country or perhaps the sea. I haven’t decided.”

“But?”

“I want to find out what
happens with you and your curse.” He waved a hand, as if it didn’t
matter, when they both knew that it did.

“Caught up in the drama,
are you?” Rafe laughed. It felt good to do so, and would work well
to send him off to St. Albans’ event in a good humor. “If that is
the case, you’ll linger in Town through Manchester’s ball, on the
night of the full moon?”

“Perhaps.” He ran a
fingertip around the edge of his whiskey glass, but his attention
was elsewhere. Finally, the viscount heaved a sigh that said
everything he didn’t utter aloud. “Time grows short this year,
Rogue.” He lifted his gaze and held Rafe’s. “The opportunity for my
curse to lift has expired. I am quite stuck for the next five
years.”

“I’m sorry.” There was
nothing else to say, for every Cursed Lord knew the risks and had
reconciled themselves to the lifestyle thrust upon them, one not of
their own choosing. “I am nearly there myself.” Lizzy didn’t love
him, but perhaps such a state could happen in a week. Yet… He
sobered. The likelihood of that happening was slim. “Bloody hell.
We have put off the business of courting too long once
again.”

The viscount raised his eyebrows in
acknowledgement. He wrapped his slim fingers around the whiskey
glass, and in the candlelight, the flash of blue-green scales along
his knuckles was evident. “Will you lose yourself if the curse
remains after Manchester’s ball?”

Rafe stared at the bottle of smuggled
brandy from France. “No, for Lizzy is what I truly want, even if it
means the curse is mine for a lifetime.” Shock moved through his
chest as he met Valentine’s eyes. “She has been my quest all these
years. Rarely have I thought of breaking the curse… unless she
brought it up.”

“At least the love you hold
for her hasn’t wavered.” A tiny grin tugged at the viscount’s lips.
“You are perhaps wiser than me.”

“Why?” The urge to leave
the club and remove to St. Albans’ ball grew strong. He shouldn’t
waste any more time where Elizabeth was concerned.

“I do not wish for either,
my friend. I don’t want the curse and neither do I want a woman.”
He shrugged. Exhaustion lined his face. Despair reflected in his
eyes, for what Rafe had no idea. “I simply wish to be left in
peace. This life in London, dealing with my nieces and sister,
constantly aware that I’m different from most in the city and have
been ostracized for it grows… taxing at best.”

“It does wear on the nerves
after a while.” Rafe clapped a hand on the viscount’s shoulder. “I
hope you find happiness wherever you end up, Valentine. Sometimes,
the only choice we have is to make the best of what fate has given
us. Otherwise, we’ll go mad with what we don’t have.”

“Indeed.” But Mountgarret’s
attention shifted yet again. This time he stared at the doorway, a
frown pulling at his lips.

Rafe stood and shifted to better
follow his friend’s line of vision. “Who is that?” A petite blonde
trailed after Mrs. Eagan. She was striking, to be sure. Pleasantly
plump, enough curves to entice a saint with an air of tragic
vulnerability about her. She nodded when the other woman said
something to her, and Rafe caught the flash of green in her eyes,
and then they both moved out of sight beyond the salon’s
doorway.

“A new hire.” Valentine
grunted, but the light of interest briefly flared in his expression
before vanishing with his next blink. “Coventry signed off on a
handful of new staff members two days ago. Bête Noire is enjoying a
steady business. The need for additional help is
required.”

“Is she to fill a courtesan
spot?” If so, gentlemen would request her services merely based on
her looks. A woman like her didn’t need skills, for men would find
release merely by gazing upon her.

“I rather doubt it.
Coventry told me we didn’t need any more doxies. I shall have to
ask what her position will be.” His attention lingered at the
doorway for long moments.

Interesting, that. “Perhaps you should
reserve her for whatever… services you need. I’m sure Coventry will
understand. And we do have clout as founders.”

Valentine rolled his eyes. “I meant
what I said, Rogue. I am not looking for a woman—temporary or
otherwise. Not every man wishes for a match. Such a thing would
prove rather problematic once I remove to the sea.”

“Fair enough.” Rafe pulled
his pocket watch from his waistcoat pocket. After checking the
time, he returned the jewelry to its resting place. “I must
away.”

“Might I remind you to make
copious use of any mistletoe you might find?”

“I will indeed.” His
stomach muscles clenched at the thought of plying Elizabeth with
tender kisses under the guise of the Yuletide plant, as he’d once
done in their faraway past.

The viscount shook himself out of the
fog he’d apparently fallen into. “Good luck at the ball
tonight.”

“Will you
attend?”

“No.” Valentine clambered
to his feet. “I wish to walk in the rain. I need the water on my
skin. It has been an age since I’ve shifted, and the beast grows
restless.” He headed toward the doorway. “Perhaps I shall indulge
in an illicit midnight swim in the Serpentine.”

Rafe chuckled. “May the odds of
remaining unseen be in your favor. I don’t relish reading about a
sea serpent or man-fish in the gossip sheets tomorrow.”

On his way out, Valentine made a crude
gesture that set Rafe to laughing once more.

Indeed, the cursed men had to find
peace with both sides of their selves somehow.
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Elizabeth gazed about the St. Albans
ballroom with a sense of wonder. She’d attended more than a few
balls in her time, but they were especially wonderful during the
holiday season. Fir swags rested over every doorway with tin bells,
glass balls, clove-studded oranges, and red velvet ribbons tucked
in the greenery. There was even the rumor of a mistletoe ball
strung up at one of the parlors, but she’d yet to see evidence of
it with her own eyes.

All around her, the scents
of Christmastide wafted through the air. Excited conversation and
laughter echoed through the ballroom while she stood to one side
with the marquess. It was lovely being among the
ton and not under her
brother’s shadow. Not that he hadn’t attempted to keep her at home.
She grinned at the remembrance.

Donovan had waylaid her in the
upstairs hall as she prepared to meet Lord Rockingham in the foyer.
“You are lovely tonight,” he’d said, but there was no softness
about his expression or in his eyes, even has he raked his gaze up
and down her figure, ending with her upswept hair. “The golden
satin suits you.”

“Thank you. I’ve been
wanting to wear this gown, but haven’t had the opportunity.” If
truth be known, she’d specifically worn the dress for Rafe’s
benefit. Years ago, he’d complimented her on a gown of a similar
shade, and she wished to see if it would still catch his eye. This
one, complete with a fine gauze overskirt of ivory tulle, had amber
glass beads around the hem and bodice. They also decorated her
ivory silk wrap. It was pure vanity, of course, but she couldn’t
help it, for she couldn’t forget the press of his lips against
hers, however briefly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me? I don’t want to
keep the marquess waiting.”

Keep Rafe waiting, if he
will actually show.

“Ah, so that is where your
heart is leading?”

“Wouldn’t you like to
know?”

“Don’t come the crab.” He’d
clasped his hands behind his back, and his eyes gleamed. “You’ve
made a smart match. I’m proud of you.”

“You should be proud of me
regardless of what I do.” She’d pulled on her gloves and tried once
more to edge around him. If he insisted on playing the arse, she
wouldn’t provide any more confidences to him.

“True enough, and I always
am, but I would also like to know that the right man remains in
your affections.” Her brother had gripped her upper arm and stayed
her flight. He’d held her gaze, and she hadn’t backed down from his
challenge. “If you go to this ball in an effort to see Rogue, I
will lock you in your room.”

“Ha! You only wish you had
that power.”

“As a duke, I
do.”

“Such old-fashioned
bullying hidden in concern.” Elizabeth had rolled her eyes and
wrenched her arm from his hold. “If Rafe attends, that is his own
prerogative. I am not privy to his plans. And if I decide to dance
with him that is mine.” She adjusted her wrap about her shoulders.
“If you are so worried, why don’t you come with me?” Then she
couldn’t help but add, “It’s not as if my virtue is at
stake.”

“That, my dear, is your own
fault.” He glared, and then he’d growled. “Besides, I do not enjoy
being out in society,” he’d grumbled.

“Ah, then I cannot make
this evening easier for you, for you have no choice but to stay
here and stew while I enjoy myself.” She’d winked and then gained
the highly polished staircase. “Do not worry, brother. Tonight, I’m
hoping to make a decision I’ve grappled with for some time. It
should clarify my immediate future.”

“What does that mean?”
Donovan stomped after her when she didn’t answer, catching her on
the first landing. “Dammit, Elizabeth, I meant what I said. Stay
away from Rogue. He’s not the one for you.” His eyes had flashed
with ire, showing more beast than man.

Before she could once more argue,
Alice called to him at the foot of the stairs. “Donovan, would you
join me in the music room? I’ve learned a new song that I’m anxious
for you to hear.” The dulcet tones of her voice had floated up to
their position, and immediately her brother had relaxed his
posture.

He snorted. “How fortunate my wife
intervened,” he’d muttered and passed her on the stairs.

“Indeed. She must know you
require soothing.” Elizabeth had laughed, feeling more free than
she had in a long time. “Savage beast and all of that.”

“What has you smiling in
such a fashion, Elizabeth?” The deep sound of Oliver’s voice broke
into her thoughts and hauled her back to the present. All annoyance
with Donovan was forgotten for the time being. “While I would like
to think it is me, I am not that naïve.”

She glanced up at him. He really had
been everything that was proper, and he did look resplendent in the
required evening clothing. “Remembering something my brother said
this evening.”

“Will you share?” The
inquiry was equally polite. Did the man not have emotions, or had
he learned the trick of suppressing them? Either way, it was much
different than conversing with Rafe.

And a bit… anticlimactic.

“Actually, it was more of a
private, family conversation.” Not for worlds would she admit to
coming tonight in order to see Rafe. It wasn’t well done of her
allowing one man to escort her to the ball yet hoping to dance with
another.

“Very well. I won’t pry.”
He turned the full force of his regard on her. The depths of his
lake-blue eyes seemed fathomless, and Elizabeth
trembled.

“Thank you.” Could she fall
for him? Perhaps. He’d been quite steadfast in calling on her, so
much so that gossipy members of the ton had begun taking notice. That
would be a switch, her name in the rumor rags instead of her
brother’s. And he never failed to send a floral tribute after each
time he saw her. To date, Rafe had never done anything romantic
like that. Did that tip the odds into the marquess’
favor?

“Would you care for some
punch? Or perhaps champagne?” He smiled. “It wouldn’t do at all for
you to overheat. Especially since we haven’t shared a dance
yet.”

“Champagne, please.” It was
her weakness even though one glass of the delicious bubbly wine
made her inhibitions waver. She continued to ponder Lord
Rockingham, for he didn’t move from his spot beside her. The
marquess had been everything solicitous, which was wonderful in its
own way, but as of yet he hadn’t asked to kiss her, hadn’t even
tried to steal one either. And the kiss she’d shared with Rafe
yesterday had been so earnest and sweet. Unexpectedly surprising,
for nothing of the beast had appeared. Another cloud of confusion
enveloped her. Was it true, that if she danced with the earl
tonight, she would know how to answer his question?

I hope so, for I have
truly missed him.

Did she want the earl—all
of him? A shiver worked its way up her spine. That was a more
difficult question to answer. And time was of the essence. In six
days, the full moon would be upon them. He couldn’t break the curse
without love present from both parties, and though she felt
something for him, it
was hardly love.

Not that he loved her either. But
flutters moved through her insides. Part of that rankled, for he’d
already admitted that he held her in high regard.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough, for
they had both learned during Donovan’s romance, that both parties
had to be irrevocably in love to banish the curse.

Would he forever hate her if he had to
spend the next five years as a vampire? Tears prickled the backs of
her eyes, and she blinked quickly to stave off crying. It wouldn’t
do to fall into maudlin thoughts.

“Elizabeth.” Oliver touched
her elbow, and once again she peered up at him, meeting his gaze.
“You do not attend me tonight as I’d hoped you would.”

When she attempted to smile, it was a
rather poor affair. “I apologize.” Heat swept through her cheeks.
“I was wool-gathering.” She frowned. “I thought you’d gone to fetch
champagne.” Liquid in her suddenly dry throat would feel heavenly
right now.

“I didn’t wish to leave you
while you appear unsettled.” He urged her out of the way of foot
traffic as another dance set up.

A sigh left her lips. The man didn’t
deserve less than her best. He had made the effort of inviting and
escorting her to the ball. It was only polite that she enjoy it and
him. “I am only distracted. Nothing more.” She touched his hand,
surprised when he clutched her fingers. “Please do not worry over
me.”

“I cannot help it.” He
leaned his head closer to her the same time the five-piece
orchestra struck up a lively tune and the dancers went into motion.
Colors whirled about the floor in a dizzying array. “You are
distracted by the earl.” It wasn’t a question. One of his eyebrows
raised.

“Perhaps.” Her eyes widened
with surprise. How much did he overhear in the retiring room the
other evening? Then she rushed to add, “Or mayhap it’s being here
at all. I do so love to socialize.” She owed him a truth. “For so
long the Sinclair name has been overlooked and kept from such
activities.”

He rested his gaze on her, and
speculation lined his expression. “Because of your brother and his…
affliction?”

A tiny gasp escaped her. “You know…
what he is?” she asked in a barely-there whisper. At least she
wouldn’t have to explain, but oh dear heavens, what would she do
now? And was that the reason he’d initially wished to befriend
Donovan? Even more to the point, if he knew about her brother, did
he also realize what Rafe truly was? Her protective instincts grew
strong.

The marquess squeezed her fingers. “I
have heard stories, which ebb and flow as the years go by. Most
recently resurrected due to the duke’s marriage.” When she
fluttered her free hand in a panic, he continued, his tone low and
convincing. “But those stories don’t matter to me. You are not what
he is, and I want you.”

A thrill went down her spine at the
words, but then she mulled over exactly what he’d said. Wouldn’t a
man wish to have his lady regardless of who or what she or her
family was? Another cloud of confusion enveloped her as she
continued to stare at him. “I shall bear that in mind.” If her
response came out rather icier than she’d intended, she couldn’t
help it. Neither did she attempt to soften the words.

“Elizabeth.” Oliver sighed
and he dropped her hand. “Do not misunderstand me.”

She tucked both of her hands behind
her back while her dander rose. “It’s rather difficult not to,” she
declared in a slightly waspish tone. “My family’s history is none
of your concern, and neither am I if you choose to draw such hard
and fast lines.”

“I meant nothing by what I
said.” He sounded earnest enough, his eyes pleading. “I simply
meant that I’d heard the rumors—”

“—and you are rather
relieved that I do not labor under the same curse… if there is such
a thing.” Oh, she was ruining a lovely evening. In an effort not to
pick an argument with him, she scanned the ballroom that grew more
crowded as time passed. The noise built as did the heat from
hundreds of candles and the crush of bodies. She snapped open her
fan and provided much needed air to her face. Would Rafe come? His
company was preferable to the marquess at the moment. Had he been
in earnest when they’d talked in the carriage? Did he truly wish
for another chance, to court her? Excitement danced down her spine,
but she still didn’t catch a glimpse of him.

Oliver touched her
shoulder, and when she gave him her full attention once more, his
eyes reflected disappointment and a trace of annoyance. For what?
Her, his words, or the situation? “Since my presence at the moment
is rather de troup, I shall take a turn in one of the card rooms, but I will
see you later in the evening for a dance. Perhaps I can regain a
place in your good graces.”

Relief cycled through her, probably
more than it should that he was giving her space. “Thank you. I
would enjoy that very much.”

“Would you?” He held her
gaze, hope now reflected in those cool blue depths, eyes that were
entirely the wrong color. “For you must know that I aim to continue
calling on you for a specific purpose,” he said quietly.

“I know.” The muscles in
her stomach cramped, and confusion warred with pleasure. He would
be hers with little encouragement on her part, as her brother said
a brilliant match. Yet… Rafe was a wild card. One never knew what
he would do, and though he’d promised to attend tonight, there had
been no sign of him. Perhaps she was a fool, indeed, if she didn’t
give the marquess permission. Heat infused her cheeks, and she
finally nodded. “Of course.”

“Good.” With a nod, he
melted into the crowd, quickly vanishing in the crush of
people.

Elizabeth stood by herself for long
moments at the side of the room, while other unattached ladies
mingled and talked. Why couldn’t she just decide which man was best
for her? She longed for Felicity, for she would know exactly what
to do under the circumstances, but… Rafe might have his flaws—big
flaws—but he was the more interesting of the two. If she chose him,
she need never suffer through predictable or boring. Yet, there
were his fangs, and his need to feed on humans…

Then her breath caught, and
a host of butterflies took flight in her belly. He’s here! She craned her neck to
better watch his progress around the perimeter of the room. Oh,
Rafe was resplendent this evening. His black evening jacket set off
his broad shoulders and the nip of his waist to perfection. Though
the marquess was much larger and bigger, the earl’s form was quite
pleasing indeed. A waistcoat of sapphire blue embroidered with
golden swirls provided the hint of color he needed. The black
evening breeches and requisite white hose showcased his
well-muscled legs, and belatedly she remembered that he adored
riding through Hyde Park in the mornings for the exercise and the
discipline.

He prowled toward her, and when his
gaze connected with hers, heat fired her cheeks, and her heartbeat
raced. Telling that she didn’t have such a reaction when she saw
the marquess, but she didn’t have time to dwell on the phenomena,
for the earl reached her quickly and with his usual speed, almost
gliding up to her. His sandy blond hair, freshly trimmed and tied
back with the bit of leather, gleamed in the
candlelight.

“Good evening, Elizabeth.”
His tenor-pitched voice reverberated in her chest as he executed a
half-bow from the waist. “You appear surprised to see me.” When he
grinned, his eyes twinkled with humor, more green than brown
tonight.

She willed her reaction to settle.
“Rafe, good evening.” She offered her hand, and as he raised it and
placed a kiss to its back, she trembled. “You came.” It was the
only thing she could think to say and hardly erudite.

“Of course, for you did ask
me to.” His grin widened, and she was lost, could happily spend the
remainder of the night staring at his mouth, listening to him talk.
Oh, if only he was this polite and charming man all the time. When
she didn’t respond, he chuckled and turned her hand over in order
to examine the dance card dangling from her wrist. “There are only
a few names on here this evening, Lizzy.”

Tingles of pleasure erupted through
her insides at the sound of her nickname. “I wanted to make certain
there were plenty of dances available in the event you attended.”
In retrospect, she should probably make it more difficult for Rafe
to court her, but why bother? She’d always believed in the direct
approach to life.

The tiny pencil attached to the card
was dwarfed in his gloved hand as he scribbled his name in two
slots on that card—a dance that would occur in a few minutes as
well as one that followed the set she’d promised to the marquess.
When he finally released her hand, she blew out a shuddering
breath.

“I’ve always admired your
intelligence.” His grin expanded into a full-fledged smile, with no
hint of fangs.

She shrugged, and finally back in
control of herself, she gave him an answering smile. “I meant what
I said yesterday during our carriage ride.” When the young women
around her location began to whisper behind their fans and dart
glances at the earl, she narrowed her eyes. “However, now I’m
wondering if a society event was the best choice to make my
decision.” It would always be like this with Rafe. The whispers and
speculation would never stop. Everyone would gossip. Did she have
the fortitude to ignore that for the rest of her life if she chose
him?

Unless the curse broke with the full
moon.

Rafe swept his gaze over the cluster
of ladies, who immediately scattered as if he might suddenly
pounce. “Pay them no mind. People with judgment do not
matter.”

Hot guilt twisted in her gut, for she
had done just that to him. To his credit, he said nothing, only
lingered his attention on the spot where the ladies had stood. The
corners of his eyes crinkled with his narrowed gaze. “I’m so
sorry,” Elizabeth whispered, and she briefly touched the fingers of
one hand to his sleeve. “I only have experience secondhand
regarding such things, but it must be terrible knowing that
everywhere you go, that is your reception.”

“It is something I’ve grown
accustomed to, unfortunately.” He returned his regard to her, and
another queer little thrill shot down her spine. “Their whispers
have no bearing on the man that I am or the life that I lead. I
refuse to hide myself in the shadows merely because what I am makes
others uncomfortable.”

Elizabeth’s respect for him edged up a
notch. “I’m glad you aren’t cowed by circumstances.” Her fingers
trembled on his sleeve. “The man I remember possessed the spirit of
the ages. He would never give up on anything without a proper
fight.”

“I am still that man,” he
said softly and covered her hand with his. Rafe nodded toward the
dance floor, where couples left and new ones took their places as
the musicians prepared to execute a waltz. “Shall we?”

“Yes.” The word left her
tight throat, and she remembered she never did receive that
promised champagne. Elizabeth allowed him to lead her onto the
floor, and when they assumed the requisite position and he settled
his hand at her waist and she clung to his other one with a hand on
his shoulder, her stomach executed a freefall.

Since he came back into her life,
she’d fought her attraction to him, for that desire was mixed and
deeply rooted with the fear that came from knowing that he harbored
a beast within. Yet, as they began the first steps of the dance,
she gave herself into his care. There was something about a
waltz.

Something about being in his arms,
moving around the room, being so close to this man who used to mean
everything to her.

“I must say, society isn’t
that bad when I have an opportunity to spend it dancing,” he
murmured, his lips near the shell of her ear. His breath warmed her
cheek. “The fact that I’m performing a waltz with you so near to
Christmastide is quite nostalgic.”

“Yes.” Elizabeth tilted her
head upward and met his gaze. Why couldn’t she think of anything
else to say, she who’d had no issue giving this man a piece of her
mind twice before? When his lips curved into a grin, she sighed.
“I’m remembering that night as well.”

It had been the evening before that
fateful night which had changed everything. A ball five days until
Christmas, and when Rafe had attended the event with Donovan and
the other Lords of the Night, she’d felt exceedingly grown up and
more than a little decadent, for she had been seeing Rafe in a
clandestine capacity for much of the year. She’d finally convinced
her brother that she needed a Come Out, and better late than never.
He’d agreed, and she’d enjoyed a wonderful Season, somewhat
abbreviated due to his blacklisted status.

And oh, how she’d danced! Rafe had
been magical that year, everything a young English lord should be,
and they’d been giddy with hiding their courtship from
Donovan.

Rafe applied gentle pressure to her
fingers, recalling her to the moment. “You are still the most
accomplished dancer I’ve partnered,” he murmured, and at a turn, he
reeled her a tiny bit closer. “You’re still the only woman I want
in my arms,” he added, and her heart squeezed at the
admission.

“Oh, Rafe…” Heat fired in
her cheeks. She dropped her gaze to his intricately folded cravat
as the waltz continued.

With every movement, his lean body
brushed hers. Desire for him continued to build until she was
fairly clinging to him, uncaring that the space between them
evaporated more and more. His eyes glittered with amusement, and
deep within those hazel depths, the same need coursing through her
veins lingered. When a slow smile took possession of his lips, a
throb rocked her core.

This was the man she could see herself
with. This was the man she had craved since that horrible night.
This was the man he was when the beast left him alone.

Just before the ending strains of the
waltz sailed into the air, Rafe led her through the opened double
doors and onto a terrace beyond. A few other couples milled about
the area while the light of the moon frosted everything a lovely
silver.

“You are beautiful tonight,
Lizzy,” he whispered as they drifted toward a low stone wall that
surrounded the terrace. “The gold gown is a nice touch.” His eyes
gleamed in the moonlight, the red ring around his irises faint and
unthreatening.

“Thank you.” Her hands
shook and she clasped them in front of her to hide her nervousness.
“You are exceptionally handsome, but then you always did know how
to dress for the night.”

“It is when I feel most
alive.” His smile had warmth unfurling through her lower belly.
“Besides, I knew I’d see you, so I made a concentrated
effort.”

“I never asked you
to.”

“No, but I should have
where you were concerned.” Though his tone was somber, his eyes
were still alight with humor and perhaps… regret. “That is what you
deserved, instead of what I did that night.”

She sucked in a breath. “You are here
now. That is enough.” Unable to stop herself, she once more dropped
her gaze to his mouth—his normal mouth—as the chilly air puffed
around her, but the cold didn’t touch her, not when she expected to
burn up with need.

“Ah, Lizzy.” Rafe brushed
his gloved knuckles along her cheek and left tingles behind. “Is
it?” Then he his head closer to hers. “Do you want me to kiss you?”
he asked in a low whisper.

In this moment, there was no shame.
She knew her own mind. “Yes.” And every waltz should end with a
kiss, especially when the terrace and gardens beyond were so
enchanting in their winter bareness.

“Come.” The earl drew her
hand through his crooked elbow and then led her down three stone
steps and into the gardens beyond. Away from the lights of the
house they went, and with every step he murmured pretty words
designed to romance her mind or perhaps reach her heart. If she’d
been the young woman of that night long ago, she would have fallen
tip over tail. But even though she was warier now, those
endearments sent silly little shivers of anticipation through her
body. “This will provide enough privacy, I think.”

When he tugged her between two tall
evergreen shrubberies, she giggled. It had been such a long time
since she’d done anything as scandalous as this. If Donovan found
out, he would no doubt follow through on his threats.

All the more reason to do
it.

“I never forgot you,” Rafe
whispered as he trapped her between the brick wall of the townhouse
and his hard chest. He cupped her cheek, and even through the kid
of his glove, the heat of him seeped into her skin. “I stayed away
by choice, fearing you would hate me for eternity, but it was so
hard. The pull between us is always there.”

“For a long time, I did
hate you.” Elizabeth let her eyes flutter closed. She curled her
fingers into his lapels, caring not if she crushed the fabric. His
breath warmed her face, her lips, and she breathed him in as his
sandalwood and cinnamon scent wafted about her. This is what she’d
missed the most, this closeness she didn’t have with
Oliver.

“And now?” he asked, his
lips brushing hers.

Prickles of anticipation rushed over
her skin. Need bloomed deep inside to fill her with liquid heat.
She opened her eyes, met his gaze, content that the red ring was
still barely noticeable. “Now my stance is slowly changing.” Her
heart hammered with the admission.

Rafe chuckled and the sound sent her
spinning faster toward something she desperately wanted but
alternately feared. He teased her with a tiny, feather-weighted
kiss to the corner of her mouth, and she emitted a shuddering sigh
from the beauty of it. “Do you remember our first real
kiss?”

“At my Come Out, before
society had firmly turned its back on me because of Donovan.” She
moved into his personal space, craving a greater
closeness.

He wrapped his arms around her,
stilling her. “I told you none of them mattered, for the ones who
did would always be there for you. And they should be the people
you keep in your life.”

She gasped at the realization. “You
always were there for me, even when I pushed you away, said
horrible things to you.” Tears filled her eyes. He had never
changed, not really, but she had. She’d grown hard, and had let
fear rule her life.

When a few tears fell to her cheek, he
wiped the moisture away with his thumb, his gaze full of compassion
and something stronger, deep down in the depths. Something she
didn’t want to ponder. Not yet. “It is forgiven.” Then he kissed
her.

Gently, oh so gently, he moved over
her mouth as her eyes closed once more. The sweetness of the
gesture renewed the wont to cry, but she returned his explorations,
for she’d desired this moment all night. With every brush of his
lips, each pass of his mouth on hers, she vowed to enjoy him for
the man that he was on this night, in this moment.

Elizabeth moaned and tugged him closer
until every part of her pressed against every part of him. The
hardness of his length rubbed along her belly and she shivered with
want. He tightened his arms about her and deepened the embrace,
dragging his tongue along the seam of her lips until she opened for
him. For several seconds, minutes, hours—time ceased to exist in
that cloud of pleasure—she communed with him in their old
tradition. She wanted more, so much more, and she didn’t want
gentle. Not anymore, not after he’d introduced her to everything
that long ago night.

“Elizabeth,” he gasped and
wrenched away long enough to stare into her eyes. “I wish to court
you properly as I should have done after that night. I will not
change my mind about you.”

Oh, she didn’t want to talk right now,
but she owed him an answer. “I won’t tell you nay.” Anything was
possible in his arms, while he was this man.

“I haven’t been this happy
in a long while,” he whispered, and he claimed her lips again, only
this time, the ring around his irises flared an unmistakable deep
red.

She quickly closed her eyes in an
effort to block it out, forget what he truly was beneath all the
flattery and pretty words. Slipping a hand around his nape, she
encouraged him closer, hoping for a return of the kiss they’d
enjoyed not seconds before. When he peppered the underside of her
jaw with baby kisses, she sighed, moaned as he moved lower down the
side of her neck. With slight pressure at his nape, he returned to
her mouth, and she kissed him for all that she was
worth.

Then the inevitable happened. The
scrape of a sharp fang. The slight prick on her bottom lip as the
skin tore. The metallic taste of blood on her palate.

No, no, no!

But her eyes flew open despite her
wish to ignore what had always been there, what he couldn’t help
but be. His gaze was mesmerizing. She couldn’t tear her focus away,
but she did as terror flooded her system and her heartbeat
skittered out of control. Memories of that night slammed into her,
of the feel of his fangs as they’d punctured her neck. She darted a
glance to those elongated teeth, fairly gleaming in the moonlight,
and she let her fear overwhelm her.

“I cannot do this.”
Elizabeth beat at his shoulders with her fists.

“Lizzy, please don’t. I am
not a monster.” But he immediately released her. The red ring faded
somewhat. Despair shadowed the depths.

She was beyond reasoning as cold
horror swamped her. “No. Not again. It cannot happen again.”
Shoving past him, she fled from their hideaway and ran, through the
garden and up the path that would lead to the street.

And she wouldn’t stop
running. Not now. Not ever. Rafe was a vampire and she couldn’t
reconcile to that. How could I have been
so stupid?
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It had been two nights since Rafe had
seen Elizabeth. Two nights since they’d danced and he’d kissed her,
when hope had bloomed again. Two nights since he’d let his control
slip a fraction of an inch, the damn fangs had come out, and she’d
fled from him in abject terror without once looking back. Now,
reeling from the knowledge that she still feared him, hated what he
was, he’d fallen into the throes of despair once more, keeping to
his rooms and choosing not to leave the townhouse at
all.

A forceful knock at his bedchamber
door had him turning his head toward the noise. “Go away and let me
die in peace,” he ordered, but his voice was weak even to his own
ears, and didn’t carry any sort of authority.

“Like hell I will,” came
the annoyed reply of his valet, Carmichael. He threw open the door,
and the oak panel crashed against the wall, the man himself
standing in the frame, the perfect image of an avenging angel clad
in unrelieved black clothing. “I refuse to let you do this to
yourself.”

“As if you have a say,”
Rafe grumbled. He closed his eyes to block out the sight of his
servant-turned-friend. “If I wish to die, that is my
right.”

The other man snorted. “And it is my
right to make certain you don’t act like a nodcock if you can help
it.” He wrenched the curtains around the four-posted bed wide, if
the metallic scraping of the hooks on the poles was any indication.
“You are not dying on my watch. Not tonight.” As Rafe cracked open
his eyes, Carmichael stood peering down at him with his hands on
his hips. “Get up or I swear I will drag your arse from this
house.”

That was the problem with having
long-term friends, people who had known him since he was a young
man. They were incredibly loyal and more noble than they should be;
they valued his life when he did not. Rafe lifted a hand that shook
from exhaustion and hunger. “It is a direct order.”

“That I’m directly
disobeying.” The valet yanked the bedclothes from Rafe’s body,
revealing the fact that he still was clad in the same evening
clothes he’d worn two nights ago. In the shadows and moonlight,
Carmichael’s eyes reflected shock and worry. “You still have much
to live for, Lord Devon.”

“Don’t tell me lies or give
me platitudes.” Rafe turned his head away, couldn’t bear to spy
pity in his valet’s gaze. “Without her, without hope, I do indeed
have nothing.” The look on her face flashed across his mind’s eye.
Never would he forget the fear or the horror in those brandy
depths, or her last words to him.

“No. Not again. It cannot
happen again.”

His chest tightened and his heart
squeezed so hard the ache made him catch his breath. That, combined
with the constant, throbbing hunger brought him close to the edge.
If he didn’t feed soon, he would die. “Leave me, Carmichael,” he
said with more authority, and he set about ignoring his lengthening
fangs or his fingernails that hurt. Soon the claws would tear
through. He opened his eyes and stared at the wall, the closed and
draped windows. “I want to end the pain.”

“You need to take
nourishment.” The valet leaned in, grabbed Rafe by his lapels, and
hauled him off the bed. “Once you’re more clear-headed, then we can
talk, and you’ll see what a cake you’re making out of
yourself.”

Rafe stumbled when his knees buckled,
but Carmichael’s arm about his waist kept him upright. “Please,
upon our friendship, leave me here.”

The other man grunted. His
raven hair, threaded with silver, gleamed in the low light. “It
is because of our
friendship that I’m doing this.” Carmichael half-walked
half-dragged him from his bedchamber, along the corridor and down
the stairs. “No woman is worth killing yourself over, my
lord.”

His gut clenched. The hollow feeling
in his chest and heart increased. “You’re wrong. Elizabeth is
everything.” The words were pulled from his dry throat, and he
missed a step. So despondent he’d been after the ball, he’d not
even removed his dress shoes.

“To my way of thinking,
Lord Devon, if Lady Elizabeth truly loved you, she would accept you
as you are.” Carmichael continued until they reached the entry
hall, where the butler opened the door with a nod. “If she does
not, why the devil do you keep dangling after her? Where is the
respect for yourself? Find a woman who values you for who you are
without reservation or compromise. Love doesn’t make or accept
excuses.”

Then he fast-walked Rafe along the
pavement, shoved him into a waiting coach, vaulted up after him,
and when the door slammed closed, the vehicle sprang into
motion.

Rafe slumped against the squabs. He
stared out the window since the black velvet curtains were open.
The midnight-shrouded streets of Mayfair slowly went by as the
horses trotted along. Had he wasted his time with Elizabeth? There
were four days until the full moon, and he was no closer to
cajoling her into loving him than he’d been before, but perhaps
foolishly, he refused to give up hope.

Yet if she remained stubborn? If she
couldn’t bring herself to accept his beastly side? He blew out a
breath. There was no easy answer. Right now, his body shook as
hunger made its presence known. He couldn’t think, not when every
beat of his heart demanded sustenance. Plus, Carmichael didn’t take
his gaze off him—alert and suspicious.

“What do you expect me to
do, man? Pounce at you, rip out your throat?” Saliva filled his
mouth at the thought. The valet would be an easy feeding source,
and it would solve two problems at the same time—feeding to gather
strength and give him the ability to slip away, hide himself from
well-caring friends so that he could finally die and
forget.

“At this point, I suspect
everything, my lord.”

Rafe grunted. “Where are we
going?”

“To your club.” The valet’s
gray eyes glittered dangerously in the dim light of the coach’s
interior. “You will thank me later.”

“I doubt that.” But didn’t
have the strength for a more vigorous protest.

“In the history of time
together, never once have I known you to feel ashamed of what you
are,” the man continued, apparently uncaring that Rafe wished for
silence. “You have taken the curse in stride, practiced control,
done what you can so you could live alongside the
beast.”

“Your point, Carmichael?”
So easy it would be to attack the man and sink his fangs into the
side of his neck, his leg, his arm anywhere the beat of his pulse
beat strong. He quickly swallowed to stave off the
inevitable.

“That being a vampire is
part of who you are. Yet you’re willing to toss it away like so
much rubbish because a woman who cannot bring herself to accept the
truth of you won’t work through her own morass of feelings and
remain by your side.” The valet shook his head. “It is
embarrassing, and quite frankly, you do not need the constant
stress in your life.”

“So says the man who
doesn’t believe in love.” Perhaps if he wrenched open the door and
flung himself into the street, he’d have a chance to escape and
hide.

Carmichael leaned over and smacked
Rafe’s hand from the door handle. “On the contrary, I believe that
love is a defining force in this world. However, if the object of
one’s affections continues to resist, then a man needs to have
sense enough to set those affections on someone else.”

“Or try a different
approach,” Rafe said as he glowered at his friend.

“God, you’re impossible,”
the valet said with a shake of his head.

“No, I am hopeful.”
Elizabeth merely needed to see him in a different light. It was now
a matter of gaining her trust, of spending time with her without
the beast rearing its head. Little by little he could show her that
side of him, let her accustom to him and see for herself that he
wasn’t a monster to fear. “I shall persevere.”

Carmichael snorted. “Not if you’re
dead. If you insist on this foolish idea of continuing to court a
woman who doesn’t want you, you must feed.”

The carriage rocked to a
halt.

When his valet threw open the door,
Rafe gained his feet, and then promptly collapsed into a heap on
the floor. “Damn it.”

“Bacon-brained idiot,”
Carmichael murmured, but there was a trace of a grin upon his face
as he vaulted out, and with the driver’s help, he removed Rafe from
the vehicle. “If you think you’re right, then by all means, prove
me wrong. But my responsibility is to keep you alive.”

Rafe stumbled and allowed his valet to
more or less drag him into the club. He hated the curious stares
while they made their way through the corridors, but there was
nothing he could do about it. When the Earl of Coventry came into
view, Carmichael shoved Rafe toward him.

“He is in your care now, my
lord. I’ve done all that I can, but he’s stubborn.”

“I should have fed from you
when I had the chance,” Rafe mumbled, but didn’t have the strength
to push out of the earl’s hold.

Carmichael rolled his eyes. “We go
through this every few years, my lord, and yet you are still here,
thanks to my vigilance.” He and Coventry exchanged a speaking
glance. “Please make certain he doesn’t do himself
harm.”

“You have my word.” When
Rafe’s knees finally gave out and he crumbled toward the marble
floor, the earl growled. Then he picked Rafe up and slung him over
his broad shoulder. “Damn it all, Rogue. I cannot believe you let
yourself sink so low.” Without another word, Coventry strode
through the halls. At least he had the presence of mind to take the
back, servants’ stairs. Perhaps not all the club’s members would
see his ultimate shame.

Rafe’s head ached as fiercely as if
he’d been beaten. The saliva pooling in his mouth dribbled down his
chin and onto his dirty evening clothes. “I wished to
die.”

“You are a dolt and should
be ashamed of yourself.” Though the admonishment was harsh, there
was caring behind the words. Once they’d quit the stairs, the earl
brought him into the rooms set aside for Rafe’s use. To a hovering
attendant, he said, “Inform Mrs. Eagan Lord Devon needs attending
to.”

“Right away, my lord.” The
young man dashed down the stairs while Coventry unceremoniously
dumped Rafe onto the wide, four-poster bed.

When the earl’s face swam into view,
he tried to struggle into a sitting position, but the earl pressed
him back into a prone recline with a hand upon his shoulder. “Feed,
Rogue. Then we’ll talk.” His tone brooked no argument. “Love has
made you an idiot, and not in a good way.”

Rafe shook his head as his world spun
and darkness encroached upon the edges. “She still hates me. It’s
useless.”

“No.” Coventry’s smile was
slight, but his green eyes blazed. “You hold onto that sliver of
hope, my friend. We shall figure something out, if she is truly
what you desire.” He patted Rafe’s shoulder. “Once you feed, you’ll
feel better. After that, take a bath and change your clothes. I
expect you to attend me this night.” His tone shifted. “I have been
worried.”

Perhaps it wasn’t so terrible having
friends who cared. “I am sorry…” He looked toward the door when the
rustle of fabric reached his ears. Two women stood there—one the
petite, voluptuous bit of fluff he’d fed from days before, and the
other a middle-age woman who managed the doxies.

“Oh, dear heavens, he’s
nearly gone,” Mrs. Eagan whispered. She glanced at Coventry. “We
will get him right as rain as soon as we can, my lord.”

“Thank you.” With a last
squeeze of Rafe’s shoulder, the earl left the bedside. “Do not
leave him until his strength is fully restored. The deuced nodcock
will not forfeit himself this night.”

He was left alone with the women who
would keep him from ending his life.
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Two hours later, Rafe joined Coventry
at their customary table and threw himself into a chair. He’d fed
until he’d felt more like himself, and then Mrs. Eagan had ordered
him a bath. She refused to leave the room, so Rafe had been forced
to demonstrate he controlled all of his faculties by washing and
then dressing himself, with her assistance, since Carmichael had
been sent home.

Though his body had been restored, his
mindset had not, and it didn’t seem likely to change, especially
when the Duke of Manchester joined their party before Rafe could
pour out a measure of brandy. “Manchester. Good to see
you.”

“Rogue. Nice to have you
pop by,” the duke returned, his tone warm.

The Earl of Coventry stared, his
emerald eyes brilliant in the candlelight. “Well?”

“Uh…” Rafe exchanged a
glance with the earl. The likelihood of talking out his frustration
in front of the duke was small.

“Will you tell us why
you’ve plunged yourself into such maudlin depths that death seems
like your only option?” the earl continued, not giving any quarter
as he sipped at the ruby port in his crystal glass.

Manchester snapped his gaze to Rafe
and stared. “You tried to kill yourself?” A trace of accusation
hung on the question.

“Yes.” In order to explain,
he would need to admit to the fact he’d tried to begin a courtship
with the duke’s sister. He sent his attention to the earl. “And no.
It is of no consequence.”

Both men snorted.

“You are a liar, Rogue.”
Manchester poured a measure of brandy into his own snifter and then
offered the bottle to Rafe, who nodded, and the duke poured out the
amber liquor into his snifter. “We have been best friends since in
leading strings. I know you, perhaps better than you know
yourself.” He paused, swirling his brandy in his glass. “And I know
enough to assume you are bedeviled by a woman. Who wouldn’t be this
close to the full moon that could transform your
existence?”

Rafe remained silent while he sipped
his own liquor. Heat rose up the back of his neck and he resisted
the urge to tug at his suddenly too tight cravat.

The earl chuckled. Perhaps
he found the situation the height of hilarity, which only made Rafe
glare. When your time comes, I hope you
are flayed open, the same as I feel. But,
of course, the earl had already been married, so perhaps he’d gone
through his own kind of hell with the death of his wife. “Oh, yes.
Rogue is already far gone over the lady in question. I’d even
venture to say he’s out of his mind for her.”

“Ah.” The duke nodded. His
brown eyes twinkled. “Then you are in for teasing, Rogue, since you
gave me such a hard time when I courted Alice.”

Oh, God.
The heat on the back of his neck intensified.
Would Manchester force him to admit that he desired Elizabeth?
Perhaps the duke would kill him tonight and put him out of his
misery.

“Well? Who is the lucky
lady?” Donovan asked, leaning back in his chair with the air of
expectation about him.

“I’d rather not
say.”

“Oh, come now. Don’t be
shy. We’re all friends here.”

Coventry, humor in his expression,
didn’t help. “Yes, Rogue, why not say her name?”

In desperate need of courage, Rafe
drained his glass and carefully set it upon the tabletop before
speaking. He bounced his gaze between his friends and wished
Valentine was in attendance to run interference. When they stared
back, he sighed. “It is Elizabeth.” He looked at the duke. “Your
sister,” he added in the event there was a
misunderstanding.

“I beg your pardon?”
Manchester leaned forward, all trace of teasing forgotten as his
eyes narrowed. “You are courting my sister, my
Elizabeth?”

I’d rather like to think
she’ll be mine soon. But wisely Rafe
didn’t say that aloud. “Just what I said. I am attempting to court
Lady Elizabeth, for I believe there is something between us.” He
looked at the duke and refused to back down in the face of the
other man’s budding ire.

“Absolutely not.” Donovan
shook his head. “This is something I cannot sanction.”

Any other day Rafe would have been
amused by the duke’s reticence. Not today, not after his dip into
depression and certainly not after Elizabeth’s most recent
rejection. “I don’t recall asking your permission.”

“You should have.”
Manchester’s eyes flashed. “But my stance on the subject remains
the same.”

Rafe’s temper began to build. “Why
shouldn’t I court her? I have been in love with her for years. It’s
never been a secret, and you’ve certainly not taken issue with it,
at least to my face.”

“I agree.” Coventry nodded.
He took a sip from his port. “It is a good match between
them.”

“Absolutely not.”
Manchester crossed his arms over his chest. His set jaw and
narrowed gaze would intimidate lesser men. “I don’t want this life
for her. I don’t want her living with a cursed man.”

“She’s stronger than you
assume,” Rafe challenged in a quiet voice. “And she’s developed
quite the spirit in recent days. No doubt from bossing you about
when you were at your worst,” he couldn’t help but add.

The duke rolled his eyes. “She is too
good a person for the curse, doesn’t deserve that sort of
challenge.”

I quite agree, which is why
I’m working to show her living with the beast is a minimal
distraction. If only he could do a better
job of it when aroused by her. “Let her decide that, but I need
time with her so she can make that decision with her
heart.”

“I said no, Rogue.”
Manchester narrowed his gaze. “I want Rockingham for her. She won’t
have to worry with him. He’s fully human and will treat her
well.”

Whereas I won’t.
Rafe’s gums throbbed. He curled his hands into
fists to stave off a reaction. “That is still not your
decision.”

Tension filled the air. Donovan didn’t
back down. Neither did Rafe. In silence they nursed their drinks,
but it wouldn’t take much to set them off.

Finally, Coventry offered a bit of
advice. “You have managed to handle your affliction, keep it under
control, and your wife loves you with open arms and heart.” The
earl bounced his gaze between them. “Why shouldn’t Rogue have the
same chance that you did?”

Rafe nodded at his friend in silent
thanks.

A growl emanated from Manchester.
“Because there is every possibility Rogue will hurt her.” His gaze
faltered, and some of the animosity faded from his voice. “I… I
couldn’t bear it. She’s all I have left of my family.”

Both Rafe and Coventry stared at
him.

Despite the surprising admission from
the duke, Rafe’s anger continued to rise until his chest ached from
it. “What have you become to pass judgment on me?” He grabbed the
brandy bottle and with a shaking hand, poured a measure of the
amber liquid into his glass.

“I’m her brother. I have
just cause to protect her!” Manchester slammed a hand onto the
tabletop. “Do not think to antagonize me in this.”

“No.” Rafe wrapped his
fingers around his glass, merely so he wouldn’t throw a punch at
his best friend. “My curse is no worse or no better than yours or
Coventry’s or Mountgarret’s. It’s more savage, invasive perhaps,
but it is quite the same misery.”

The duke snorted. “That may
be so, but it is different, for you mean to continue to court my sister, and
since I’m well acquainted with your particular beast and your prior
history with her,” when Rafe raised his eyebrows in surprise,
Donovan nodded. “Oh yes, she told me the other day what happened.”
He narrowed his eyes. “She deserves better than you, Rogue. She
deserves more from life than wondering if you’ll accidentally feed
from her and take too much blood one night when your beast demands
it.”

Is that truly what he believed? “I
would rather die than let that happen, and that you know too,” he
forced out in a whisper.

“Before you two come to
blows, let me speak.” Coventry caught them both in his gaze that
gleamed with interest and compassion. “Is Rogue not worthy of your
sister? Does he not deserve love, the same as you did?” He leaned
forward and rested his arms on the table. “For not too long ago,
you thought yourself too worthless for such a thing as
well.”

“This is true. And he does
deserve love. Of course he does. We all do.” Manchester shifted on
his chair, but the tension around the table didn’t ease. His gaze
bored into Rafe’s. “Does Elizabeth care for you? That would make a
difference.” He held up a hand. “Perhaps.”

The tiny kernel of hope that had
bloomed began to shrivel in Rafe’s soul. “No, but I am
certain—”

“Not good enough,” Donovan
interrupted. With a set jaw, he stared at Rafe. “If there is no
love present on her part, it will never work. Let Elizabeth go,
Rogue. Free her to make a match with Rockingham.” He paused and
while emotions clawed at Rafe’s gut in an effort to have one take
over, the duke continued. His eyes softened. “If you truly love
her, let my sister live a life unhindered, a life not remotely
connected to the curse and everything it entails.”

It may have well been a death knoll.
Rafe slumped in his seat, his heart shredded, his soul full of
holes, the cloud of depression and despair drifting ever closer to
engulfing him. He focused on his brandy glass, on the way the
candlelight played off the crystal. Perhaps Donovan was right.
There was no time to break the curse, anyway—not even for the love
of Elizabeth.

Hysteria rose in his
battered chest. Not that she will ever
love me.

Finally, he raised his gaze to
Donovan’s. “You will indulge me and let me see her one last time to
tell her goodbye?” Mayhap Carmichael had been correct as well. If
she couldn’t love all that he was—both parts of him—she wasn’t
worthy of him at all.

“Of course.” The duke
nodded. “I’m not that cruel. However, if you disregard my order, no
matter what you and I mean to each other, I will not hesitate to
demand satisfaction, and on a dueling field, we both know who is
the better shot.”

“Bastard.” It had been ages
since either of them had faced a field of honor, but Manchester did
have a slight edge on experience with pistols, while Rafe’s weapon
of choice was a blade.

“I’ve been called worse.”
He leaned over and grasped Rafe’s shoulder, holding his gaze. “It
really is for the best.”

Rafe waved a hand. “Yours, mine, or
hers?” Bitterness rode the question. Was it too much to ask that
someone had his best interests at heart, or even asked what he
wanted? When Donovan didn’t answer, Rafe shot to his feet, easily
dislodging Manchester’s hand. “I’m off. Suddenly, I don’t feel
comfortable in my own damn club any longer.”

“Rogue, don’t—”

He shook his head. “I’m rather not in
the mood to hear more from you this night, Donovan. Your comments
border on the hypocritical.” Rafe narrowed his eyes. “So much for
friendship. I thought out of everyone you would understand, but
then, as a duke, you merely wish for everyone to dance to your
whim.” It was an underhanded blow, but so had been the treatment
he’d received from the duke.

Another growl came from Manchester,
and before his friend said anything else, Coventry
stood.

“This place is and always
will be your refuge from the world, even the world you share with
your friends.” He extended a hand to Rafe and they shook. “If you
need to talk to someone who is not a complete arsehole,” he shot a
withering glance at the duke, “come find me. I will help you
through this dark time without judgment. As will Mountgarret if he
remains in Town past the full moon ball.”

The damned event his best friend
intended to throw. Rafe questioned whether or not he still planned
to attend. “Thank you. I’m not certain what my immediate future
will entail. Perhaps I’ll leave London again due to its cooling
reception.” Urgency propelled his steps away from the table, pain
and despair echoing with every beat of his heart. He had to exit
the club, go somewhere to hide, to curse and to argue where he
wouldn’t hurt those he cared for, away from the visage of the man
he thought was his best friend, the one person who should have
sympathized and encouraged above all others.

Except, that ever-present pull he
shared with Elizabeth flared stronger now than ever.


CHAPTER TEN

[image: ]











December 12,
1815






An irregular tapping on her balcony
door sent Elizabeth’s pulse tripping through her veins. She hadn’t
slept well since that kiss with Rafe three nights ago. He hadn’t
attempted to see her or contact her in any way, and she mourned his
absence. She might not like his vampire half, but she wished to
keep him as a friend, perhaps encourage him as a lover. When the
tapping continued, as if someone threw pebbles against the glass, a
frisson of excitement shot up her spine as she tossed off the
bedclothes.

Rafe?

Would he dare? Did she want him to? As
she shoved her arms into the sleeves of her silk wrapper, she
padded over the cold hardwood floor. At the door, she manipulated
the silver hook that kept them locked and then she swung open the
French-paned glass panels.

“Rafe?” she whispered, and
the cold breeze that swept inside snatched at her words.

He vaulted into the room and landed
with ease in front of her. With the open doors at his back and the
nearly full moon’s illumination framing him, the air of mystery
that always surrounded him intensified. “Lizzy.”

Dear
Lord, she would never cease to feel
amazement for that special skill he had of moving quickly or using
his physical prowess to accomplish things no mortal man could.
There were some aspects of his vampire persona that brought out her
curiosity.

Could she summon enough courage to
explore that side of him?

Her breath quickened in time to her
pulse. Elizabeth pulled the wrapper more tightly about her body as
her awareness of him prickled to life. “What are you doing here?”
She kept her voice low. The last thing she needed was for Donovan
to wake. After the last conversation with her brother, she didn’t
doubt he would toss Rafe from the house and then see him on a
dueling field straightaway.

The red ring around Rafe’s irises
glowed, but nothing in his slumped demeanor indicated he was angry
or even caught in the throes of desire. In fact, deep grief lined
his face, despair clouded his hazel eyes, darkened from the force
of his emotions. He shoved a hand through his hair. The bit of
leather he used to keep his tresses held back came away and his
hair fell in disheveled locks to his shoulders. Why didn’t he wear
gloves or even a greatcoat?

“Rafe?” He would freeze to
death if he kept standing there, or else she would.

He started, and resting his gaze on
her, blinking as if he finally saw her, he tossed the bit of
leather to the floor. “I almost ended it all, Lizzy,” he said in
such a low voice that she could hardly hear him, but his presence
filled her bedchamber until she breathed in his cedarwood and
cinnamon scent.

“What does that mean?” A
shiver lanced through her that had nothing to do with the cold.
Regardless, Elizabeth edged around the obviously broken man to
close the balcony doors. When he said nothing, she came about to
face him. “What is going on? I’m worried for you.” Never had she
seen him so mired in melancholy.

His haunted eyes bore into hers.
“After we kissed, after you ran from me, I didn’t feed for two
nights. I was ready to die, intended upon it, for without you, what
do I have to live for?”

“You tried to kill
yourself?” Hurt and shock gripped her chest as if they were twin
giant fists. She couldn’t breathe, for she’d done that to him. “Did
you come to your senses?” Of course he had. Otherwise he wouldn’t
be here now. What a twit,
Elizabeth. Had it been his beast who’d
decreed such dramatic actions, or had that been a creation of his
human side?

“Hardly.” He snorted, and
he followed her with his gaze as she paced. “My damned valet rode
in like a bloody hero and carried me off to the club, whereupon he
thrust me into Coventry’s care. It would seem the love of my
friends has kept me in this world a little longer.” He shook his
head. “I am not certain I wish to remain, for why should
I?”

For me. Aloud, she said, “Look around you. There is still much joy to
find.” When he didn’t appear convinced, she rushed on as panic
crawled over her skin. She couldn’t lose him, not when she was
increasingly confused about him, craved his kisses, now more than
ever. “And it’s nearly Christmastide. You always enjoyed that
season. There is so much to do.”

Rafe shook his head. “The holiday
falls flat this year.” Once more he met her gaze. The red ring
around his irises hadn’t faded and left an eerie glow in the dark
room. “There is nothing I want, or if there is, sadly it is not
attainable, as fate has cruelly shown me.”

If Rafe wasn’t in her life in some
capacity, what would become of her? For so long, she’d convinced
herself she didn’t need him, but it had all been lies. How could
she cut someone like him from the very fabric of her existence? It
was much like cutting off a limb, yet the fear she held for him
remained.

And made her run. Always
running. Why can I not reconcile the two
halves of him?

Because being with a
vampire simply isn’t done, her
consciousness shot back. How vulgar would it be to have afternoon
tea interrupted by him asking, “Darling,
if you don’t mind, may I sink my fangs into your neck and drink
your blood? I rather prefer that to jam and sponge
cakes.”

She shoved that thought to the
recesses of her mind. “Do you not wish to break the curse?” The
words felt pulled from her tight throat.

“For you?” Bitter laughter
filled the air between them. “That one chance is but four days
hence. Obviously, you and I are no closer to love and devotion than
God and the devil are.”

Ah, then he wished to remain connected
to his beast. Why? “All of that aside, why are you here, in my
bedchamber, just after midnight?” If his wish was to ply her with
kisses in order to change her mind, there’d be nowhere to run from
him this time if the fangs came out.

“To tell you goodbye.” He
blew out a breath and dropped his gaze. “To set you
free.”

“Why?” Panic twisted
through her gut. “Are you going away again?” Obviously, it would
solve part of her problem. Out of sight, out of mind. The trouble
was she didn’t want him out of her mind. If only she could
reconcile with the more graphic part of him. She wanted the man but
she didn’t wish to tangle with the vampire.

Why do I have such a
character flaw?

“Why? You have the gall to
ask me why.” Rafe snapped up his head and once more found her gaze
with his. The red ring glowed more strongly. Did he refer to their
conversation or the question in her head? “Your brother has ordered
me to cease calling on you, for any reason.”

Damn you, Donovan.
“He doesn’t hold authority over me.”

“That may be so, but he is
a duke. I have little choice.” He took a step toward her as anger
flitted across his face. “He went so far as to hint that he would
kill me if I don’t do as he says. Betrayed by my own best
friend.”

Elizabeth’s heart went out to him.
Donovan had gone too far. “Perhaps you misunderstood.”

“Did I? He mentioned he’d
talked with you and that you had told him of our history.”
Accusation hung on the words. “Why now did you break your
silence?”

Shock ricocheted through her chest. “I
gave him the bare story, mentioned no details or anything personal.
I…” Oh, dear, how to explain? “I couldn’t sleep the night after he
returned home. He asked me why, assumed it was a man I thought of.”
Her words came out so fast her tongue tripped over them. “I
admitted it was you and he warned me away.”

“Has the man no shame?” He
curled a hand into a fist and became the perfect image of outrage.
Before she could interrupt, he continued. “Donovan is adamant that
you and Rockingham will suit, but I must remove myself from the
situation, take forbidden temptation away so that I don’t
inadvertently ruin your life or sour the budding romance you have
with the marquess.” Despair filled his eyes once more. “That is the
reason I do not wish to remain on this mortal coil.”

“Both of you are the
biggest, bacon-brained idiots I’ve ever seen. You especially,
thinking to end your life due to a woman’s fickle mind,” she hissed
out as her ire built. Her cheeks heated as her anger raged. “What I
do or who I see is not my brother’s decision,” she fairly spat
out.

“Ha!” Rafe narrowed his
gaze and the terrible glow from that ring quelled, but only
slightly. “But you haven’t made a decision, thus his interference.
He is afraid that you will pass a life of sorrow if you pick
me.”

Due to the curse. Donovan had long ago
told her of the specifics. Marriage to a Cursed Lord would bring
nothing but heartache and sorrow, especially if the female in the
relationship couldn’t accept the man and his cursed half as a
whole. Many of the past generations could not do it, for those
beastly sides were abhorrent and oftentimes violent and
demanding.

Yet, she wanted Rafe still, and her
whole body heated as she stared at him.

She shook her head, refusing to give
into either of those thoughts, so she focused her indignation on
him. “Then you would give up so easily?” Annoyed at him, at
herself, at her brother, and lastly at fate who’d dumped them all
into the situation, she advanced upon him, while he stood his
ground. “You would leave me to Donovan’s machinations and have me
sacrifice myself on Lord Rockingham’s altar?” A curl of fear
tightened in her belly. Did that mean he didn’t care for her any
longer?

“Why shouldn’t I?” The
stark need in his darkening eyes clashed with the desolation
lingering there as she closed the distance between them. “You have
made it clear where I stand with you.” His whispered words hung in
the air. “There is only so much I can take when I look at you and
see fear in your expression, or watch as you run away yet again
once there is a hint of fangs, or know you’ve been out with
Rockingham, and that he is the better, more human, man.”

She paused, a mere six inches of space
between them. “Life is confusing at present.” Her chest heaved with
the force of the emotions clogging her person.

“Bloody hell, Lizzy. It
really isn’t.” He threw up a hand, and when she thought he would
try to touch her, he curled his fingers into a fist, tucked both of
his hands behind his back. Instead, he implored her with his eyes,
and the red ring flared. “Is it me—my beast—that you truly fear, or
is what you feel for me—the man—that is the cause of your
reticence? One I can work with; one I cannot.”

How did he know her so well? Every
beat of her heart screamed his name, but how could she forget what
he was when the world wasn’t watching and the night fell? How could
she ever forget the terror of that long ago bite? “Don’t turn your
inability to find your resolve back on me.”

The growl he emitted reminded her of
Donovan when he was enraged. His eyes, now more green than brown,
roiled with animosity. If looks could kill, she would surely be on
the floor. “What the devil do you want from me, for I cannot glean
the truth through all of your waffling. I am no longer a patient
man.”

Elizabeth didn’t answer him. How could
she when she alternatively wished to slap his face and embrace him?
Not to mention she hadn’t found a way to dislodge the fear she held
for his vampire half. When presented with his fangs and claws, his
need to feed on human blood, the remembrance of how his bite had
felt, how could she screw her courage to the sticking point and
overlook such a thing?

Could any woman for a
lifetime?

She forced a swallow into her tight
throat. “Rafe, I…”

“Buggar it.” He took a step
back, widening the gap between them. “I shall take your silence as
a decision, so I will tell you goodbye. I wish you well, Elizabeth,
and am sorry that I misjudged you.” When he strode to the balcony
doors, urgency broke her from her frozen state.

“Wait!” Panic propelled
that one word through the air. Perhaps fear of losing him was
greater than her horror of what he truly was. That had to mean
something. Her whole body shook. Since becoming aware of Rafe as a
man again, she’d fallen into wrack and ruin, and the desire for him
swelled.

“Why?” Rafe faced her once
more, but he stood his ground.

Set the damn fear aside for
a moment. The man needed truth or she’d
never see him again. “I want you. The man you were that night long
ago, the forceful, authoritative man.” She gasped at the admission
as his eyebrow rose into his hairline. Her cheeks burned from
embarrassment. Would he somehow think her depraved? “And the fact I
want you like that scares me, shows poorly on my integrity,” she
managed to finish in a choking voice.

Surprise lined Rafe’s expression. His
eyes darkened into brown, the red ring flaring. “You desire the man
who bit you?” The whispered question echoed in the silent room.
Hope flickered across his face. “Does this mean you accept me
fully?”

“No,” she fairly gasped out
the admission, and his crestfallen look crushed her heart. “I want
the man who showed me what passion could be.” Mortified by her own
need as well as her obvious prejudice, she whirled around,
presenting him with her back as she pressed the fingers of one hand
to her trembling lips. Why is embracing
what he is so difficult for me? It wasn’t
as if she’d not been brought up around a cursed being.

“Ah, now I see.” That
handful of words dripped with sarcasm and annoyance. “You merely
want me for the release.” She turned in time to catch loathing in
his face—for her. “How silly of me to think you might prove
different than the whores at my club.”

The words shot through her with the
accuracy of knives, shredding all the way through to her soul. “I
cannot explain…” She shivered and rubbed her silk-clad
arms.

“Gah!” He threw up a hand,
his expression still full of disgust. “I’m leaving unless you wish
it otherwise. I cannot continue to carry a torch for you when you
only wish for my carnal
services.” The last two words held so much
bitterness that tears sprang to her eyes.

Emotions crashed through her, boiling
beneath the surface, ready to break. She settled on anger and kept
it at the forefront. It was safer. “Coward.”

We both are.

“If I am, then so are you,”
he growled. Proving once again his uncanny knack for reading her
mind. Then he sprang, pounced upon her position, held her by her
upper arms with a strong grip. The red ring in his eyes glowed.
“Dash it all, Lizzy. Why are we always at odds?”

Before she could respond or even
wrench away, Rafe brought his mouth crashing down on hers. He
kissed her with such determination, she reeled and her heart beat
so fast she feared it would pound right out of her
chest.

“Rafe…” Oh, this was the
man she remembered, the man she’d dreamed about before those dreams
shifted into nightmares.

He continued claiming her mouth, her
soul, with rough kisses. Desire tingled into every nerve ending.
The stubble shadowing his jaw and chin rasped over her skin to add
heightened awareness to the moment. When he allowed her breath, he
fisted his hands in her night attire and ripped both the wrapper
and dress asunder. Cold air slid over her bared skin and tightened
her pebbled nipples. “Do I have your consent, Elizabeth?” he asked,
his whisper graveled with the same need flooding her. “I refuse to
have you say later I attacked you.”

“I would never.” She clung
to his lapels when her knees wobbled. Oh, why was he talking when
she wanted his mouth on her body?

He snorted. His eyes flashed. “I would
like to believe that, yet here we are, both wanting each other in
the basest of ways with your brother sleeping just down the hall
willing to kill me for merely looking at you because of our
history.”

That only added an edge of excitement
to the affair. Elizabeth nodded and slipped a hand up his chest to
cup it around his nape in an effort to tug him closer. “Yes, I want
this. I want you in my bed.” She licked her lips. Hot pleasure
streaked through her when his gaze dropped to her mouth. “I will
not hold you to any obligation or cry foul later.”

“After what you said to me
this night, I will give you exactly what you wish for.” Rafe
embraced her and claimed her mouth with bruising force but not once
did she feel the prick or bite of fangs. What sort of control must
he exert to keep the beast at bay when fully aroused? The bulge at
the front of his breeches bore testament to how much he wanted her.
There was so much she didn’t know about him yet suddenly wished
to.

Elizabeth met each kiss with equal
enthusiasm, and when he palmed her breasts, rolled her aching
nipples, she moaned, remembered at the last second to muffle her
reactions. “Rafe, please.” She’d waited years for this moment, and
the pent-up passion, the unfilled need, nearly broke
her.

“Fine.” With the speed his
curse allowed, he crossed the room with her, and at the bed, when
she assumed he’d toss her amidst the rumpled sheets and follow her
down, he merely spun her around, pushed her upper body onto it and
then wrenched up the filmy bits of her skirting. Chilly air wafted
over her buttocks. “This is the only thing you want, so there’s no
need for finesse or even a connection, is there?” Anger shook in
his voice, and the deep tenor reverberated in her chest as he
parted her legs.

“But I thought…” What
exactly had she assumed? That he’d romance her after what she’d
said, after how she’d reacted to him? From her bent position she
looked at him over her shoulder while he manipulated his
frontfalls. Her breath caught as his engorged length sprang from
his clothing. He was eerily beautiful in the moonlight with passion
in his expression and vengeance in his eyes, his blond hair flowing
to his shoulders.

With a hand on her back, Rafe slipped
his other between her thighs. He easily found the swollen, aching
center of her and he rubbed his fingers over that nubbin until she
squirmed. Sensations consumed her while bliss danced just out of
reach. Elizabeth wriggled her hips in invitation. Her lover
increased the friction, never saying a word. The pressure building
within her mounted. It swiftly broke, for she’d been primed for too
long. She buried her face in the quilt to quiet cries of
release.

But he wasn’t finished with
her.

Silent as the grave, he fit the wide
head of his hardened member to her opening, and when she pushed
back, still not fully recovered from the release he’d already given
her, Rafe thrust into her with such authority that stars erupted
behind her eyes, and he didn’t stop the impalement until he was
fully seated.

His moan blended with hers, but that
was the only vocalization he made. Did he not care that this
joining felt right, that she was just seconds from being sent
flying merely because they were finally together again? Instead, he
gripped her hips. She’d wagered he’d leave bruises, and then he
began to move.

Over and over he stroked into her.
Again and again he shoved inside her body so fast and so hard and
so deep that the slap of flesh against flesh echoed in the room.
Though Elizabeth was nearly out of her mind with desire and
pleasure, a part of her died, for she couldn’t see his face, look
into his eyes; indeed, she didn’t feel a connection. Something was
missing during the shared intimacy, and though he delivered the
force that she’d craved, it wasn’t quite as nice or as memorable as
their last time together.

“Do try to attend me,
Elizabeth,” he commanded in a whisper, went so far as to fist a
hand into her hair and gently pulled. The added stimulation and
pain sent her hurtling closer to that glimmering edge. “When a lady
demands that I service her, I expect she’ll remain in the
moment.”

Tears leaked from the corners of her
eyes. He treated her little better than the women he fed from at
the club. And perhaps she deserved it after what she’d done, what
she’d said. She buried her face in the bedclothes as shame mixed
with the mounting pressure inside her. Then he slipped a hand
around her hip, and when his long fingers found her swollen button
once more, she shattered.

Intense pleasure swamped her, and he
thrust through the flutters contracting in her core. Once, twice,
he went deep as if he searched for an elusive part of her—the piece
she couldn’t give. When she thought waves of bliss would never end,
he pushed once more, and with a stifled shout, he collapsed onto
her body, while his length pulsed and jerked inside her.

Elizabeth didn’t brush at
the tears that streamed down her cheeks. Yes, there was much joy
from the physical release of being with him, but there was also
incredible mourning for something she couldn’t quite grasp, and
that elusive something troubled her.

“Bloody hell,” he finally
whispered and he wrenched away from her, taking his warmth, his
weight, his touch with him. “This is not who I am or what I want to
be any longer. I have grown as a person in the years we’ve been
apart.”

The annoyance in his voice brought her
into a standing position even as her knees shook and every muscle
in her body gave off a pleasant ache. She looked at him and gasped.
His fangs were out, as were the claws where his fingernails used to
be. He fought for control by taking deep breaths, his half-erect
member still on display. Both horrified yet fascinated, Elizabeth
stared. “What… What do you mean?” Would he spring at her again and
this time take her blood like her took her body?

Rafe shook his head. He
briefly closed his eyes, and for long moments that were marked only
by the rapid-fire beat of her heart, he stood there, breathing
deeply until finally the claws receded as did the fangs. When he
opened his eyes, the red ring around his irises wasn’t as intense.
“Why can you not see I am trying to be the man you deserve?” His
wounded tone cut straight through her heart. “You warrant better
than this…” He gestured, presumably to encompass the scene of their
violent lovemaking. “Better than the man who just did
that.”

“I goaded you into it, and
for that I apologize.” When he moved to the window, tucking his now
flaccid length back into his breeches and doing up the buttons, she
went after him. The ragged and torn nightclothes fluttered about
her still-throbbing but sated body. She laid a hand on his back,
staying his movement. “Rafe.” When he turned and met her gaze, she
rushed onward before her courage deserted her. “Please don’t give
up on me.” She’d behaved horridly toward him, and if he forever
hated her for it, she would somehow manage to live with that. “I
need more time to come to terms with what you are, and I am
struggling.”

Wariness shadowed his handsome face. A
flicker of compassion gleamed at the back of his gaze. “You have
had all of our lives.”

“I know.” She slipped her
hand to his forearm and squeezed. The solidness of him gave her
comfort. What would it feel like to have those arms wrapped around
her in support and protection? “I know, but I’m ready now to
try.”

He blew out a breath. “What do you
want me to do, Lizzy?” he asked again, his tone as weary as his
expression.

A thrill raced down her spine to land
in her core at his renewed used of her nickname. “Court me despite
Donovan’s threats. Spend time with me so that I can see the real
you.” She held his gaze and hoped he saw only earnestness in her
eyes. “I want to understand you—all of you, no matter what…
happens.”

For long seconds he searched her face.
She stood stock-still. Would he find her worthy after all? Finally,
he nodded, and she wanted to dissolve into a pool of relief on the
floor. “And the curse? If it doesn’t end up breaking?”

She tamped down on the urge
to give into a shudder. “One day at a time, but this will be a fine
start, don’t you think?” Please, please
say yes.

He grinned and her world spun into
sunshine and rainbows despite the midnight inkiness beyond her
windows. “It will indeed.” With a shaking hand, he cupped her cheek
and turned more fully into her. “I will be every bit the gentleman
you need,” he whispered and trailed the pad of his thumb along her
lower lip.

“I do not care about that,”
she said and with stark honesty and a quivering voice, she added,
“Be the man you are, and that is who I’ll need the most.” She
returned his smile, sighing when he slipped his arms around her and
simply held her.

Oh, yes, it felt wonderful
indeed.

They stood like that for a long time
before he kissed her forehead and set her away. “I shall call on
you tomorrow.”

“No. Meet me on the bridle
path in Hyde Park. Then we can be assured Donovan won’t muck up our
plans.” She went to the balcony doors with him and her heart
squeezed when he gently eased them open as he’d done all those
years ago. “Promise you’ll be there?”

“I have yet to break a
promise made to you.” With a wink, he vaulted out the window, and
when she rushed onto the shallow balcony, there was no trace of him
in the winter-bare gardens below.
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Rafe couldn’t help his grin as he
nodded to his groom, mounted his charger—Midnight—and then set off
through the streets of Mayfair bound for Hyde Park. The gloom of
dawn settled around him like a cloak, and since clouds blanketed
the sky, the colors of the rising sun were muted. Still, the anemic
pastels provided a nice contrast to the gray.

The dawn’s valiant fight against the
clouds reminded him of his own with Lizzy. Last night—or rather
earlier that morning—had been a breakthrough between them and had
given him a new outlook on life. Lizzy had begged him to join with
her—despite the fact he’d agreed out of anger and annoyance—but
she’d also encouraged him to defy her brother and court her, to
help her understand his beast. She truly appeared to wish to try
and know him as he was.

That is more than I’ve
ever had before.

A gentle breeze ruffled
through his hair and tugged at the tied strands. Nothing could
punch a hole in his uplifted mood this morning, and he grinned
again. Meeting her behind Donovan’s back brought a wicked edge to
the morning’s plans, and in Hyde Park to boot. Not that many
notables of the ton were abroad to catch them together. Years ago, he and
Elizabeth had gone for long walks in the park. They’d talked of
everything and nothing, content to enjoy each other’s
company.

Perhaps they had come full circle, and
he hoped to God she’d trust him this time.

Moments later, he traversed a bit of
Rotten Row. The horse’s muscles tensed, for he undoubtedly wanted
to run, but Rafe had other plans. He scanned the area for any sign
of Elizabeth, and when he caught sight of her in mossy green skirts
and a matching pelisse, he uttered a soft greeting that had his
mount’s ears flicking.

“Soon, old chap, we will
ride into the country and I’ll let you take the lead,” he murmured
and stroked the horse’s sleek neck.

When he came into her line of sight,
Elizabeth smiled. His heart constricted at the expression of
happiness. The wind tugged at her skirting and loosed a tendril of
hair at her right ear. A burst of snow flurries erupted in the air
around them. Pink color bloomed in her cheeks and her eyes sparkled
as he drew to a halt before her. She made quite the fetching
picture.

Lud, but he’d been quite the cad when he’d taken her from behind
and pounded into her with little care or respect, for he’d missed
the opportunity to set those gorgeous brandy-hued eyes dancing with
pleasure. Heat rose up the back of his neck even as he returned her
greeting and he vowed to curb his appetites—as well as his
temper—in the future. Gentleness and patience was required to win
her, and these two things were not his strong suits.

“I didn’t think you’d
come.” Elizabeth stared up at him with her lips curved in a slight
smile. At such close range, there was no mistaking the delight in
her expression.

Rafe’s chest tightened, his earlier
embarrassment forgotten. “I said I would.” He easily dismounted.
Once he’d collected the reins, he led the horse off the path and
into a small copse of evergreen trees where he proceeded to tie the
traces to a sturdy trunk. The animal would be all right with
grazing while he and Elizabeth walked. “Did you doubt my
word?”

The blush in her cheeks intensified.
“After I treated you so horribly last night? After I provoked you
into a tupping, I wouldn’t have been surprised if you wished to
wash your hands of me.” A trace of panic sprang into her eyes, and
that slight tell not only gave him pause but also infused him with
hope.

Perhaps she sought
acceptance like he did. His Elizabeth was a touch too wild for
the ton to tame—a
perfect match for him.

“Stop it, Lizzy.” Rafe
softened the order with a grin. “Don’t think of it again. While I
won’t be crass and say what we shared, however it happened, meant
nothing, I will say that being with you in any capacity was nice.”
He trailed his gloved knuckles along the side of her face, pleased
when her eyelashes fluttered. “But with the new day comes a new
direction for both of us. Let us think on that as we move
forward.”

She nodded and peered at him as if
she’d not seen him before. “What a wonderful way of saying that you
hope we will both grow.” With a deep breath, she took a step away
from him, but the blush remained. “You have waxed philosophical of
late.”

“Perhaps it’s needed.” He
plunged his hand into a pocket of his greatcoat and withdrew a slim
volume with an ivory linen cover. “Before we start on our walk, I
wished to give you a gift from the heart.”

“What did you do?” A slight
gasp escaped her when he gave the book into her keeping. When she
glanced at the golden lettering on the cover and traced a gloved
finger along the gilded silhouette of a castle, she met his gaze
with a smile that reflected in her eyes. “A collection of Bavarian
fairytales.”

“I thought you might enjoy
that, and when I saw it in a bookseller’s shop a few days back, I
knew you must have it.” Not for worlds would he tell her over the
years he’d amassed quite a few treasures that had spoken to him,
that she might like. Even if he gave her a gift a day, he wouldn’t
run low.

“How thoughtful.” Lifting
on tiptoe, she pressed a kiss to his cheek and the warmth of her
lingered as did the scent of roses. “You never forgot my love of
fairytales from all over the world.”

“Of course not. It is
something that matters.” He offered his arm to her. Hot pleasure
shot through him when she slipped her free hand through his crooked
elbow. “I’ll ask you to remember that heroes come in unexpected
forms.”

“I’m trying, Rafe,” she
said in a low voice and looked away. “Please have
patience.”

He patted her hand. “I am
trying too.” I’m a nodcock to rush my
fences.

For a long time, they walked in
silence while the world around them awakened. Occasionally, a horse
and rider would pass by, and Rafe would murmur
greetings.

Finally, the need to hear her voice
again spurred him into conversation. “How goes your charity
work?”

“It is what it is.” She
held the book close to her chest with her free hand. “The Dials
grow more crowded and dangerous with each passing month. I’m doing
a small part to alleviate the discomfort of the children, but it
sometimes doesn’t seem enough. I grow weary and sad at every visit
to know there is such an enormous class divide.”

“I’m surprised Donovan
allows you to venture into such an area.”

The trill of her laughter sent
awareness sailing over his skin. “He doesn’t prevent me, but every
time I go out, he gives me a lecture. He wishes me to help Alice
with the opening of her school, but my heart is not
engaged.”

“That’s what I suspected,
for I’ve never seen Donovan on the times I’ve gone…”
Damnation. He’d spoken
without thinking, and when she turned her head, her eyes wide with
surprise, he heaved a sigh. “Bloody hell.”

Elizabeth stopped, but she didn’t
break their connection. “You follow me when I visit the Dials?”
There was no accusation in her expression, only shock.

How could he deny it? “Yes. To keep
you safe.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You assume I
cannot protect myself?”

Was this another reason she’d hate
him? It couldn’t be helped. He’d inadvertently divulged his secret,
so he must live with the consequences. “No. I’m well aware that you
can look after yourself.”

She quickly nodded. “Donovan has
taught me how to shoot a pistol in the advent that skill is
needed.”

“Interesting.” Rafe’s
respect for her edged up, and he wished desperately to see for
himself how she handled a weapon. “When did that occur?”

“Shortly before he married
Alice. He told me that once his attention was diverted, he might
not always be there if I run into blackhearts while on my rounds.”
She shrugged. “I am hoping he’ll gift me with a Mother-of-Pearl
inlaid lady’s pistol for Christmas. I’ve mentioned it to him a
couple of times.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” At
least the duke had the presence of mind to look after her. He
wasn’t a complete bastard. If the man didn’t buy her that pistol,
Rafe would. “However, it is the mindset of men I don’t trust. Men,
no matter their station in life, are often nefarious at heart.
Thus, the reason I follow you.” He covered her hand on his arm with
his free one. “While I’m confessing, I will tell you my protection
will not end… even if you and I aren’t fated to become a
couple.”

“Why?” She darted her gaze
to his. Genuine surprise lingered in those dark depths, and was
that pleasure? “Why would you do this, especially for a woman who
wouldn’t mean anything to you at that point?”

“No matter what happens,
you will always mean something to me, Lizzy,” he whispered as he
set them to walking once more. He’d spoken the truth. If she
ultimately chose the marquess over him, he’d wish her well, but he
would look out for her. What he felt for her would not
fade.

“You are sweet to say so.”
Elizabeth resettled her hand on his arm. “How long has your
protection been going on?” Nothing in the way she held herself,
still clutching her book, betrayed her mindset. “This standing in
as my guardian, my personal protector?”

Heat crept up the back of his neck and
into his ears. “Since you started your charity work, with the
exception of the two months I was recently away.” Would this be the
act that hardened her heart toward him? If he analyzed the
situation from her perspective, his high-handedness could border on
obsessive.

A tiny gasp escaped her. “That has
been for well over a year.”

“Yes.” He nodded and
continued to keep his focus on the path ahead.

“But you and I have hardly
said two words to each other in that time, with the exception of
Donovan’s courtship and wedding.” Incredulity rang in her
statement.

“This is also true,” he
replied with a budding grin. Perhaps now she’d understand how deep
his affections lay. Then anxiety clawed at his gut. Would she hate
him for it?

“Oh, Rafe.” If anything,
she sounded exasperated. “Do you have any clue how honorable you
are?” When he didn’t answer, she squeezed his arm. “I am actually
quite glad you’ve continued to look after me.”

“I beg your pardon?” He
certainly hadn’t expected that response.

“Sometimes even my courage
fails when I visit the Dials, especially if those visits are near
dusk. It sets my mind at ease to know I am not alone out there.”
She lowered her voice, and as he turned his head, she met his gaze.
“And to know that someone cares.”

“Good.” He winked and
returned his attention to the path. “You always have my regard.
That hasn’t changed over the years.”

“I know, and I am amazed by
your grace, when I don’t deserve it,” she whispered. Again, she
squeezed his arm. “Accompany me to the Dials tomorrow morning? Not
in your usual clandestine capacity but as my escort. I’d like to
show you what I do, perhaps introduce you to some of my regulars.”
When he glanced at her, he caught a mist of tears in her eyes that
constricted his heart. “Some days I’m not certain I make a
difference, but I have to try.”

“Lizzy.” Rafe leaned closer
and fit his lips to the delicate shell of her ear. “You always make
a difference, in many lives. Never forget that.” He pressed a
fleeting kiss to her temple before pulling away. “It would be my
privilege to go with you.”

With her cheeks stained rose, she
turned her head away. “I look forward to letting you into that
aspect of my life.”

As do I.
It brought him one step closer to winning her
permanently.

Another few minutes went by in
companionable silence.

Rafe enjoyed having her by his side,
the warmth of her hand on his arm. It felt right and natural, as if
they were always meant for such a thing. And he burned to know
everything about her. “What do you want from your life?” Another
round of flurries burst from the clouds, and as they landed on the
brim of her green velvet-lined bonnet, decorated her shoulders, he
wished to brush them away, or at the very least kiss away the ones
that landed on her cheeks.

“The same as anyone does, I
suppose.” She turned her head and smiled at him. “Happiness,
contentment. For the longest time, I haven’t known
either.”

He frowned as the muscles of his
stomach tightened. “Because of me and your memories of that
night?”

“When we were forced to
spend time together during Donovan’s bit of drama, those
remembrances came rushing back. I’ll admit, I didn’t know how to
handle them.” Her grip on his arm remained strong. “But mostly
because of my brother himself. Making certain he had a chance in
society. Working as his social secretary has occupied my
time.”

“He is settled now. Alice
can manage him.”

“Yes. And there is the
matter of the duchess.” She worried her bottom lip with her teeth.
“I act as her secretary for the moment, but she means to add to her
staff so I might have free time. She’s making plans for her school
as well.” A shrug pulled at her shoulders. “I don’t know the status
of that, for I have been busy.”

“Understandable.” Rafe
guided their trajectory closer to the Serpentine. In the overcast
light, the water took on a gray-blue hue. “Once your calendar is
your own again, what of your dreams, the things you hold precious
in your heart?”

A tiny sigh escaped her. “I would like
to expand my charity work. There is much more I can do if only I
had the time. More areas of the city that need help. I think,
perhaps, moving from Donovan’s house and leaving the newlyweds
alone might be best, yet where would I go? It is difficult for an
unattached woman in our world, and I do not wish to find a
companion.”

That struck Rafe as amusing. “Too much
your own woman?”

“Exactly.” Elizabeth
chuckled and sent him a rueful glance. “I don’t wish to live with
another lady, who may or may not require my help to fix her
problems.” She rolled her eyes. “That sounded rude. What I meant to
say was I require a break from smoothing everyone else’s path when
mine needs attending.”

“I understand all too well,
my dear.” His Lizzy had one of the largest, most caring hearts, and
he hoped she wouldn’t change. Given half the chance, would she
attempt to manage him too? He stifled a snort. She had already
tried. “What else do you want from life?”

Her hand on his arm trembled.
“Recently, I’ve begun to think of marriage and perhaps having a
family of my own.”

An image flitted into his mind’s eye
of Elizabeth, her belly swollen with a babe, while she held another
young one on her hip—a girl—with golden ringlets. Her eyes sparkled
with love, her curves enhanced by experience.

“It’s only natural for you
to want such things.” Despite his best intentions, Rafe’s length
hardened. His gums tingled with the hope that she might ultimately
choose him. But he had to ask. “Do you wish it with Rockingham?”
Dread filled his chest, for if she answered in the affirmative,
what would he do?

What he always did—watch over her and
love her from afar. But it was not the life he wanted for
himself.

She looked away, hiding her face from
view. “I am not certain.” The breeze snatched at her reply and
scattered the words so he could hardly hear them.

“Do you feel affection for
the marquess?” If she said that she did, if she’d developed
a tendre for the
man, he would do the honorable thing and walk away. As much as it
would shatter his heart, he wanted her happiness more.

“Oh, Rafe.” Confusion hung
on that two-word reply. She turned her head and found his gaze with
hers. “It is too early to say.” The same uncertainty clouded her
gaze. “I know almost nothing about him, and though he continues to
call on me, we often do not have time or afforded privacy to speak
on things that truly matter. It is as if I’m only allowed to see
the veneer of him, never what is underneath.”

As opposed to him and the
truth he couldn’t hide, the truth she found lacking. “Fair enough.”
He patted her hand, glad that she hadn’t pulled her touch away.
“His line and reputation are flawless. If he is who you wish to
align yourself with, you will not regret it.” Part of him died
inside to utter those words. Why can she
not choose me instead?

She heaved out an annoyed breath.
“There is more to a man than that.”

“You want the fairy story.”
It wasn’t a question.

“I think, perhaps, I want
the thought of
the fairytale.”

Heavy silence followed her statement
that Rafe was loathe to break. Instead, he contented himself with
walking beside her. Eventually, they returned to the place where
he’d left his horse and he released her arm.

“This outing has gone by
rather too quickly.” He frowned as he untied the horse’s reins and
led the animal from the copse of trees.

“Agreed, but there is
always tomorrow.” Elizabeth lingered, her gaze full of questions
she didn’t utter.

Rafe glanced about. He would kiss her
if she’d let him, but he didn’t want an audience or for word to
trickle back to the duke. “Bloody hell.” Speak of the devil.
“Manchester approaches.” Even now, Donovan and his horse were
completing the turn in the path.

“How aggravating,”
Elizabeth muttered as she darted into the copse of
trees.

“Indeed.” Rafe quickly
mounted and then urged his charger back upon the path facing toward
Donovan so it would appear they were just completing his ride. When
the duke drew abreast, Rafe greeted the other man, but there was
decided frost in his voice. “Manchester. Awful early to see you out
and about.”

“Devon.” The duke looked
about the area. When he returned his regard to Rafe, he narrowed
his eyes. “Taking in the morning air? I’ve never known you to ride
through the park.”

Ah, fishing was he? Clever man, but
he’d go away disappointed. Rafe shrugged. “I ride when I can, and
it’s quite invigorating out here. I find the winter landscape is
conducive to thinking.”

Donovan nodded and threw another
glance about the area, while Rafe’s heart pounded hard. Was
Elizabeth hidden enough? “This is true.” He rested the full weight
of his gaze on him. Speculation glimmered in those brown depths.
“I’m glad I came upon you, for I wanted to make certain you were
doing well after our discussion. You left rather
abruptly.”

“Do you blame me?” A flash
of anger sluiced through him, but he ignored it. “I am never
better. Living my life on my own terms now.” Namely sneaking about
with Donovan’s sister and courting her in direct defiance of his
order.

“Good.” The duke nodded. “I
trust I’ll see you at my ball, unless I catch you at the club? For
let’s face it, you cannot avoid Bête Noire since you must
feed.”

“Yes, to both counts.”
Resentment burned through his gut for the fact that Donovan thought
to keep monitoring his every move. “I’m looking forward to the
ball. Wouldn’t miss it,” he added, though those were empty words
and quite the lie.

“Excellent.” The duke
tightened his hands on his reins. “I must be off.”

“Good day, Your Grace,”
Rafe murmured. He didn’t move until his friend’s form had vanished
from his sight.

Only then did Elizabeth creep from her
hiding place. Her cheeks blazed with rosy color while her eyes
reflected high dudgeon. “He is truly a prick at times.” She came
close, the book Rafe had given her clutched in one hand as she laid
the other upon his shin. Warmth emanated up his limb from the point
of contact. “You are magnificent astride the horse, Rafe.” Desire
clouded her eyes, blocking out the previous ire. “I’d forgotten how
dashing you are like this, in the outside world, dressed for
adventure.”

His laugh sounded decidedly forced,
but his member renewed its appreciation of her. “Yet you think I’m
handsome in evening clothes.”

“This is different,” she
whispered and blatantly slid her gaze over his body.
“This man could
have escaped from a book of fairytales,” she murmured. The blush in
her cheeks intensified. “Perhaps he rides off to fight for his
lady’s honor.”

Damn and blast.
If the woman kept on, he’d drag her off to a
lonely part of the park to do wicked things to her. “Remember that
as you read,” he couldn’t resist teasing.

“I will.” She took a few
steps away from him, and he mourned the loss of her touch. “I must
hasten back to the house, for there is much to attend with Alice.
Will I see you tomorrow?”

“I wouldn’t miss it.” And
this time those words were not a lie. The morrow couldn’t come soon
enough.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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Elizabeth’s heart pounded
when Donovan appeared in the breakfast room the same time she
attempted to depart it. Drat and double
drat. She was supposed to meet Rafe in a
quarter of an hour. Now what?

“Ah, Elizabeth. Good
morning,” he said in an uncommonly cheerful voice. The duke strode
past her. “Come. Join me.”

“I have already eaten,
brother.” This was an unfortunate turn of events.

He waved a hand as if it didn’t
matter. “You can sit with me and chat.” A hint of ducal command
lingered in the statement. “I wish to see how you’ve faired these
last past days.”

Blowing out a breath, Elizabeth
followed him to the table, and while he loaded a plate from the
sideboard, she stewed on how she could escape and meet Rafe. “I
have been well. No need to worry.”

“Good to hear.” Still
occupied with the sideboard, he continued, his back to her. “I
trust you’ve forgotten the folly of keeping the Earl of Devon in
your life?”

A sick feeling snaked through her
insides. “I fail to see how cultivating friends is considered a
folly,” she responded and wished fervently that he’d change the
subject.

“It is if you’ve
disregarded my order.” Warning growled through the response, and as
her cheeks heated, he joined her at the table. “So, I’ll ask again.
You have let
Rogue go, have you not?”

“Yes,” she managed to choke
out on a whisper even as thoughts of enjoying coitus with Rafe two
nights ago flitted through her consciousness, or of seeing him
yesterday. Already, she’d read through half the book of fairytales
he’d given her. “You needn’t worry.” For she wouldn’t betray the
secret, especially if Donovan remained a bastard about his best
friend.

“I’m glad to hear it.” For
long moments her brother tucked into his breakfast while a footman
filled a cup of coffee for him. “I’m told Rockingham will call on
you this afternoon.”

“I am well aware of my
social calendar, Donovan,” she murmured, and if there was a certain
waspishness to her tone, she felt it was warranted.

A trace of a grin crossed his lips.
“Can I expect a private visit from the marquess soon?”

Oh, dear
God, could he be any more annoying?
Elizabeth shrugged. “We shall see how the relationship progresses.
It is much too soon to make such a decision.”

Donovan raised his gaze to hers.
“Don’t keep him on the hook too long. Men like Rockingham are much
in demand and sought after.” He paused, speculation in his eyes.
“He will give you happiness and stability, so put anyone else out
of your mind.”

“But what of overcoming
struggles and meeting challenges?” she asked in a soft voice. “Yes,
the marquess is a gentleman, but I am afraid there is no depth to
him, and with no friction, there is no excitement.”

“And if such excitement
leads to danger?” He cocked an eyebrow. “Elizabeth, please think
logically. I’ve put quite a large dowry on your head, which I’m
sure the marquess will appreciate.”

As if I’m nothing more than
damned livestock or a household good. “I am thinking logically and toward my future. In fact, I cannot
escape it at present. Aligning myself with a man requires more
thought than a connection or how much monetary worth the union
brings.” She rose and smoothed the wrinkles from the skirts of her
plum-colored wool gown. “However, at the moment, I am quite late
for an appointment. If you will excuse me?”

“What
appointment?”

“It’s something that would
surely bore a duke,” she said by way of explanation, then she fled
the breakfast room before he could order her back to
explain.
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“You are late,” Rafe said
by way of greeting when she finally reached their agreed upon
meeting place in front of a book shop on Brook Street.

“Donovan waylaid me.” She’d
taken a hired hack to the shop and from there met Rafe in his
carriage, which waited nearby. “I’m afraid I had to lie to him when
he asked if I’d left you in my past.” Next to him on the bench were
several covered baskets filled with loaves of bread, pots of jam,
and a few sweets, all of which she’d cajoled Cook to make for her
specifically for this purpose. Earlier that morning, Rafe had come
by, ringing at the servants’ door to pick the items up for
transport.

“That dastard!” When the
carriage started off, a growl filled the interior of the closed
carriage. “Is he so adamant I would destroy your life that he will
continue to monitor your steps to keep us apart?”

That was something she hadn’t thought
of. What if her brother, even now, followed her? Had he seen her
get into Rafe’s vehicle? If so, would he pull her out any second,
berate her right there in the street and then challenge him? Her
hands trembled and she clasped them in her lap. “Perhaps he is
merely concerned, but I grow rather annoyed that he keeps shoving
me into Lord Rockingham’s direction. It’s almost as if he’s already
made an arrangement with the man.” Her stomach muscles clenched,
and when Rafe cursed beneath his breath, she glanced at him. “I
certainly hope that is not the case.”

“And if it is?” he asked
softly as he stared out the window. “If, in the future, you happen
to fall in love with me, and we decide to marry, what then? Donovan
will disown you, come after me. We might need to flee London and
everything you’ve ever known. Could you live knowing you’d never
see your old life again?”

Something else she hadn’t
given thought to. The idea of being married to Rafe suddenly took
hold. Wife to a vampire. How would she manage it?
Could she manage it, and
everything such an act would entail? She stared across the shallow
aisle at him, searching out his gaze and looking for the red ring
around his irises. For the moment, it barely glowed, and a small
trace of disappointment edged down her spine.

“That is a worry for
another day,” she finally said and then gave him a smile that was
decidedly wobbly. “Please, do not mar our outing by thoughts of a
cloudy future.” She willed her chin to stop quivering. “I am not
strong enough right now.”

“I apologize.” Rafe leaned
over and clasped her hand. Through their gloves, the warmth he
imparted brought her a measure of calm. “I will not speak of it
again, for well I know that pondering an unlikely future brings
nothing but melancholy.”

“Thank you.” She squeezed
his fingers. When had he become the voice of reason and the rock
she looked for when life’s storms fired around her?
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Elizabeth didn’t know what to expect
during her time in the Dials, but it certainly wasn’t seeing Rafe
play such a large part in the distribution of the food stuffs. Each
time she moved from child to child or talked to a harried mother or
laid a hand in comfort upon an elderly man’s shoulder, Rafe was at
her side. He silently gave her baskets and at times slipped a coin
or two into someone’s palm. Through it all, he remained her support
and did it all with a faint grin upon his lips and sympathy in his
expression. She liked that he’d protect her if she asked, but she
also appreciated that he let her do this without offering
complaint, advice, or trying to shove her part to the
side.

Once, when she’d bent to speak with a
hunched over older woman, she caught Rafe kneeling on the grimy
pavement at eye level with a child of perhaps eight. Her
conversation with the woman faltered for a moment as she strained
to hear what he said to the waif.

“What do you wish from your
life?” he asked the boy in a low voice as people surged and
buffeted them on the street.

“To git out of ‘ere, me
lord,” the child responded and furtively looked about him. “A
chimney sweep while I’m still small, but I ain’t got the smarts for
nothing else.”

Rafe smiled. “You would be surprised
what you can aspire to if you believe in yourself. Do not let
circumstances dictate your future.” He pressed a card into the
boy’s hand, and before Elizabeth could interrupt and say that was
probably a bad idea, he continued. “You want a position? You come
to me in Mayfair. I’ll set you on the right path, but only if you
wish to work hard to better your situation. I don’t tolerate
slackers well. Neither do I help liars, cheats, or
thieves.”

The boy’s eyes shone and his jaw went
slack. Quickly the card vanished into his ragged sleeve. “You’re
serious?”

“I never say anything if
I’m not,” Rafe responded and held out his hand. There was a flash
of silver in his palm. He would give the boy a coin, and if it
wasn’t stolen or squandered, it would provide for his family for
two weeks. “A pleasure to meet you.” He shook the lad’s hand and
the coin was exchanged without anyone the wiser.

“Thank you, me lord.” The
boy pumped his hand. “The name’s Walter. It was me pa’s name, but
‘e took sick a while back and died.”

“A fine name indeed.” Rafe
stood, and as he did so, the boy pelted away to vanish into the
throng. When the earl happened to catch Elizabeth’s eye, he
shrugged and winked. “Charity, at times, needs a bigger push. If we
are to teach others, we need to lift them out of the mire first.
Teach by example.”

She lost a piece of her heart to him
in that moment. “So true,” she murmured and turned away before he
could see the tears forming in her eyes. Would Oliver consent to
visit the Dials with her or even unbend enough to offer help to one
of its poorest residents? Perhaps she would ask him merely to gauge
his reaction. Elizabeth finished her conversation with the woman,
but all the while, she wondered if Rafe and his beast could exist
side by side after all.

It certainly seemed as if the lessons
on control he’d learned made a difference.
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Once back in his carriage, Elizabeth
shivered from the cold, and when the vehicle started, Rafe
solicitously tucked the lap robe about her. The rabbit fur-lined
blanket imparted warmth but his quiet caring sent tiny fires of
need into her bloodstream. This man was far removed from the man
who’d attacked her with violence all those years ago, or even from
the anger-ridden man she’d goaded into carnality a few nights back.
The vivid contrasts of him made her head spin.

“You know, during my
childhood, winters were much different than they are now,” he said
and sat upon his own bench.

“How so?” The pleasant
warmth caused drowsiness to wrap her in a cocoon.

“As a child, I spent
copious amounts of time at my father’s country estate. Partially
because it wasn’t pleasant to spend time in London with my father
as he struggled with his beast, and also because my mother spent
many days there.”

The deep tenor of his voice further
worked to lull her into a sleepy state. “Your father wasn’t a good
man?”

“He was during the times he
wasn’t the vampire.” Rafe tilted his head. “I rather admired him
and often felt he would have done the title proud had he been able
to reconcile his curse to his life.” She stared at his mouth when
he frowned. “He tried his best, I think, but ultimately he let his
beast control him instead of the other way around.”

“What a terrible life,
especially for a child.” Then she stifled a gasp. If a pregnancy
resulted from their joining the other night, would that be the
child’s fate as well?

“It made me realize that
balance is necessary, and that also it is possible to live in
harmony with the vampire if one has the will to
persevere.”

“You mother didn’t wish to
help your father find that peace?” In all of their history
together, she’d never known that about his past.

“There was no love present
in my parents’ marriage, due to the curse. If he tried, I would
have no idea. It broke her heart, so she stayed far away from the
man who failed her.” Silence brewed between them and he kept his
attention to the window. “I remained behind with her many times so
she wouldn’t pass her days alone.”

Elizabeth sighed. “You are a good man,
Rafe.”

“Perhaps, but then I am
making a concentrated effort for you to only see me as just that—a
man.” He glanced at her, and sadness pooled in his eyes, more brown
than green now.

Her chest tightened. “Is your mother
still alive?”

“Yes, and she remains at
Powderham Castle in Devon, quite content from all
reports.”

“That must be a lonely
life.” She had no idea his mother still lived.

“I visit when I can, but
she has my half-sister to keep her company.” At Elizabeth’s gasp,
he nodded. “Rebecca is ten years my junior and is a product of a
love affair my mother conducted with a groom.” A hint of a smile
curved his lips, and a powerful urge to kiss him swept over her.
“She is quite the hoyden. The country life suits her, for she
resists my efforts to bring her to London. She wants no part
of ton life.”

“I cannot say that I blame
her.” It was quite the shock to find out about this part of Rafe’s
life. “Did your mother love him? Or was that act in retaliation to
your father’s indifference?”

Amusement flickered in his expression.
“Yes, she loved him. It was quite the torrid affair from all
reports, and it continued until the man died a few years
ago.”

“Regardless of how the
affair came about, I’m glad she finally knew love.” If she and Rafe
were to marry, would that be their fate as well, even though he
claimed to love her now? Would indifference come from her? Tears
prickled the backs of her eyelids. Once more she shoved a thought
to the back of her mind. “I would like to meet your mother and
sister.”

“Perhaps, once things here
are settled.”

Ah, which meant in the event she
accepted him, eventually found herself engaged to him, then he
would make such a thing happen.

She didn’t blame him on that either,
but her heart went out to him. He would protect everyone in his
life, it seemed. “I understand.” As the carriage rolled on, silence
fell over them. When they were near Hyde Park, she spoke again.
“What did your father think of your mother’s defection?”

“He was heartbroken.” A wry
grin took possession of his lips. “It seems he didn’t know how to
convey his feelings; perhaps I take after him in that regard.” He
paused, reflecting. “When Mother’s affair came to light, he ceased
caring and let the vampire take over.” Rafe shrugged. “For a period
of time, he was quite violent and terrorized parts of London. His
favorite hunting ground for a while was an area much like the
Dials, for no one would care if the indigent went missing.” His
voice broke on the last words.

“Which prompted your intent
to help.” Her heart squeezed. “And you are trying your hardest not
to become what your father was.” That explained so much, and yet
she’d treated him so horribly. Shame fired in her
cheeks.

“Yes.” The whispered word
seemed to hang on the chilly air between them. When he met her gaze
once again, the red ring around his irises was more noticeable. “If
a woman doesn’t want me for me—all of me—I’m better off alone. I
cannot survive such a miserable existence as my parents had, for
depression is a constant companion anyway.”

“Oh, Rafe.” Gripped by
compassion, Elizabeth stood and then settled on the bench beside
him. She took possession of his hand and held it. “I’m so
sorry.”

“It is life. It is human
nature to fear what is not understood. Not many choose to take the
time to deepen their knowledge, for fear is the more comfortable
feeling.” Guilt swamped her. He shrugged and his shoulder brushed
hers, leaving tingles in its wake. “I made my peace with what I was
long ago.

Would that I could do the
same.

“However, I do have the
advantage over my father.” He turned her hand over and rubbed his
gloved thumb along the inside of her wrist just above the edge of
her glove. Butterflies erupted low in her belly. “I have friends to
rely on when things are rough.”

“Tell me about your
friendship with Donovan.” She could hardly concentrate the longer
he executed those gentle caresses.

Rafe smiled, and even in
profile, she caught the wicked gleam in his eye. “As young men, we
were wild, determined to show the ton we didn’t need them and their
overly strict, and oftentimes exclusionary, rules. We bedeviled the
countryside at times, giving free reign to our beasts at night.” He
chuckled, and the rich sound rolled over her, fraying the
ever-present fear.

In that unguarded moment,
when he resembled the young man she used to know, she lost another
tiny part of her heart to him. If only he
could always be so happy.

“Those were wonderful days.
I miss them, miss the ease Donovan and I once shared, before
everything changed.”

“Perhaps change is
inevitable, for we wouldn’t grow into better people without it.”
Her included. She needed to evolve and find a different mindset if
she wanted to remain in Rafe’s life.
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An hour or so later, they concluded
their walk through Hyde Park. More people were out, but since it
wasn’t the fashionable hour, it wasn’t a crush, and she didn’t shy
away from greeting couples as they passed on the paths.

Snow flurries swirled around her, and
she shivered despite the fur-lined pelisse. “Do you think they will
hold a Frost Fair this year like last year?”

“It rather depends on if
the Thames freezes.” He lifted his face to the overcast skies.
“Though it’s cold, the weather is not nearly as foul as last
winter. We’ll be lucky if we see a few inches of snow, I
think.”

“That is too bad. I did
enjoy the romance of it all.” Elizabeth clung to his arm, and when
he moved to thread their fingers together, she didn’t offer a
protest. “It is romantic now,” she added in a whisper, and when he
returned his attention to her face, she smiled. It was so easy with
him when he was this man. It wouldn’t take much to let herself fall
for him, but the way down that slippery slope was blocked by a pile
of her fears.

And they weren’t budging.

“Remember the years we
could ice skate right here in this park?” His eyes gleamed, perhaps
with memories.

“Yes.” Her smile widened.
“Would that we could do such a thing again.”

“If it grows cold
enough.”

Near the entrance to the park, he
charmed a flower seller, and then presented Elizabeth with a posy
of red rose buds nestled amidst greenery. She lifted them to her
nose and inhaled the familiar fragrance. Closer to their carriage,
he bought her a gingerbread cookie and they shared that as well as
a mug of steaming mulled wine.

Elizabeth sighed. It had been a lovely
outing. “This has been nice. Thank you.”

“You are most welcome.”
Rafe guided her to the carriage. Ten feet away from the vehicle, he
paused, put a finger beneath her chin and lifted her head. He met
her gaze. Adoration shone in his darkened depths. “I cannot think
of a better way to spend my time.” He covered her lips with his in
such a tender kiss that it brought tears to her eyes.

Before she could grow lost in the
embrace, he pulled away and she murmured a slight protest. “It
feels like my very own fairytale.”

“Keep thinking that.” He
tapped the end of her nose.

She didn’t want the day to end. “Stay
for luncheon. My brother is out until evening.”

“Perhaps I will, for even
storybook heroes grow hungry.”

Elizabeth tugged on his cravat. “Do
you hunger for anything besides food, Rafe?” she whispered as he
handed her into the carriage.

“I think you already know
the answer to that,” he whispered, and his eyes flared red as he
joined her in the vehicle.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Elizabeth sighed when Rafe’s carriage
rolled to a stop in front of her townhouse. The morning had ended
all too soon. She wished she could have those hours back merely to
relive them and experience every emotion.

“For an ordinary day, this
has been nearly extraordinary,” she said as Rafe handed her out of
the vehicle. She held the posy he’d given her, intending to press
the buds within the pages of a book so she could better remember
the day. The pressure of his lips against hers lingered, and the
tiny fires in her blood he’d ignited earlier from merely showing
compassion toward the residents of the Dials still burned strong.
“Thank you.”

He stood scandalously close to her a
fraction of a second longer than necessary despite the pedestrian
traffic. Even though Donovan was out, anyone could see them on the
street, and that knowledge could find its way back to the duke,
perhaps spoken in innocent conversation. “It was truly my
pleasure.” Then he let her go and put space between
them.

“Come. I’m not nearly ready
to give you up so soon,” she murmured. Was that throaty sound truly
her voice?

“You, my dear, will land us
both in the soup if we’re not careful.” His eyes held a wicked
gleam that sent a shiver of anticipation down her spine.

She couldn’t help her grin as they
traversed the short walkway to the house. As soon as they gained
the front steps, the green-painted door swung open and Griggs stood
aside to let them pass.

“Good afternoon, Lord
Devon. Lady Elizabeth,” he greeted in guarded tones while he
bounced his gaze between the two of them. “I was unaware you
intended to bring a guest home, my lady.”

“I suppose that is my
prerogative,” she told the butler, and by willpower alone refrained
from glancing at Rafe. If she did, she would dissolve into
giggles.

“Indeed. However, it might
prove a tad awkward, for Lord Rockingham is waiting for you in the
Gold Parlor.”

Her smile died and her heart dropped
into the toes of her slippers. “He is early.” Only then did she
look at Rafe, and her throat tightened at the despair in his gaze.
Gone was the easy comradery and teasing.

“Be that as it may, Lady
Elizabeth, the marquess is
here. What should I tell him?” Griggs asked as he
closed the front door behind them.

What a coil.
Her pulse pounded through her veins so hard that
she felt it in her temples and fingertips as she handed the butler
her outwear. Best see Lord Rockingham and have his visit over with
so she could return to spending time with Rafe. Then cold guilt
swept in. But it wasn’t the marquess’ fault she couldn’t decide
between the two men, and she had agreed to his calling upon
her. Drat, drat, drat!

“Tell him I shall attend to
him directly,” she finally said, and when Griggs left the entry
hall, she looked at Rafe, went so far as to lay a hand on his
forearm. “Rafe…” His muscles tensed beneath her fingers.

“Don’t,” he whispered, and
when he raised his gaze to hers, the red ring around his irises
glowed. He shook off her touch. “You knew Rockingham would be here,
yet you encouraged me inside anyway.” His voice shook, with rage or
sorrow she couldn’t tell.

“Like I said, he was early,
and I’d forgotten while I was with you. We’d had such a lovely time
together, and I didn’t want the morning to end…” She trailed off,
for he headed toward the door. “Where are you going?”

“Somewhere he is not,” he
shot over his shoulder. “Your attention is demanded
elsewhere.”

“Please, don’t.” Elizabeth
caught him as he reached for the door handle. She took hold of his
arm and wrenched him around to face her. Shaking her head, she
tugged him away from the oaken panel. “I invited
you, not him. There’s
the difference.” When she met his eyes, she sucked in a breath at
the banked anger swirling in the hazel depths. “Stay. Don’t ruin
the day with jealousy.”

“Why, so you have us side
by side for comparison?” Bitterness fairly dripped from the
question.

“No. Because I want your
company, for the marquess won’t stay long. He never does.” Tears
gathered at the back of her throat. Why was being courted so
difficult? “Surely you wish to make the better showing,” she
couldn’t resist adding.

One corner of his lips twitched.
“Touché.”

“Good.” Having him agree
was only part of the victory. “Our plans for tomorrow stand,
yes?”

“I will continue to court
you, Lizzy, until you say otherwise,” he said in a quiet voice as
they made their way through the corridors.

Warmth filled her chest and she
smiled. “Thank you.” There wasn’t time for further conversation,
for they arrived at the Gold Parlor, and as soon as Lord Rockingham
spied Rafe with her, he launched to his feet, the bouquet of roses
and lilies he held quivering.

The tension in the air was palatable.
Elizabeth imagined being able to cut into it with a knife and take
out little squares, but the laughter that rose in her throat felt
hysterical and she tamped down on the urge to let it loose. Beside
her, Rafe growled, low and steady, and the sound sent gooseflesh
over her skin. Would his beast come out?

“Good afternoon, Oliver,”
she said into the thick silence and moved forward. “You weren’t
scheduled to stop by until tea time.”

“Hullo, Elizabeth. That is
so, but I had some spare time and wished to see you earlier. I’m
sure you don’t mind.” He held out the bouquet wrapped in pretty
pink paper, and as he did so, he narrowed his eyes on the dear
little posy Rafe had given her. “If you’d like, I can dispose of
those nearly dead things.” His tone suggested the rose buds were
mere weeds.

“I shall keep both floral
tributes, thank you,” she murmured, and to diffuse the tension, she
quickly rested the bouquets on an ivory-inlaid table off to one
side of the room. “Oliver, you remember Lord Devon.”

“Of course.” Lord
Rockingham glared at Rafe, while the earl shot a glance brimming
with displeasure back at him. “You didn’t tell me that you were
spending so much time in the earl’s company, Elizabeth.”

She took a seat on a nearby settee.
More to the point she fell onto that piece of furniture when her
knees shook. How did the marquess know of her recent activities? “I
don’t believe that is any of your concern,” she said, and with a
look at the men, both of them sat. Oliver on the settee across from
hers and Rafe in a delicate gilt-framed chair to her left after
he’d removed his great coat, top hat and gloves. The items reposed
on the chair behind him as he sat on its edge.

“It is my concern if your safety is
compromised,” he continued with a scathing glance at Rafe, but then
just as quickly dismissed the earl, whose face had reddened and his
hands had curled into fists.

“Perhaps it is you the lady
needs to remain wary of,” Rafe bit out.

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “I am in no
imminent danger from either of you.” Though flattered to think the
men might come to blows for her attention, annoyance roiled through
her that they seemed to think they owned her. “Behave, or I’ll have
Griggs toss you out. Both of you.”

Rafe grunted something she assumed was
an apology, while Oliver smirked as if he’d won a prize.

“I have brought you a
gift.” Only then did she notice a round willow basket at his booted
feet.

“Oh? What is it? Perhaps a
book of fairy stories, or a volume of poetry?” she asked with a
quick glance at Rafe while the marquess bent down and flicked the
latch on his basket. A ghost of a grin tugged at the earl’s lips
but his posture remained tense.

“None of that. Such things
give the reader false hope for their life,” Oliver responded. As
soon as he eased the basket’s lid open, he withdrew a black kitten
from the depths. “I thought you might find a kitten useful on the
days you wish for companionship and I am not available.”

She ignored both slights as she
accepted the ball of fur. The female feline had mostly unrelieved
black fur except for a thin white stripe on her nose and faint
white tips on her front paws. Two big greenish eyes blinked up at
her. The kitten batted at Elizabeth’s fingers when she waved them.
“What an adorable animal,” she breathed and promptly put her lips
to the top of the kitten’s head. “I shall name you Hope,” she
proclaimed, and set the kitten on the Aubusson carpet.

The marquess scoffed. “Are you certain
you wish to give it such a moniker? It is a black cat, after
all.”

“Quite certain, for even
within the darkest of night or the blackest of circumstances, there
is always a glimmer of hope. Perhaps you cannot see it, but it is
always there,” she said quietly and kept her focus on the kitten
instead of looking at Rafe, for she had named the animal for his
benefit.

When the kitten scampered over to
Rafe’s boots and he peered down at the inquisitive feline, the ball
of fur arched her back, hackles up, and hissed at him.

“Ah, see there,” Oliver
said in a tone that smacked of superiority, “Animals know
instinctively who they can trust and who they cannot.” He glanced
at Elizabeth. “You would do well to heed the warning.”

Finally, Rafe broke his silence. He
narrowed his eyes upon the marquess. “Or perhaps they, like many
others, have mistakenly believed what is said about someone behind
their backs without bothering to discover what is deeper.” He
leaned down and scooped the kitten into his long, elegant hands.
The signet ring on his left pinky finger gleamed against the cat’s
unrelieved black fur. “For that matter, most people assume black
cats are unlucky and something to avoid.” He turned his body away
from the marquess as he lifted the squirming kitten aloft. The red
ring around his irises flared ever so slightly as he locked gazes
with the animal. Seconds later, the kitten was quite docile in his
hold. “But the reality is that nothing in life is fearful. One must
first conquer the barriers and preconceptions they’ve built around
a thing.”

Heat slapped at Elizabeth’s cheeks,
for she well understood what he referred to. Words crowded the tip
of her tongue, but she couldn’t find the courage to utter any of
them. Besides, he didn’t play fair. Had he enthralled the kitten?
She had no idea if those powers worked on animals, or if the kitten
had truly seen nothing threatening in him.

“That may well be so, Lord
Devon. However, fear is put into place for a reason, and rumors are
often grounded in fact,” the marquess drawled as he rested an ankle
over a knee. “It is better to remain cautious than become involved
out of a misguided sense of loyalty or obligation.”

The fire in her cheeks intensified.
These men, so skilled in verbal warfare that was barbed with thinly
veiled hints, would be the death of her. “Eventually, one must form
their own opinions of a situation or a thing, and go on from
there,” she said into the thick silence brewing through the
room.

So why the devil couldn’t she follow
her own advice?

“In the end, all creatures
who have found themselves misunderstood either form friendships
with each other, or they disappear into the night, content to
remain alone.” Rafe tugged the bit of leather from his hair. He
dangled it in front of the kitten, who tried to catch it between
her paws. “Until the prejudices of this world dissipate, this is
how it will always be.” He now held the kitten on his lap, his
concentration on playing with the feline, a slight smile curving
his lips.

Elizabeth watched him with bated
breath. Sometimes the simplest things were the fondest. Before,
he’d been ready to snap Oliver’s neck in two. Now, with the arrival
of the kitten, Rafe’s anger had subsided. Perhaps there was hope
after all.

She glanced at the marquess, who
stared at Rafe with animosity brimming in his blue eyes that he
didn’t try to hide. “What is it you wished from me this afternoon,
Oliver?” What she really wanted to do was run upstairs and root
through her jewelry boxes to find a sparkly bracelet that could
serve as Hope’s new collar. Gemstones would look fabulous against
her midnight fur.

“I’d wanted to ask you to
go for a drive, but since you’ve just come in from undoubtedly
doing that with him, I’m at a loss.”

She smiled. “We can do something I
adore together. I have many books, as I mentioned before. Perhaps
you’d like to read to me?” He had the perfectly-pitched voice for
such an activity.

Oliver frowned. “You spend too much
time lost in your books. There is a world around you that should
hold your attention. Perhaps you’d like to visit the sites of
London with me? Or we could drop by the London Tower
Menagerie.”

“Mayhap the reason I like
reading is for the escape from this world,” she murmured. At this
point, she wished the men would leave her alone, for she was
growing out of sorts with both of them. In a bid to further compare
them, she asked, “If you must know about my movements this morning,
I went to the Dials on one of my charity missions. It is something
I believe in wholeheartedly. Members of the ton who have the means should help
those less fortunate. Rafe accompanied me. If you would like, the
next time I go out, you may do the same.”

The marquess leaned forward. He
planted both boots on the floor and rested his forearms on his
knees. “That is a dangerous activity to indulge in, Elizabeth.
Perhaps your talents would serve you best by remaining here where
you are safe.” He threw an ugly glance at Rafe. “From
everything.”

Her temper snapped. “Well, you cannot
expect the poor and indigent to live in a Mayfair address, can
you?” No, she couldn’t imagine the Adonis across from her ever
unbending enough to accompany her. “The upper ten thousand have a
responsibility, Oliver. Wealth only comes on the backs of those who
toil for it.”

“And if I give out heaps of
coin, what then? They will squander it all and still remain poor,
constantly asking for another hand out.” His voice rose and the
hairs on the back of her neck quivered. “It is my right to do what
I wish with my fortune, as it is my obligation to keep you away
from those who would take advantage of your soft nature. I only
wish to protect you, Elizabeth.”

So did Rafe, but he didn’t seek to
stifle her. “Protection comes in many forms.”

Rafe set the kitten upon the floor,
and the ball of fur immediately leapt upon his knee. “I would
rather die than harm her, and I would thank you to cease attempting
to bait me, Rockingham.” His tone brooked no argument, but still he
remained in control, and Elizabeth’s respect for him rose a
notch.

“Ah, so then the gloves are
metaphorically off, are they, Devon?” He rested the full weight of
his gaze on Rafe. “I’ve heard the rumors about you, and I do not
want you around the lady any longer. Do you understand? If word
gets out of your true nature, you will soon find yourself in more
trouble than currently dogs your heels.”

“I’d wondered when you’d
break polite protocol and outright threaten me,” Rafe said in the
way of a reply. The red ring in his eyes glowed. “You have no
authority over me, Rockingham. I will continue to court Elizabeth
until she alone tells me nay. Do you understand?”

Oliver snorted. “I had assumed
Manchester would have warned you away by now.”

“I beg your pardon?” With
anger still boiling a hot path through her chest, Elizabeth sprang
from her settee. The men scrambled to their feet. She turned her
attention to the marquess. “You
are behind my brother acting like an overbearing
nodcock?”

“You need to be more
specific, for your brother is a duke and they are heavy-handed in
all of their dealings.” Though his tone had returned to the polite
notes, a hint of humor danced in his eyes.

The bloody man was enjoying this! “He
ordered Rafe to leave me alone. Was that on your
suggestion?”

“I did not, but I did
mention to the duke that I wanted no obstructions for your
attention. Perhaps that was how he interpreted my
statement.”

Elizabeth huffed. The curls
on her forehead ruffled. “You could have asked me. Despite what you
might think, I’m the one in control of my life. Not my brother.”

His expression shifted. It took on a
hard edge, but perhaps that was merely a trick of the light, for
he’d been nothing except kind and polite in his dealings with her.
“Would you have told the earl nay?” he asked in a lowered voice,
even though Rafe still stood looking on with the kitten moving
about his boots.

Heat fired in her cheeks as Elizabeth
stood her ground. How dare this man assume he held exclusive claim
to her time.

“Ah. There is the answer,
and thus the reason for my request.” He turned to address Rafe, and
his eyes flashed like sea glass in the sun. “It seems I must work
harder to win her, since she apparently harbors an ill-advised and
misplaced fascination for you.” As if Rafe was little better
than the residents of the Dials.

Elizabeth bristled, but before she
could find the words to a rebuttal, Rafe stepped forward, being
sure not to step on the kitten.

He came into the marquess’ personal
space, both men glaring. “You can try, Rockingham, but I refuse to
back down simply because you think you are better for her than me.”
Rafe glanced at her and one corner of his mouth tipped in a smile.
At least there were no fangs present. Then he looked again at the
marquess. “I refuse to exchange any more words with you. If you
wish to settle this like men, you know where to find me, but until
that time, I will continue to court Elizabeth. You must square with
that.” Annoyance clearly stamped on his face, he stepped away and
then gave her a half-bow, and his unbound hair swept along his
shoulders. “I shall see you tomorrow, as per our earlier
plans.”

Still tongue-tied, she nodded. Once
the echo of his bootheels ceased ringing in the corridor beyond,
she whirled to face the marquess. Her hand itched to slap his face
for such high-handedness as well as the unneeded provocation. “That
was not well done of you, Lord Rockingham,” she said, and her tone
was decidedly chilly.

“Perhaps it was not.”
Oliver reached for her hand but she snatched it away. He sighed.
“The time is coming soon when you will have to make a choice,
Elizabeth,” he said and annoyance clung to the statement. “Him or
me, and I hope you choose wisely. Only one of us can give you the
life you want, the life you deserve. Don’t let foolish ideals or
memories that have no place color that choice. I shall take my own
leave as well.”

She said nothing as he quit the
parlor. The meeting between the men had completely ruined the
earlier loveliness of the day. With a heaving chest and a tight
throat, she made her way over to the chair where Rafe had sat. He’d
left his outerwear behind, and now the kitten had curled up on the
pile of his greatcoat.

Elizabeth scooped the purring cat into
her hands and pressed a kiss to its fur—fur that now smelled like
sandalwood and cinnamon. Both men had strong merits, yet they were
as different as night and day. “What am I going to do?” she asked
the feline, but, of course, Hope didn’t answer. “I do know one
thing, I am glad you are a girl, for the males in my life are truly
trying my patience.”

The kitten meowed in apparent
agreement.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

[image: ]











December 14,
1815






Rafe shivered as he followed Griggs
through Elizabeth’s townhouse, even though he knew the layout as
well as his own. The cold rain outside would prevent him from
taking her driving or from enjoying their customary walk through
Hyde Park, but it wasn’t the location that made the difference. It
was the time spent.

“I will tell Lady Elizabeth
that you are here,” the butler intoned once he’d shown Rafe into
the Gold Parlor.

“Thank you.” Once alone,
Rafe paced about the space that had, until recently, been quite
comfortable, but had become the scene of unpleasantness with the
marquess. Gold brocade and crushed velvet cushions, supported by
gilt-painted, delicate legs made up the furniture while all about
the room, touches of feminine fripperies indicated a female beneath
the duke’s roof. The duchess’ presence had truly infiltrated every
aspect of life here.

On a table at a window, he paused and
peered into a white-framed painting. It was a portrait of Elizabeth
and Donovan, perhaps done several years ago, before Alice had
entered their lives and changed everything. Rafe picked up the
small likeness to better study it. The artist had captured the
duke’s arresting features as well as the amber of his eyes, while
he’d done decent justice to the gloss of Elizabeth’s hair and the
depths of her brandy-hued eyes, but there was no sparkle there, no
happiness. Neither were her lips curved with a smile.

How long had she hated him after that
night when he’d lost control and allowed the beast to escape? Back
then, he and Donovan had been fast friends. There’d been no tension
between them, no animosity over Elizabeth.

If he eventually won the lady, he’d
lose his best friend, but if Elizabeth chose the marquess, would
Donovan welcome him back with open arms?

Why was everything so
complicated?

With a frown, Rafe replaced the
painting, and at the sound of rustling fabric at the door, he
turned, expecting Elizabeth, but instead, Alice entered the parlor.
“Your Grace. What a pleasant surprise.” Quickly, he crossed the
room and took possession of her hands, bringing one to his lips. He
kissed the back and was rewarded by a genuine smile that set her
gray eyes dancing with amusement. “What brings you
here?”

“Griggs told me that you’d
arrived, so I thought I’d talk with you until Elizabeth comes down.
She’s finishing a letter for me.” She linked their arms and led him
to one of the settees. When she sat, so did he. “Elizabeth’s term
as my social secretary will end soon.”

“Oh? Did you find a
replacement?” He enjoyed talking with the duchess, for she was so
genuine and without guile that it was a refreshing
change.

“Can there ever be a
replacement for Elizabeth?” She chuckled, and Rafe did too, for it
was impossible. Alice bubbled with mirth and a positive air. “But
yes. I have recently signed off on a wonderful young lady who I
feel will fit into my staff.”

“I am happy for you.” He
patted her hand and then pulled away. “Though, I wonder if
Elizabeth will be. She adores her duties toward you.”

“She’s been a godsend. When
I was first married, I wouldn’t have survived the daunting tasks
without her help.” Alice turned her head toward him. The color had
come back into her cheeks since he’d last seen her. “However, it is
time she looked after her own affairs, I think.”

By the twinkle in her eye, Rafe
assumed Elizabeth had informed her that he was attempting a
courtship. “I quite agree.” Still, he wouldn’t mention it unless
she did first.

“It is highly amusing that
you and Elizabeth are conducting a clandestine affair right under
Donovan’s nose.” Nothing in her demeanor suggested she made jest of
him.

“Ah, I rather think it is
not an affair,” he began, suddenly confused and more than a little
wary. Had Elizabeth told the duchess of that night in her
bedchamber? His cravat grew suddenly too tight, but he resisted the
urge to tug at it. He rushed on as the rest of her words sank in.
“Do you not have the same opinion as your husband?”

“Of course not.” Her peal
of delighted laughter instantly lifted his mood. “I’ve wanted you
and Elizabeth to make a match of it since I first met the two of
you.” She touched his hand, for with her compromised sight, the
duchess was often a very tactile person. “Are things moving along
better in that quarter than they were?”

“It is difficult to say.”
Rafe paused as his mind revisited his time with Elizabeth: the
stolen kisses, the easy conversation, the budding romance. “Some
days I am encouraged. On others, I am sent into the depths of
despair again. Not to mention, I haven’t shown her the monster I
can be. Once she sees that transformation, I fear any progress I
have made will disappear.”

Surely I haven’t come this
far to fail.

“You must be patient.”
Conviction shadowed her eyes. “Love takes time and a healthy amount
of hard work, especially when the subject is stubborn or
skittish.”

Rafe nodded, but his heart remained
unconvinced. “Do you think there’s a chance?”

Alice smiled. No wonder the duke had
fallen for her. “There is always a chance in everything,
Rogue.”

“Lizzy is… like nailing
down a cloud. I wonder if it wouldn’t go better if she remained
unattached.”

“I don’t believe that.”
Alice squeezed his hand. She moved closer in an effort to peer into
his face, which meant she wanted to see his eyes and expression and
this was the only way. “You didn’t want a meek and mild woman, did
you?”

Heat crept up his neck, as much from
her scrutiny as from her question. “No.” He flashed a grin.
“Certainly not. I enjoy the challenge she represents.”

“I will say this.” Alice
sat slightly back. “Elizabeth has been in a lovely mood these last
few days. The worry has left her countenance. She hums while doing
small tasks about the house. She has even thawed—slightly—toward
Donovan.”

“Truly?” Rafe’s pulse
accelerated. This was good news indeed.

“Yes.” Alice patted his
hand. “Keep going. I know you will prevail.”

“Thank you.” He couldn’t
help his grin. “You have the look of someone who has a secret,
duchess.”

She laughed, and the sound tinkled
through the air. “Donovan and I will make a rather delightful
announcement at the ball,” she said in a low, secretive voice. Her
eyes sparkled. “I do hope you will be in attendance.”

“I will.” Rafe gawked at
her. He sucked in a breath as he suddenly knew. “You are increasing.” That
would certainly account for being under the weather and
pale.

“Yes.” She nodded, and
somehow the duchess managed to convey complete joy in that one
gesture. “The sickness has finally passed. I didn’t much like that
part. The whole thing is wonderful, but I’m frightened by what it
entails.”

“Because of the curse?” He
couldn’t imagine himself in her place. To look forward to bearing a
child but worrying if it were a male and having the curse put upon
it from the moment of its birth.

“Partially that. Also, how
can I be a good mother without my sight?” Lines of worry crinkled
her ivory forehead.

This time he patted her hand. “The
same way you conquer everything else in your life. You, my dear
duchess, are quite the force.” Suddenly, he wanted that life with
Elizabeth—the happiness, the contentment, the marriage, and the
possible family.

“What a charmer you are.”
She playfully swatted his shoulder. “Thank you.”

“It is the truth.” He tried
to extricate his hand from hers, but she held tight.

“Donovan is beside himself
with happiness,” she continued to confide.

Rafe huffed. “Yet he wishes to quell
any joy I might find for myself.”

“Be patient with him too,
Rogue.” Her expression sobered. “Life is constantly evolving for us
all. You must learn to only plunge into those battles that will
bring you the most change.”

Silence blanketed the room for long
moments before Rafe spoke again. “Let me offer my congratulations
to you. Because of your romance with Donovan, I have hope, and I
won’t give it up unless Elizabeth sends me on my way.”

“I rather doubt she’ll do
that,” Alice whispered with a wink. “Don’t give up on either of
them. Friendship and love are too difficult to come by in this day
and age. You deserve both.”

“I’m trying,” he said and
the words felt pulled from him. “To win one I’ll lose the other.
It’s a maddening proposition.” His chest was overly tight, and he
shifted to alleviate the strain.

“Have faith.” She settled
her free hand on her still-flat belly. A serene smile curved her
lips. “Believe in yourself.”

He nodded. “Will you and Donovan break
the curse at your ball? That is what gossip currently
says.”

“We are undecided, for
since our marriage, the curse has faded into the background of our
lives.” She smoothly rose to her feet, taking him with her. “It
simply… is, but it doesn’t complicate what we share. Whatever
happens the night of the ball, happens, and both the duke and I
will move forward together.”

“God, I wish I had your
courage.” He forced a swallow into his tight throat. “I fear the
only way I’ll win Elizabeth’s love is if I break the curse, yet in
order to do that, she must love me.” He shook his head. “Which
means I shall undoubtedly have neither.”

“Oh, hush.” She tugged at
his hand. “Come. We are growing maudlin.”

“Where?” He didn’t feel
like being force-fed holiday cheer if that was her
intent.

“My music room. I wish to
practice two songs I intend to play at the ball.”

For the second time that morning, Rafe
gaped at the duchess. “You will play your harp at the ball. Does
Donovan know?”

“Yes, he knows, and no, he
cannot prevent me.” Her tinkling laughter filled the air as they
left the parlor. “It is my prerogative.” She winked as she clung to
his arm. “They are two waltzes I’ve memorized while waiting for the
sickness to pass. I’ve already spoken to the musicians we’ve
engaged, and Donovan will have my harp brought down.”

“You are a marvel.” She
didn’t let opinions dictate her life. “I can learn much from you,
Your Grace.”

Before Alice could respond, they met
Elizabeth on the stairs.

When Lizzy arched an eyebrow, Rafe
grinned. “The duchess has requested my presence in her music room.
Would you like to accompany us?”

“I wouldn’t miss it.” When
Elizabeth smiled, Rafe’s world brightened. “I adore listening to
Alice play. She truly has a gift.”

Rafe kept his own counsel as he
escorted Alice to the music room. A collection of twelve, delicate,
gilt-painted chairs were set out in three rows of four, all facing
the stage, and the duchess navigated the room with ease. Once she
settled upon a cushioned bench on a slightly raised stage at the
front of the area, he smiled. “You do make a lovely
picture.”

Alice plucked at the strings in a
warm-up scale. Ethereal music filled the air. “You should practice
your charm upon Elizabeth, for I am already taken, Rogue.” But her
eyes twinkled.

He glanced at Elizabeth as she
observed her sister-in-law. Clad in a day dress of brown wool with
ivory lace at the bodice and hem, and her hair simply tied back
with a brown ribbon, she looked as if she was an escaped woodland
elf. “You made a lovely picture as well, Lizzy.”

“Thank you.” When she
regarded him, her eyes reflected her smile.

“Where is your
kitten?”

“Why, so you can charm her
too?” she asked with a laugh.

“No, just
curious.”

“When last I saw Hope, she
was playing a game with my bedchamber draperies. Did you enthrall
her yesterday?”

“Absolutely not. In fact,
I’m not certain such a thing works on animals.” He couldn’t tell if
she was genuinely shocked or amused.

“Then why did she go from
hissing to playing with you so quickly? And, I saw your eyes
glow.”

He snorted. “Perhaps the cat knew
exactly who was a friend in that parlor.”

She sighed as Alice began to play in
earnest. “This is one of my favorite waltzes, and it should be
performed in the Viennese style.”

“Which is more intimate,”
Rafe whispered.

“Yes.” Her response was
propelled in a barely-there voice.

“By all means dance if you
feel moved,” Alice interjected.

Rafe took a few steps backward. “I’m
not certain we should.” Each time he danced with Elizabeth, he lost
a piece of himself. That wasn’t something he wished to share with
anyone else.

“How am I to know if I’m
doing well?” the duchess responded. “It is good to practice with an
audience. Besides, this room is a special place, and very much
conducive to romance.”

“Never say you are
practicing at matchmaking, Your Grace.”

Alice snorted. “Don’t you know it’s
not polite to question a duchess’s order?”

“Duly chastised.” He looked
again at Elizabeth. “And since the piece is Lizzy’s favorite…” He moved to
the first chair and slid it to the wall. “As soon as we relocate
these chairs I will indeed ask my lady to dance.”

A tiny sigh escaped Elizabeth. “Always
so charming,” she murmured, and then she silently assisted him with
moving the chairs to both sides of the room.

He kept his own counsel. If being a
gentleman, showing her he was capable of being more than the
monster she thought he was, so be it. Yet part of him mourned the
fact that as soon as his fangs made an appearance, as soon as he
acted anything less than a human, she would run and fear would once
again shadow her face.

Would that circumstances were
different or that courting Lizzy was as easy for him as it
apparently was for Rockingham.

Once the task was complete, he moved
to the middle of the cleared space and he held out a hand.
“Elizabeth, may I have this dance?” he asked quietly, and his
inquiry echoed in the sudden silence of the room.

Even Alice waited for the
response.

“Of course.” Elizabeth
slipped her fingers into his hand. Swiftly, he pulled her close and
they assumed the proper position for a waltz.

“Whenever you are ready,
duchess,” Rafe said, but the whole of his attention was on the
woman in his arms.

When Alice plucked the strings of her
harp and the exquisitely angelic notes of the song filled the room,
Rafe set them into motion. Since the music room was much smaller in
scale than a ballroom, the turns of the waltz were more precise,
and to keep Elizabeth from crashing into the chairs jumbled at the
sides of the room, he was obliged to hold her even closer. He
rather enjoyed the intimacy, for instead of their held hands in an
upward position, he’d encouraged her arm down so that they rested
comfortably and chest level.

“How do you fair after
yesterday’s contretemps?” he whispered.

“I am well.” A hint of a
frown tugged at the corners of her mouth. “As much as I look
forward to the future, I am worried.”

“Why?”

The delicate tendons of her neck
worked with a hard swallow, and he drew his gaze to the smooth
skin, discerned the beat of her pulse. His mouth watered, but he
pushed the wants of his vampire self to the back of his mind. “What
if my choice in men is ultimately the wrong one? No matter who I
choose, one of you will be hurt, and I’m not certain I can bear
that agony.”

Poor thing.
He wanted to call her darling, to whisper
endearments into her ear and tell her everything would come out
right in the end, but he didn’t have the permission. Not yet.
Instead, he squeezed her fingers and tightened his hold at her
waist. “Do what you feel in your heart is correct. We cannot ask
anything else of you.”

She met his gaze. The burden of choice
lined her expression. “Oh, Rafe. I think you are too nice for you
own good.”

His shrug lifted one shoulder. “The
man you pick to remain by your side in life will want the best for
you and to see you happy.” He died a bit inside knowing that she
could indeed choose Rockingham over him, even after the wonderful
time they’d spent together this week.

“Thank you.” When she
smiled, she looked for the moment that she’d forgotten everything
except dancing with him. “I regret wishing you to the devil for
eleven years. Had I known I’d miss my best friend so
much…”

“Hush. It is the past, and
we do not dwell there any longer.” His heart constricted. They had
once been close, this was true, but did she only consider him a
friend now? It was dashed difficult to tell. “It is my hope you
forgive me for what I did.”

“What we did. I am hardly blameless.” She
laughed, and the airy sound swept away some of his concern. “I
have, now that you’re back and you’ve committed to seeing
me.”

All of his anxiety and worries fell
away as he stared into the rich brandy pools of her eyes. When her
kissable lips curved in a more genuine smile, the sensation of
falling assailed him. Down, down, down he tumbled, but he didn’t
care, there was no alarm, for at the end of the dark tunnel, he
would land in the welcoming embrace of Elizabeth’s arms.

While the notes of the waltz flowed
over him and he moved across the floor with her, they became as one
unit. The hard angles of his body fit against the soft curves of
hers as if fate had fashioned them like puzzle pieces. Elizabeth
gazed at him with amusement and fondness in her expression. Then he
gasped. Deep down in those fathomless depths, something else
glimmered, something he didn’t have the courage to analyze lest he
destroy it before it had time to grow. Was she even aware of
it?

It didn’t matter. In this moment, she
was his, and he belonged to her. And still he twirled her about the
room, lost in the woman he held so closely, whose scent of roses
enveloped him and drew him near.

For long moments, they danced, in ever
smaller circles until they moved slowly in the center of the room,
barely circling. From somewhere within the bowels of the house, the
chime from a longcase clock marked the noon hour. The sound jerked
Rafe from the contented haze he’d fallen into, and he
listened.

Something was off.

He cocked his head. “Alice has stopped
playing.” No longer did the euphoric notes from the harp fill the
air. With a glance over Elizabeth’s shoulder, he looked toward the
stage. “She is not here.”

Elizabeth giggled. “Neither of us
noticed. Don’t you think that’s odd?” She didn’t move from his
hold.

“That depends.” He focused
on her upturned face where a sprinkling of freckles decorated the
bridge of her nose. Little beauty marks she hid with powder when
she went out into society because they made her feel insecure, but
he adored all twelve of them. “We were apparently lost in the
dance. A waltz, I think, truly has magical qualities.”

“How naive you sometimes
are, Rafe,” she teased, and her gaze dropped to his mouth before
she slipped it back to his eyes. “I think we’ve been well and truly
manipulated.”

“Then I shouldn’t
disappoint the duchess.” Her sultry regard awakened his member and
sent longing sailing through his bloodstream.

A twinkle appeared in Elizabeth’s eye.
“Oh? What have you planned?”

With his pulse pounding in his ears,
Rafe cupped her cheek. “This.” Slowly, he lowered his head and when
he claimed her lips with his, they both sighed. Tender, delicate,
fleeting, he drank from her again and again. He slid a hand to the
column of her neck, trailed the pad of his thumb along her jawline,
held her as close as he dared with the other.

This kiss was not about possession or
even mastery. Hell, there wasn’t even a trace of his beast within
this one meeting of mouths. Odd, that. Perhaps the vampire within
wasn’t activated unless he was aroused with passion and drama.
Regardless, it was encouraging, and he would take it as a learning
exercise. With this intimacy, he wished to show her that she could
find everything she needed with him, and that he would do his level
best to take care of her.

When he pulled away and set her at
arm’s length, she pouted. That tiny gesture nearly had him on his
knees before her, pledging his life to her. But he merely gave her
a rueful grin. “If we do not stop now, we run the risk of
desecrating the duchess’ sanctuary.”

“True.” Elizabeth’s eyes,
dark with desire, sparkled. High color splashed over her cheeks and
gave life to her face. She ran the tip of her tongue over her
bottom lip, the same flesh he’d nibbled seconds before. Rafe
stifled a groan. “Thank you for the dance.”

He executed a half-bow. “It was my
pleasure.” As much as he didn’t want to leave her side, he did have
pressing business pertaining to his title. “Shall I see you
tomorrow?” They had already made plans to visit a few
sites.

“Definitely. Perhaps we
should meet at the British Museum, for I am going driving with
Oliver in the morning, and I don’t wish for the two of you to cross
paths.”

“Fair enough.” He quelled
the swift and hot rise of jealousy. She was entitled to live her
life as she saw fit. And if he wasn’t what she needed, that was her
right. “Then I will treat you to a wonderful afternoon.” Damn the
marquess’ encroachment.

“I look forward to it,
Rafe.” She waved as he left the music room, and there was a decided
bounce to his step regardless of competing with Lord Rockingham for
her affections.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

[image: ]











December 15,
1815






So far, the drive out with Lord
Rockingham had been pleasant if quiet. Whereas it was easy to find
subjects to discuss with Rafe, talking with Oliver was much of a
chore. The man didn’t have any interests past buying and selling
horseflesh, wagering at White’s, what repairs he had done at his
manor house in the country—that he had yet to open or even reside
in—hunting, or her. No matter how many times she’d tried to
introduce topics of conversation, they always circled back to
him.

Was he aware he did it? Quite
possibly, especially if he wished to show himself in a favorable
light, but if that were the case, he should wish to talk on things
she enjoyed.

Eventually, they drifted into silence,
and Elizabeth glanced about Hyde Park. It had somehow changed since
her walk with Rafe yesterday morning. Had it always looked so
forlorn and bare? None of the snow flurries stuck to the naked
branches or stacked on the dying grass. Perhaps if it would snow in
earnest, winter would cover the expanse of the park as well as
London and render everything beneath it clean and new.

Lending it a fresh start.

Too bad a blanket of snow wouldn’t
hide fear or uncertainty. Perhaps the decision she needed to make
would go that much smoother.

“You are quiet, Elizabeth,”
Oliver murmured and his deep voice reverberated in her chest. “Are
you troubled?”

She tamped down on the urge
to laugh. It is not I who am
troubled. “I suppose I have much to think
about just now.” Why did I ever wish for a
man to court me, for now I have two, and they are both equally
worthy.

“Are you not enjoying
yourself with me?”

“Your company is
delightful, as always.” He’d never been anything except polite if a
tad uninteresting. Perhaps the marquess was merely shy or didn’t
have much experience with ladies. She peered at him and stifled a
sigh. In profile, his strong jaw was fully on display. His aquiline
features and blue eyes arresting. He had wealth, an old title,
looks, and breeding, but his grasp on romance needed work. “Why do
you ask? Are you taking me somewhere entertaining?”

The British Museum later that
afternoon beckoned, as did the opportunity to see Rafe. She hadn’t
been there in an age; the last time had been years before with…
him. Butterfly wings brushed her insides. Had he known and that was
why he’d suggested the outing? The earl had also treated her with
gentility and an inherent politeness, but desire simmered between
them, ready to explode into passion if given the chance.

Would she find the same with Oliver if
he ever attempted to kiss her?

“I had no plans to do
anything else this morning except drive. The weather is rather
dismal, don’t you think?”

“There are many activities
one can indulge in during the winter months, things designed to
bring warmth and closeness,” she said in a quiet voice.

Did the lure of a comfortable life, a
protected life, mean more than shared interests and easy comradery?
With Rafe, she could love him if it weren’t for his beast. Could
she grow to love Oliver with that same ease, for there was no fear
in conjunction with him.

Do I want the path of
least resistance?

“Be that as it may, I
prefer the solitude the park provides right now. In this way, I
have your undivided attention with nothing to distract you.” He
skillfully guided his pair of bays with gloved hands that showcased
his strength. When he maneuvered the carriage around a bend in the
path, far removed from the popular section of the park, he parked
the vehicle.

All around them, the scratch of bare
tree branches filled the air, as did the dry rattle of leaves
pushed along the ground by the gentle breeze.

After he pulled the hand break and
wrapped the reins around it, Oliver turned to her. When their knees
knocked, a jolt of awareness sprang up her leg. “You have been
uncommonly distracted these last two weeks.”

“There is much to occupy my
thoughts, with my brother’s ball tomorrow and making sure the
duchess stays on schedule, and—”

“While that might ring
true, your attention is divided between me and the earl.” There was
no accusation there, only polite interest.

Why wouldn’t he grow angry, yell, do
something that might show him in a different light?

“I cannot help that I’m
suddenly quite popular to the males of the species.” She clasped
her hands in her lap. She needed more from the marquess than polite
aloofness and a tendency for arrogance. If she wanted such
treatment, she’d talk to her brother. “My life is suddenly
confusing.”

“It doesn’t need to be.” He
took one of her hands in his, and his smile softened the lines of
his handsome face. “These last couple of weeks have shown me more
of what I want for my own life.”

A shiver of anticipation
danced up her spine. Dear Lord, he’s going
to kiss me. There was no other reason for
that determined gleam in his eyes. Then his words gave her
pause. Yet he has never once asked me what
I want for my life, what I hope for my future. Not like Rafe had.

“It is good to gain
clarity,” was what she managed to say as her mind
reeled.

“Elizabeth.” Oliver peered
into her eyes. He cupped her cheek with his free hand. She trembled
from the romance of it all, but panic clawed at her insides.
“You are that
something.” Then he leaned into her and fit his lips to
hers.

As kisses went, it was flawless and
quite enjoyable. He had lips made for kissing, and his skill in
finessing an embrace was more than passable, but his touch didn’t
ignite her soul like doing the same with Rafe. When Oliver moved to
take the kiss deeper, she didn’t feel the need to surrender to him
as she did while in the earl’s arms. And he certainly didn’t have
the comforting scent of cinnamon and cedarwood.

She pulled away in order to stare at
him. Based upon that one string of kisses, she knew exactly which
man she preferred, but that man wasn’t fully human, and the rest of
him still terrified her. “That was nice,” she murmured when it
became evident Oliver expected a reply. Not that it was a lie. It
simply wasn’t desire-inducing. Would bedding him produce less than
blissful results?

A smile curved his lips. He still held
onto her hand. “There is something I would ask you tomorrow at
Manchester’s ball.”

Oh, dear. I really should
dissuade him now before his feelings are hurt. She tugged at her hand. “I know nothing about you,
Oliver.”

He waved away the comment as if it
were an annoying fly. “There is plenty of time for that, but I wish
for an exclusivity with you in order to do that. I don’t want your
attention to waver any longer.”

Elizabeth frowned. Ah, there was his
real reason he’d extended an invitation for a drive. “You want to
rout Rafe before he can defend his position.”

“Yes.” He tucked an escaped
tendril of hair behind her ear despite the bonnet. “I would make
you a good husband. There is nothing frightening about
me.”

“I do not fear
you.”

“No, but you do fear the
Earl of Devon. I’ve seen the evidence of such in your eyes each
time we are in the same room together.” He grabbed her hand once
more, and Elizabeth couldn’t quell the shaking. “I suspect from the
rumors that swirl around him that he is a monster, and you have
just cause to know this.”

An image of Rafe’s fangs flashed
through her mind. Again she felt that prick of pain in her neck
where he’d buried those fangs deep, and the lightheadedness as he’d
drank at her blood. “He isn’t a monster…” But a cold cloud of fear
fell over her. Sooner or later Rafe would show her the other half
of himself, and then what? Oliver was a full human man. He wouldn’t
attack her when his emotions rose to uncontrollable levels. She
took a shuddering breath. “I need time before I decide between the
two of you.”

A trace of annoyance roiled through
the marquess’ blue eyes. He nodded and squeezed her hand. “Will you
be receptive to an engagement?”

“I am not entirely
certain.” Again, she pulled her hand from his, and he left her
alone.

“The best thing you can do
for yourself is forget the earl. He belongs in your past, and is
too dangerous besides.” Authority echoed in his voice.

But he’s not perfect, and I
appreciate that about him. With Oliver,
there was nothing to overcome, to face together. Aloud, she said,
“He and I share… something.”

He trailed his gloved knuckles along
the curve of her cheek. Tingles followed in his wake. “Regardless,
you need to put him from your mind. There is no future with one
such as him.”

A streak of annoyance speared through
her chest and she glanced sharply into his face. “One such as him?
What the devil does that mean?”

He tsked his tongue.
“Language, Elizabeth.” When he looked fully at her, his eyes were
hard. “The earl is other, different, disturbed, tainted.” Then he
faced the front and unwound the reins from the hand break. “I will
be all you ever need in a spouse. An upstanding member of
the ton and
polite society. Never will you find rumors or gossip about me, and
by extension you. With me, you will be given access to every event
and drawing room you haven’t attained now.”

Another point in his favor,
but could she trade proper and acceptance in the
ton for the very real
something she and Rafe shared? Even if it meant being further
ostracized?

Before she could reply, Oliver
continued. “I will ask for your hand tomorrow at the ball. If you
are smart, you will accept it, for life will go better if you do.”
He threw the break, and with a flick of the reins, started the
carriage on its way once more.

Elizabeth gawked at him. “Is that a
threat, Lord Rockingham?” Surely she’d heard him wrong.

“Consider it rather a
warning,” he said without taking his focus from the path in front
of him. “If you continue to see the earl, I will have no choice but
to step in and let fate take its natural course.”

Her cheeks heated as anger
swept through her body. This
was the man her brother saw her matched with? Did
she truly mean so little to both of them? She crossed her arms over
her chest. “Return me home immediately. I think, perhaps, that you
have outworn your welcome, and any hope you have for a future
between us is in dire jeopardy.” She’d been wrong. There
was something to fear
with Oliver, but how to thwart it when she didn’t know what he had
planned?
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Elizabeth purposefully arrived at the
British Museum an hour early. She wanted to have enough time to
calm her nerves and marshal her thoughts before seeing Rafe. She
found a leather chair deep in the Reading Room and kept herself
tucked away until their designated meeting time. There, among the
tall wooden shelves jammed with books from all over the world, she
felt safe. Books couldn’t hurt her; they wouldn’t disappoint
her.

Absorbed in a tome of
Italian fairytales, complete with a cracked and worn leather cover,
she didn’t hear anyone approach until a man’s gloved hand touched
her shoulder. She squealed and launched from her chair. The book
tumbled to the marble floor with a dull thud. Patrons around her stared with
frowns.

“Lizzy, hush. It’s
me.”

She spun about at Rafe’s whispered
words, and then pressed a hand to her heaving chest where her heart
raced. “You frightened me.” Oh, but he was a sight for sore
eyes.

A jacket of sapphire blue superfine
molded to his torso and shoulders, while a peacock green brocade
waistcoat drew her attention to the nip of his waist. Buff-colored
trousers set off his lean, muscled legs.

When she finally raised her gaze to
his, amusement twinkled in the hazel depths. “I didn’t mean to, but
I did say your name at least three times. You were quite
engrossed.” As he bent to retrieve the dropped book, she admired
the curve of his backside.

What the devil is wrong
with me? I’ve seen him before, and naked besides.
Perhaps after Oliver had left such a foul taste
in her mind, she needed Rafe to cleanse her palate. “Er, I…” She
blew out a breath. “I was probably wool-gathering more than
reading.”

He laid the thick tome on her chair
but then returned his focus to her face. “What’s happened?” Concern
threaded through his whispered inquiry. When she didn’t answer, he
took hold of her upper arm and propelled her out of the Reading
Room and into a short corridor that lay empty. “I can see it in
your expression that something has occurred and you’re shaken by
it.”

“It could just be my
imagination.” Why would the marquess have cause to threaten her?
She’d done nothing untoward… except let Rafe court her. Yet, even
now, anxiety crawled over her skin. Elizabeth clutched at his hand,
merely to anchor herself to the moment.

“If your gut tells you it’s
not, then your instincts are sound.”

She nodded. Out of everyone, Rafe
would understand. “Oliver took me driving this morning.” She didn’t
tell him the whole of the conversation. “He suggested heavily that
I stop seeing you, that I accept an engagement from him, or else.”
Her hands shook from the force of the worry still coursing through
her.

“Or else?” He frowned, and
when she didn’t answer immediately, he gave her a shake. “Or else
what, Lizzy?” he asked in an urgent whisper.

“He didn’t say. The threat
was subtle.” She searched his eyes, hoping he would have the
answer, but gooseflesh marched up her arms. “Do you believe I
misread the conversation?”

“I do not.” Rafe let her go
only to cup her face in his gloved hands. “Do what you feel is
right. If you are afraid and don’t wish to associate with me, I’ll
understand. I can take on whatever Rockingham hands
out.”

Chills played up and down Elizabeth’s
spine. She shook her head, grabbed his hands and held them. “I
refuse to let him intimidate me. My life is still my
own.”

“That’s my girl.” A grin
flashed before his sober expression returned. “Then I will remain
by your side for protection.”

She released his hands. “Is that all
you wish to give me?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“For the moment.” He pulled
out of her hold and offered her his arm. “Shall we tour some of the
galleries? I refuse to allow the marquess to put a pall over our
planned outing with a threat gilded enough for you to
swallow.”

“Thank you.” Her anxiety
faded by degrees as they walked through beautiful galleries filled
with wonderful and ghastly things.

Egyptian, Greek, Roman, Chinese, the
offerings went on and on. Countless paintings, hundreds of
sculptures, urns and pottery and jewelry decorated every shelf and
table.

“I could spend days here.
There is so much to see,” Elizabeth breathed. “So many interesting
artifacts from locations I can only dream of.” What would it be
like to see them all in person?

“It is a magnificent place.
One of my favorites in London, actually,” Rafe murmured. He led her
into another gallery on one of the upper floors. “It would take
weeks to explore it properly.” He sighed. “At times, when the
pressures of… living as I do grow too much to bear, I come here and
spend hours lost amidst possibilities.”

Another tidbit she didn’t know about
him, but it made sense. “To see such treasures in their countries
of origin…” She shook her head. “I cannot imagine how awe-inspiring
that would be. How… empowering.”

“Ah, Lizzy.” Rafe patted
her hand. “If you were mine without restrictions, I would take you
anywhere your heart wished.” He glanced at her before turning back
to the glass case. “And with the extraordinary speed afforded to
me, travel is infinitely easier.”

Tingles made themselves known at the
base of her spine. At last she’d find out how he was able to use
that power. “I know.” How different he was from Oliver. How
solicitous. Where the marquess was only concerned for appearances
and how she would fit in with his existing life, Rafe seemed to
truly wish to build a new life with her. Yet, Oliver offered
stability, and no fear, while Rafe, though exciting, hovered on the
very edge of that fear which held her captive. Along with so many
questions. “Oh, how well do I know,” she said to
herself.

If I wasn’t such a coward,
I would tell him yes.

Eventually, they found themselves in
an obscure gallery dedicated to mythological creatures from the
Continent as well as England, Ireland, and Wales.

From fairies to banshees to werewolves
to witches to selkies, the list of creatures went on and on, each
represented with drawings and cloaks and alleged magical
artifacts.

When Elizabeth slipped away from Rafe
to examine a display about werewolves, she snorted with derision.
“Nearly everything printed here regarding these creatures is
wrong.” She tapped the glass with a fingertip. “Donovan doesn’t go
rampaging through villages, eating his way through humans. Nor does
he take them hostage.”

Rafe laughed, but the sound was
mirthless and forced. “Your brother is a wolf shifter, not a
werewolf. There is a difference.”

“Is there? When he is the
wolf, does he know right from wrong?” She peered at him. “For
years, when he was at his worst, he killed, and…” She licked her
lips. “I assume he killed humans. He has never confirmed that to me
though.”

“There are some facts that
are best left obscured, Lizzy.” Rafe remained silent. His jaw
worked. “As for your brother, I believe he does know the
difference, the same as when I am the vampire.” His eyes reflected
sadness. “It is the practice of control that makes us different
than the monsters.” He met her gaze, and his was rueful. “At times,
it requires long periods of learning, but if we lose that
control…”

“…then you lose yourself,”
she finished quietly.

“Yes.” His Adam’s apple
bobbed with a hard swallow. “If that happens, I am better off
dead—to everyone.” In some agitation, he yanked off his gloves and
shoved them into an inside pocket of his jacket.

“I would miss you.” She
looked away to stare again at the misinformation portrayed upon the
written card.

“Perhaps, but I wonder.”
The widening space between them ate his low-pitched response as he
moved deeper into the gallery. “I am so tired of the fight.” His
shoulders drooped. He rested a fisted hand on a glass case, his
head bowed.

Never had she seen him so defeated. In
an effort to lighten the mood, she attempted to make him laugh.
“You know, this exhibit is missing one mythical
creature.”

“What?” He never looked at
her.

“A gentleman who actually
listens to the women in his life, and who takes their advice.” She
snickered, but when Rafe didn’t respond at all, she moved to his
location. “What is wrong?”

Rafe tapped the glass. “Their
depiction of vampires is also erroneous. They make us out to only
want drinking blood or holding women hostage until we turn them
into what we are as well.” He shook his head. “It is not
true.”
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Now was her chance to
finally ask all the questions she wished of him and his
affliction. Don’t be afraid.
She laid a hand on his forearm. His muscles
flexed beneath her fingertips. “Tell me how people should think of
vampires.”

“That we are beings in
search of love and acceptance. The same as humans.” He half-turned
toward her. “That though we are different, we have feelings, know
compassion, indulge in joy, can fall into despair, live our lives
in basically the same way. That there is nothing to fear from us,
no matter how we came to be.”

With a tight chest and
anxiety clawing through her stomach, she nodded, but she took hold
of whatever courage she could muster and she grabbed onto
it. I will never really know him if I
don’t continue. “What does your hunger for
blood feel like?” Though her voice shook, she held his gaze without
a waver.

“It is sometimes
overwhelming, like a tidal wave in which my whole body both throbs
with ancient thirst and grows weak if I don’t feed immediately. I…”
He blew out a breath. “I can try to fight it, but the longer I go
without feeding, the more the beast protests. He demands
nourishment, and if he isn’t tended to in a controlled environment,
I will feed upon whomever is handy. Which makes my affliction
dangerous.”

“That is… incredible. I
cannot imagine such a thing.” Her pulse accelerated. A trickle of
sweat rolled down her spine. Heat assaulted her and she stripped
off her gloves, hastily stuffing them into her reticule. “How do
you select victims?” She resisted the urge to finger the place on
her neck where he’d bitten her all those years ago.

“I rather like to believe
they aren’t so much victims as… willing participants. People who
wish to help me through the cloud of hunger.”

“Except when they aren’t,”
she whispered. “Like I was.”

He briefly closed his eyes, but
nodded. “It happens, which is why when Donovan and I and the other
lords opened Bête Noire, we made certain every woman under that
roof knew what might be expected from her. We explained that each
of us had different needs, unique passions let’s say, and in
exchange for their offering up their bodies or their blood or
whatever the sacrifice, we treat them well, care for them, give
them a better life than they would have had otherwise.” He
shrugged. “It is safer for them and for us. It’s preferable to be
at the club should something go awry. And, at times, it serves as a
hospitable service as well as a safe haven.”

It was as good as explanation as any,
and it opened her eyes to just how horrible and isolating the
Cursed Lords’ lives must be. “You have never killed one of those
women?”

“Absolutely not.” The
desolation in his gaze didn’t dissipate. “I am careful. I may be
many things, but I am not a murderer, for if I did kill, I’d be no
better than the people who wish me dead.”

At least that was something, and she
didn’t believe he had anything to do with the death of that maid
from a week or so ago. Then fear of a different kind snaked through
her insides. “Someone wishes you harm?”

“Ah, Lizzy.” He patted her
cheek and then let his hand drop to his side. “There is always
someone who doesn’t like the idea that a being such as me is
allowed to walk the Earth, let alone mingle amidst the
ton. Though there hasn’t
been a threat made against me in many years, it doesn’t mean they
don’t exist.”

“I had no idea.” How could
he go through life knowing he might be killed? I cannot focus on that right now. “The women at the club…” The subject had been bothering her
since Rafe came back into her life. Perhaps longer. “When you feed
on those women, do you… lie with them? Do you take from their
bodies too?” A sharp lance of jealousy went through her, and she
gasped from the force of it. Obviously, he had needs; all men did,
and he certainly wasn’t in a relationship nor did he have a
mistress, but—

“No.” His one-word answer
interrupted her thoughts. “If passion is present, perhaps.” A tired
grin crossed his features. “However, I haven’t shared carnally with
anyone since months before your brother’s nuptials.”

That made her feel only slightly
better, for another thought cropped into her head. It was insanity
holding this conversation in a public area where anyone could come
upon them, yet the gallery was empty. “When you joined with me that
night and you fed, were the two actions connected?” If they were,
then that meant it could happen again.

Do I want to open myself
up to that?

For long moments, Rafe studied her,
and she desperately didn’t want him to find her lacking. “Perhaps.
My feelings for you have not changed since that night.” His face
reflected nothing but honesty. Deep in the depths, now more green
than brown, affection dwelled. “In eleven years, no other woman has
engaged my heart as you have.”

Tears stung the backs of her eyelids.
“Oh, Rafe.” After all this time, after how she’d treated him, after
what she’d said, after how she’d renounced him, he still cared for
her. “Like a fairytale hero.” Before he could say anything, she
rushed onward. “If a woman fell in love with you, and the curse
didn’t break beneath a specific full moon, would you still need to
feed?”

“Yes. As long as I remain a
vampire, I will always need to take blood for
sustenance.”

She wasn’t as shocked as she thought
she would be. “Would you feed from me?” she asked in a hushed voice
and a tremor of unease slid down her spine.

“My dearest girl.” His eyes
darkened and the red ring about the irises glimmered. He glanced at
the glass display case. “I would talk the issue over with you, for
I won’t assume such a liberty from you again without your consent.
That act took you from me for too long. I refuse to risk
it.”

In silence she walked through the
gallery with him, not seeing the objects beneath the glass on
scattered on the tables. At any given time, he had a choice of
whether to give into the beast or not. What sort of control did he
practice to keep the vampire at bay? All of this and more she
wanted to know. What moved him to tears? Which opera was his
favorite? What was his outlook on children and family life? Did he
still adore stealing kisses beneath the mistletoe?

At the end of the gallery, she stopped
him with a hand on his arm. “Show me your fangs,” she requested,
and her voice was low, throaty as desire for him flared.

His eyebrows sailed into his hairline.
“I beg your pardon?”

Elizabeth smiled, determined to
conquer her fear, and she would do it today, right now. But that
didn’t stop her stomach from quaking. “Show me your fangs,” she
asked again, this time on an urgent whisper, and she squeezed his
forearm.

He regarded her with an air of one
humoring a candidate for Bedlam. “I cannot just pop them in and out
on a whim.” When she continued to stare at him, he sighed. “In
order for the beast to stir, high emotion must be present and must
hold me in its grip.”

“Well, if that is the key…”
She made a show of looking around the gallery. As of yet, no other
guests had filtered in, and they were well enough away from the
popular exhibits there was every possibility they would have the
privacy she wished.

“What deviltry are you
planning?” Amusement filtered through his whispered question even
as he took a few steps backward from her.

A curious lightness came over her,
which was quite odd as fear of his beast lingered and held on.
“Giving into curiosity, perhaps.” Before her courage could fail,
she closed the distance, took hold of his shoulders, and then
quickly pulled him close, stood on tiptoe and pressed her lips to
his.

“Elizabeth,” he murmured
against her mouth. “Not here. Your reputation…”

“Hush.” What cared she for
that when she was on the verge of conquering her fear of what he
was? She looped her arms about his shoulders and shamelessly
layered her body against his. When he wrapped his arms around her,
she smiled. Her heartbeat thrummed a rapid tattoo, and she once
more applied herself to kissing him.

In fact, she made love to his mouth,
nipping, licking, encouraging, enticing—hoping. With a groan, Rafe
responded by mimicking her overture, and then she was only too
happy to let him assume command of the embrace. Like every time
they came together, passion simmered beneath the surface, but he
didn’t give into it. Instead, he kissed her as if they had all the
time in the world and they weren’t indulging in a highly public
place.

When she wrenched away, her breathing
labored, she opened her eyes. The red ring in his glowed with the
same intensity she remembered. As she regarded him, his incisors
lengthened, stretched into the sharp-tipped fangs that haunted her
dreams. Then his fingernails disappeared, and in their place came
pointed claws, each a good two inches and no doubt effective
weapons when he wished to defend himself… or kill.

“Dear Lord,” Elizabeth
whispered. She couldn’t help staring at the man before
her.

“Please, don’t,” he asked
in a barely-there whisper. Rafe looked away, but she caught the
embarrassment in his eyes and the flush on his neck.

“I must,” she whispered
back, and with a hand to his cheek, encouraged him around until
their gazes met. “This is you, the man I have feared for so long,
and today, I intend to put that fear to rest.”

He shook his head. “It is not that
easy, simply looking upon what I become.”

“It is a start.” Though her
belly clenched and her mind screamed for her to run far from him,
she ignored it in favor of taking his hand and examining the
horrible claws. Hard yet sharp, they were the simplest of weapons.
Rafe stood there, patiently letting her touch him and explore, and
the hope at the back of his eyes brought tears to hers.

When Elizabeth touched a fingertip to
one of his fangs, he inhaled sharply but he stood stock-still,
questions in his gaze. She inspected the second elongated tooth.
“How do you talk, kiss with these things in your mouth?” she asked,
and a certain amount of admiration lingered in the whispered
inquiry. Smaller canines on his lower jaw extended, but not like
the tops.

A strangled sort of chuckle escaped
him. “Usually, when the fangs come out, talking and kissing aren’t
uppermost in my mind.” He shrugged at her gasp. “It is the truth.”
He curled his hands into fists despite the claws, and those hands
shook.

“I know.” Fear held her in
its grip so strong she wanted to shove away from him and run, but
she held her ground. She forced moisture into her suddenly dry
throat with a swallow. “Seeing you like this, knowing how much
control you are exerting, I remain in awe of you.” Daring much, and
perhaps risking all, Elizabeth lifted onto tiptoe once more. She
kissed him, fully aware of the fangs and dreading the moment when
those sharp tips would tear her skin, when they would draw blood,
but she fought through the building horror. Though the fangs
remained present and though Rafe didn’t embrace her, she warily
explored his mouth, and what she discovered sent frissons of need
through her blood to settle, throbbing, between her
thighs.

It is possible to kiss a
vampire and not get bitten.

Pulling away, she peered into his
face. “I want you, Rafe.” It was the most honest statement she’d
ever made. Despite the transformation, she desired him. Her fear
hadn’t dissipated, not all the way, for she hadn’t felt the sharp
prick of his teeth into her skin, but this was more headway than
she’d ever made. “Please.”

“Bloody hell.” His eyes
rounded, and his jaw fell slightly open. “Here? Now?” He
surreptitiously glanced about the gallery. “Why?”

“I need to know you won’t
attack, won’t bite me unless I ask.” She nodded in the event he
didn’t understand, and her chin quivered. “That you can control
your beast when you are under high emotion, and…” She swallowed.
“…that we are capable of being together without mucking it up with
anger or fear.”

The ring in his eyes glowed stronger.
“I am all of that, and more.” He held out a hand, claws extended,
palm up. “Do you trust me?”

Did she? Seconds went by, marked by
the beat of her heart. “Yes.” She slipped her hand into his and he
curled his fingers around hers. “You have gotten into my blood and
I am having the devil’s own time fighting the attraction,” she
admitted in a soft voice.

His chuckle further worked at her
undoing. “Let’s see what we can do about that.” Rafe pulled her
down the remainder of the gallery and through a doorway, which spit
them out into an equally empty corridor. Doors lined the hall, all
closed. “No doubt storage rooms.”

“Keep going,” Elizabeth
pleaded in a low voice. They simply couldn’t lose momentum now,
faced with such a pedestrian thing as so many doors.

“Ah, love, I have no
intention of stopping,” he whispered, and she had the distinct
impression he didn’t only refer to their current quest for
privacy.

Finally, the third door Rafe tried was
unlocked and he quickly lead her inside the darkened room. “The
absence of light will work toward our needs, I think,” he murmured,
and the glow from his eyes gave off a faint, red illumination that
was both oddly comforting and at the same time bizarrely
terrifying.

However, immediate portions of the
room were revealed, and it was indeed a storage room just as Rafe
suspected. The scents of age, dust and stale air reached her nose,
and she sneezed twice in succession, much to his amusement. Wooden
shelves filled the small room. In fact, four sets of them stretched
the length of the space, all filled to capacity with all manner of
old and ancient things, some still crated and wrapped.

Rafe barely spared a glance to their
surroundings. With a low cry of triumph, he tugged her deeper into
the room and then maneuvered her between two shelves, gently
encouraging her to retreat until the wall against her back ceased
her movement. “If you wish to cry off, please tell me now.” He
stroked his knuckles along the curve of her cheek. Tingles raced
over her skin from the point of contact, but his claws never
scratched her.

“No, I only want you.” She
pulled him to her, wrapped her arms about his shoulders and once
more took possession of his mouth. Despite the fangs, Rafe was
careful as he returned her ardor, and nary did those razor-sharp
tips graze her. Neither did the claws leave marks as he caressed
her cheek, the side of her neck, her bosom as he traced the
neckline of her bodice.

“Ah, Lizzy. The act of sex
is more than one of mere pleasure. It is the ability to feel close
to a person, so connected and comfortable, that it is almost
breathtaking.”

“Yes,” she breathed,
wanting him so badly she might explode from it, but the longing
went beyond that. She needed to be… with him, next to him,
listening to his breathing, his voice, his laughter.

“Now you see.” His smile
tugged at her heart. “You feel so much for the other person that
you cannot bear by separated any longer, and when that happens, you
know you will forever be a part of them.”

“That’s exactly it.” How
could he know the contents of her innermost thoughts when she
couldn’t find the words to articulate them? Tremors of need fell
down her spine and heightened her desire, but when she attempted to
manipulate the buttons on his jacket, he brushed her hands
away.

“It is a seduction, not a
quick tupp for the release. Let me show you how lovemaking can be
between us,” he whispered and then proceeded to ply her with
tender, exquisite kisses that set her mind reeling and started tiny
fires in her blood.

For the first time since she and Rafe
had come together in that vortex of passion on that long-ago night,
she surrendered into his care and let him take the lead. She sighed
as he nibbled and nipped a line of kisses down the side of her
throat, never once pinching or tearing the skin. Every stroke of
his fingers—gentle as the brush of a bird’s wing—over her flesh had
her gasping for breath. Each lick of his tongue left her quivering
for more of his touch.

When he encouraged her bodice down
enough to bare her breasts, she took a shuddering breath, and the
second his warm lips closed around a sensitive bud, she nearly sank
to the floor when her knees no longer would support her
weight.

He merely laughed, and tingles danced
along her skin, almost like magic. After pleasuring her breasts
thoroughly, he returned to her lips, and he spent endless moments
kissing her until she couldn’t remember her own name. “This is how
a gentleman should show a lady the depths of his regard,” he
murmured against her lips, and still he kissed her, seeking,
asking, claiming… loving her.

Merciful heavens.
She lost another piece of her heart. Despite
drowning in him, she giggled and forced her eyes open. “Except a
gentleman wouldn’t exactly indulge in this sort of activity, and
here of all places.” His eyes gleamed red but the love there was
unmistakable. Elizabeth swallowed. Her pulse fluttered in time to
the need racing through her.

“Society’s rules are
meaningless in the face of emotion,” he countered, and slowly he
drew up her skirts. “What we feel will always win no matter the
opinions and dictates of others.”

The relatively cool air in the room
wafted around her legs and prompted a shiver. She found his gaze,
stared into his face, couldn’t look away, but unlike that first
time, there was no enthrallment present, no feeling of being frozen
or of wishing to do exactly what he wanted.

How utterly… overwhelming, for it
meant that what she was experiencing now, and with him, was real,
and it all belonged to her.

She couldn’t think about that now.
Instead, she encouraged him closer, wrapped her arms about his
shoulders and explored his face, his neck, every piece of flesh she
could find that didn’t require manipulating complicated clothing.
All the while, she drew up a leg and curled it around his hip,
offering herself, giving into him completely.

Rafe took the hint, and as he communed
with her, exchanged the most gentle of kisses, he slipped a hand
between them only to manipulate the buttons on his frontfalls. As
much as she wished to work him over and bring him to the heights of
pleasure in this delicious hiding place, she couldn’t, didn’t want
to move or disturb the warm cocoon of wonder he’d woven around
her.

Then he strummed his knuckles over the
swollen nub at her center, and when she caught her breath, before
she could say anything, he fit the head of his hardened length to
her opening, and holding her gaze, he slowly thrust inside. Inch by
inch he filled her with such tender care and exquisite teasing that
tears stung the backs of her eyelids.

A moan shuddered from her
throat when he paused, and placing one hand, palm flat, on the wall
near her head, he encouraged her leg higher upon his waist with the
other and leaned into her. Something fluttered deep inside her
as she continued to stare into his eyes. Elizabeth framed his face
in his hands and kissed him, imploring him with all that she was to
continue.

And when he did
move… Oh, dear Lord… She would break apart and the act had hardly started.
Sensations of pleasure, greater than she’d ever known, danced
through her, growing stronger with each stroke he made. Need and
desire and something she dare not name shimmered into each nerve
ending and changed her blood into fire as she held onto his
shoulders and tried her best to mirror what he did.

In the end, she could only live in the
moment, let it happen to her, enjoy the swelling feelings crashing
over, around, and through her. With every push, with each slow,
tender thrust Elizabeth fell under his spell, fell for the man
himself, fell for what he was. Deeper and deeper he went as if he
wished to touch her soul, and still they remained peering into each
other’s eyes, never saying a word.

All too soon, her breathing quickened
as did her pulse. She drew in a ragged gasp while her breathing
labored in time to his more urgent strokes. Faster and faster he
impaled her, and when she finally shattered and a scream climbed
her throat, Rafe claimed her mouth, taking her surprised cry into
himself. The kiss went on and on as did the undulating bliss, and
when she noticed that his fangs were no longer present, she
couldn’t marvel at that, for he claimed his own release. He thrust
another couple of times, which sent her flying all over again until
she clung to him, tears falling to her cheeks, her face burrowed
into the curve of his shoulder.

This time with him had been so…
perfect, so… different than their previous intimacies that she
sobbed as the waves of pleasure ebbed away, sobbed because it was
over, sobbed to know their future wasn’t settled even after this
wonderful joining.

“My sweet Lizzy,” Rafe
whispered. He held her head between his palms and he pressed
feather-weighted kisses to her closed eyes, her nose, her chin, her
cheeks, whisking away the tears. The brush of his lips over hers
had her eyes fluttering open. No longer did the red ring around his
irises glow as fierce as before, but in that dim light, she knew
with every scrap of her woman’s intuition that he loved her. And
her heart squeezed. “Tomorrow, I want to try and break the curse at
Manchester’s ball.”

She nodded, licking her lips. The
taste of him lingered, but she wanted more. “Please, Rafe, do it
for you only if living without the beast will make your life
better.”

When he sighed, the expelled breath
warmed her cheek. He released her, pulled from her body but wrapped
her in a tight embrace that made her want to cry all over again.
“Without lifting the curse, I can never win you, so how will that
be better?”

Everything came down to her. Would she
disappoint him on the morrow? Deep down inside, could she accept
all of him? She’d come very close today, realized she could love
him if given time, but would it be enough? “I will be there for you
tomorrow night, whenever you’re ready.”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead.
“Thank you. By hook or by crook, we will know what fate has planned
for us both.”

“Yes,” she breathed and hid
her face again. But would it be the outcome he desperately wished
for? Would it be her?
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The Duke of Manchester’s Christmas
ball had opened an hour ago, but Rafe had delayed preparing for it
due to mixed feelings.

Things had gone well between him and
Elizabeth since he’d defied the duke’s orders and started courting
her. Every minute of their time together had hurtled them toward
this very night—the night of the last full moon for five years that
could possibly break the curse.

He tugged at his exquisitely-knotted
cravat and then checked the lace at his cuffs that fell over part
of his hands. Had Elizabeth fallen in love with him during that
time? She’d certainly had a new softness about her expression at
the museum yesterday when they’d resumed their tour. Damnation, but
that lovemaking session in the storage room had taken him by
surprise. Hell, if he were honest with himself, the lady had
knocked him off guard by her willingness to explore the more
hideous attributes to his beastly self.

Did that mean she’d accepted
him?

A grin tugged at his lips as he
alighted from his closed carriage in front of Donovan’s townhouse.
Did breaking the curse tonight truly matter? They’d made great
strides in trust yesterday, and during coupling, he’d tumbled the
rest of the way into love with her. If he hadn’t already given her
his full heart before, she would have had it right there in the
British Museum.

And the knowledge
that something had passed between them gave him hope that tonight would
change his life forever.

There was quite the crush as soon as
he entered the house. The receiving line was jammed, and for the
moment he didn’t wish to mar the evening by antagonizing Donovan.
Nor did he wish to see Elizabeth and betray a reaction in front of
her brother. Using the speed his vampire half gave him, he bypassed
the clog and went on to mingle with other guests until he caught
sight of his friends.

They hovered on the edge of the
ballroom while couples assembled for a country dance. Heated candle
wax and fir boughs perfumed the air, competing with talc powder,
various perfumes and sweat. As soon as he drew close, both the Earl
of Coventry and the Viscount Mountgarret burst out laughing. Their
expressions reflected shock, amusement, as well as a touch of
admiration.

“What, pray tell, is that
reaction for?” Rafe asked with a grin. “Do I have shaving soap on
my face? Have I misbuttoned the jacket?” The piece of clothing he’d
taken great pride in and kept at the back of his clothes press,
much to the derision of Carmichael, who preferred clothes cut with
the modern lines.

“Aren’t you dressed too
finely for the occasion, Devon?” Coventry teased as he swept his
brilliant emerald gaze up and down Rafe’s person. “I mean, lace?
Really? That hasn’t been done for at least ten years, old
chap.”

Rafe waved a hand, which
showed off the very lace the man derided. “I am bringing style back
to the ton.” He
smoothed his hand down the front of his longish suit jacket of
green satin and brocade, complete with a gold satin waistcoat. Gold
buttons and embroidery enhanced the forest green color. “Perhaps it
is a bit old-fashioned, but I enjoy the effect it has with my
hair.” Which he’d taken great care with, even had Carmichael trim
it for the ball before tying it back with the customary strip of
leather.

The viscount snorted and Rafe feared
he might lose his hold on a champagne flute as he shook with
laughter. “Ah, then you think you know how to dress better than
Beau Brummel and men of his ilk?”

A touch of heat slapped Rafe’s cheeks,
but he ignored it. “No. I wished to wear this ensemble, for I think
it still vital. Besides, since I am not a fully accepted member of
society, why should I care what is the current fashion?” It was
also the most Christmastide-ish jacket he had in his
wardrobe.

And Lizzy had liked a similar jacket
once upon a time.

“I understand,” Coventry
said, and his expression sobered. “You have big expectations
tonight, my friend. Why not look the part?”

Only his friends would know what the
culmination of this night meant to him. There was a certain comfort
in that.

“Ah.” Valentine nodded. He
quickly downed the contents of his champagne flute then handed it
off to a passing servant with a silver tray. “Then you
are attempting to break
the curse?” Immediately, the whole of the viscount’s attention was
upon him.

“That is the plan,” Rafe
confirmed with a nod. He scanned the building crowd in the
ballroom, but he still didn’t spy Elizabeth. His chest tightened
when his gaze fell, however briefly, upon Rockingham before the man
slipped out toward one of the card rooms. “Let us hope that is
still the case.” Surely Elizabeth wouldn’t throw him over in favor
of the marquess, not on this night.

Coventry flicked his gaze from him to
the retreating form of the other man and then back to Rafe. “You
feel she’ll choose Rockingham anyway.”

He shrugged and tried to affect an
uncaring attitude. “If she does, I will wish her well, for what
else can I do?” Though his heart ached. He ignored that too.
“Though I would understand, for if she will only accept me if the
curse breaks, I will have to let her go.”

And it would kill him after everything
they’d shared the last several days.

Both men stared at him, speculation in
their expressions.

Finally, Valentine nodded. “I
understand, and I do hope you find the outcome you’re hoping for
this evening.” He clapped a hand upon Rafe’s shoulder. “Having a
woman in your life is hell.”

“For clarity’s sake, I
would say instead that attempting to win the woman in my life isn’t
the most pleasant thing, but it will be worth it.” Rafe plastered a
smile to his face, for he chose to remain optimistic. “And you,
Valentine? Do you intend to linger in Town after tonight?” With the
viscount gone, Manchester still an arse, and Elizabeth’s possible
defection, London would be lonely indeed.

“If not tomorrow, then I’ll
leave sometime before Christmas.” His turquoise eyes reflected
sadness. “I miss the sea.”

Coventry frowned. “Ah, you are once
more captaining your ship?”

“I am thinking heavily on
it.” The viscount bounced his gaze between them. “What can I say?
Without the hope of breaking the curse for five years, I might as
well sail. The sea is an exacting mistress to be sure, but she is
easier to navigate than attempting to find true love.”

“I’m sorry.” Rafe fell into
silence. Where the devil was Elizabeth?

The dance in progress ended, and
another set up. Valentine stirred. When he grinned, the gesture
didn’t reflect in his eyes. “Are you going to avoid Manchester
tonight, Devon?”

Rafe shrugged. “I’m not certain, but
it’s doubtful he’d make a scene at his own ball, what with his life
turning a corner into respectability.” No longer was there
bitterness in the words, for if fortune smiled upon him, he would
enjoy such an existence as well.

“Don’t let the rift between
you linger. You are too good of friends, and you need each other.”
The earl glanced away to study the couples moving through the
ballroom. “By the by, your lady has already shared a set with
Rockingham this night.”

“That does not concern me,
for our first dance together is soon.” He’d asked her to pencil in
his name onto her card at least twice, for the sets of her
choosing.

A grin played about the earl’s lips.
“Perhaps, if it is a waltz, you’ll whisk her into the gardens and
make use of the moonlight.” He winked and nudged the viscount in
the ribs with an elbow. “You’ve been suspiciously absent at the
club of late.”

“I slip in after midnight
to feed, but the remainder of my time has been reserved.” Then, he
saw her, and he forgot how to breathe. In fact, he forgot his own
name or that there was anyone else in the room with him. As the
crowds parted briefly in the pattern of the dance, his gaze met
hers. “God, she’s beautiful,” he murmured, and didn’t care if his
friends heard the awe in his voice.

Her gown of midnight sapphire
resembled the skies just out the terrace doors. Shot with silver
thread and a gauzy overskirt of silver embroidery, it sparkled like
stars every time she moved. A silver ribbon about her waist, tied
into a flamboyant bow, teased his mind, for she stood looking back
at him with a faint smile as if she wished for him to unwrap the
gown and reveal her curves. Combs glittering with sapphires and
diamonds held her upswept hair, which highlighted her slender
throat and the pale skin of her nape.

Both Coventry and Mountgarret shared a
laugh.

“Poor devil.” Valentine
pushed at Rafe’s shoulder. “Go claim her hand for the next dance…
if you can remember the steps.”

Rafe didn’t care that the ballroom was
crowded with couples on the dance floor going through the last
steps of the current set. He should have gone around the edges, but
that would have taken too long to reach Elizabeth’s side. Instead,
he cut across the floor, dodging and ducking and twisting away from
couples so that he wouldn’t crash into them. When he stumbled over
to her, a shaft of warmth went through him as her eyes lit with
pleasure.

“Good evening Rafe,” she
practically purred while he swept into an exaggerated bow from the
waist. “I hadn’t seen you yet tonight and feared you wouldn’t
come.” Her dulcet tones poured over him, sank deep enough to awaken
his member.

“Oh, I wouldn’t miss a
chance to partner you in a waltz, no matter if Donovan sees us.”
Behind him, the dance came to an end and the five-piece string
ensemble prepared for the next. He held out his hand. “I believe
this is ours.”

She nodded, and the candlelight winked
off an oval sapphire attached to a black velvet choker about her
neck. “I’ve waited all evening to return to your arms,” she
whispered, and as a blush raged in her cheeks, he escorted her onto
the dance floor.

Excitement twisted up his spine. This
new Elizabeth, the woman he’d fallen for, would ever glimmer before
him as she was this most important of nights. “You are stunning,
Lizzy. I wish I was a painter, for I would capture you exactly as
you are right now.” It was more than the ball gown or the jewelry
that made her so arresting. Her eyes sparkled. Her kissable lips
wore a grin that seemed meant exclusively for him. Her whole
attitude had changed as if she floated a few inches above the
floor, and she looked only at him.

“Thank you.” She moved the
fingers resting on his shoulder in a tiny caress that had his blood
catching fire. “But you are by far more resplendent than I.” Her
gaze dropped to his cravat, glanced over the stickpin she’d given
him years ago before returning to his, and the brandy depths
darkened with the same need coursing through him. “I adore your
jacket, and your wont to revisit the more elegant past. It sets you
apart from the other men here in a spectacular way.” She lowered
her voice so that he had to lean to close to hear her as the first
strains of the waltz floated upon the air. “I am beginning to see
that being different is quite a favorable character
trait.”

“Much more of that and we
might find ourselves in a shadowy corner,” he responded, glad he’d
worn a longer jacket that hid the evidence of his regard for
her.

The blush in her cheeks intensified,
but she smiled as they glided into the steps of the waltz with the
ease of familiarity. “Do you want me again so soon after our last
tryst?” she whispered and followed the inquiry with the most
adorable giggle he’d ever heard.

“My dear lady, there is
never a time when I don’t want you, in whatever capacity you’ll
give.” He tightened his gloved fingers at the small of her back and
reeled her closer a fraction of an inch. No sooner had they
completed one turn of the ball room when he caught the eye of
Donovan. Rafe grinned at the duke, but his steps never faltered.
“Your brother isn’t best pleased to see me with you.”

Elizabeth glanced about until she,
too, found the duke. She laughed and gave Rafe’s fingers a squeeze.
“Donovan can go hang,” she said in a cheerful voice that bellied
the subject matter. “I intend to enjoy my life whether he wishes me
to or not.”

For the first time in what seemed
ages, Rafe laughed. Oh, but it felt wonderful to indulge in an
emotion that wasn’t despair or depression.

Then he gave himself over to the
dance.

Her scent of roses teased his
nostrils. Not the modern-day blooms so popular in lover’s floral
tributes, but the smaller, old-fashioned flowers found in the
country like the ones his mother used to favor. The strength of her
hands on his person infused him with courage for what was to come.
Her warmth fed his own. Desire grew, of course it did, but also
another, stronger emotion swelled. Oh, he loved this woman, wanted
to spend the rest of his life with her—start a life with her. When
she smiled, murmured something he couldn’t quite hear, he fell into
the dark pools of her eyes and would happily drown, lost to her
smile.

Lost in her.

“Rafe.” His name upon her
lips sounded as sweet as an angel’s whisper. She moved her hand
from his shoulder to curl into his lapel. “Meet me in the gardens
in ten minutes. At Donovan’s favorite fountain.” She smiled up at
him. “Perhaps the curse will break and your dreams will come
true.”

The only dream I want is
you. But he nodded, not trusting himself
to voice those most intimate of thoughts. “I shall be
there.”

All too soon, the waltz ended, and
Rafe escorted Elizabeth to the edge of the dance floor. He ended
their set with a kiss to the back of her hand. Lord Rockingham
hovered not far off. The marquess glared at Rafe, frowned at her
and then left the room with long, angry strides that had the tails
of his coat quivering. Elizabeth exited the ballroom by way of a
different door.

From the top of the room, the tinkle
of a bell rang. Conversation died and every head swiveled to where
Donovan and Alice waited. The ducal couple was radiant in evening
clothes—the duke in black while Alice wore a gown of deep crimson
trimmed with white rabbit fur. They both had matching
grins.

“If I could have your
attention,” Donovan commanded. His voice rang with authority. “Lord
Rockingham has an announcement, but that is for later in the night.
My own message takes precedence at the moment.” He sent a glance
about the room and when his gaze landed on the marquess, he nodded.
Rockingham returned the gesture. “As you know, I have been recently
wedded, and that day was the happiest of my life.” When Donovan
looked at his wife, there was no mistaking the pride and adoration
in his gaze. “This ball is not only to usher in the Christmastide
season, but it’s also to mark yet another momentous occasion in our
lives.” He beamed as he encompassed the assemblage in his gaze.
“The duchess is enceinte, and now that her sickness
is over, she’s given me permission to tell all of you, and I must
say I couldn’t wait to make the announcement even though speaking
about such things in public are frowned upon.”

Immediately, the room erupted into
well-wishes and congratulations. The throng surged forward to
gather about the happy ducal couple.

As servants passed around flutes of
champagne, Rafe escaped the heated room for the terrace beyond. As
pleased as he was for his best friend—or his former best friend,
depending—he was anxious to usher in his own happiness.

The winter-bare gardens were beautiful
in the light of the full moon, and the cloudless sky made certain
he’d have the illumination’s full effect when he told Elizabeth how
he felt.

With a lightness in his step, Rafe
hurried past an evergreen hedge. He turned a corner, knowing
exactly where the pre-arranged meeting place was, and when he was
nearly there, he stumbled to a halt so quickly the heels of his
dress shoes kicked up a spurt of crushed gravel.

Elizabeth stood near the fountain,
drawing abstract designs on the semi-frozen water in the fountain’s
basin with a gloved fingertip. Snowflakes fluttered on the air,
lending the whole area another layer of romance. Bathed in the
silvery moonlight, she was enchanting, as if she’d fallen from a
star and lingered there, waiting.

His heart constricted, and
he laid a hand over that rapidly beating organ. She is here, waiting for me. Of her
own volition.

The snap of a twig rang in the
stillness, and both he and she caught a communal breath. Rafe
looked across the path toward the sound, as did Elizabeth. She
smiled, but then Rockingham joined her from the opposite
direction.

What the devil is he doing
here? Surely she hadn’t arranged
that.

Ready to take the steps that would
lead him to her, Rafe paused as her smile faded. No, she wasn’t
best pleased to see the marquess, for her gaze flashed in the
moonlight, and the man would do well to heed that
warning.

But the marquess came closer with an
attitude of arrogance. He said something and she responded, but
their tones were too low for Rafe to hear from his location. It was
not a docile conversation, for the heat and anger in their voices
rose and fell on the frosty air. What the subject was, Rafe had no
idea, but it kept on, and with every word that fell from
Rockingham’s mouth, Elizabeth grew more incensed, her cheeks
reddened, her eyes shot daggers. She raised her hand, presumably to
slap him, but he grabbed her wrist and held her still.

Rafe stiffened from the harsh
treatment. How dare he touch her in such a manner. He took a step
forward, but halted once more when Elizabeth snapped her gaze to
the marquess’ face, her gaze wide. The color drained from her face
and she wilted in Rockingham’s hold, her posture
defeated.

Why?

The marquess continued to talk, in
lower tones, but the authority was there nonetheless. Elizabeth was
despondent. She barely nodded. Neither did she respond when
Rockingham lifted her chin with a finger and dropped a kiss upon
her lips. He took his leave, a smug smile on his face, but
Elizabeth remained. Silvery tears tracked down her cheeks, falling
upon her midnight gown.

Nearly unhinged with anger and worry,
Rafe rushed from his spot. When he reached her, he grabbed one of
her hands. Even through the gloves, her fingers were frozen.
“Lizzy? Is all well? What has happened?”

She scrubbed at the tears with her
free hand. “I am fine.” Her gaze remained downcast, her voice
broken.

“My dear, you never were a
good liar.” He squeezed her fingers. “What did Rockingham say to
you?”

Elizabeth sucked in a breath. “You saw
him here?”

“Yes.” The rapid beat of
his heart would kill him if she didn’t get on with it. “You
argued?”

“It is of no consequence.”
She grabbed his other hand and raised her gaze. Tears still
glimmered in her eyes, tears that had the power to make him come
undone. “Kiss me, Rafe. Make me forget. Make me
remember—you alone.”

Confusion poured through his chest. He
frowned. Something was very wrong. Why wouldn’t she tell him?
“Dance with me first,” he whispered and pulled her close by tugging
on the silver sash at her waist. Perhaps he could cajole her into a
better mood before he attempted to break the curse.

As he hummed the strains of her
favorite waltz, the same one Alice had played for them, and barely
moved them in a gentle circle, Elizabeth clung to him. Her soft
sobs cut to his soul, for he couldn’t comfort her if he didn’t know
what had brought her to this pass.

“I wish you would let me
help you through this valley, let me help carry your burden, for
that is what a man does for the woman he loves.” His gums throbbed
from the excess of emotion cycling through him. Everything that he
was had culminated into this moment. Not knowing what else to do
when faced with her obvious grief, he cupped her cheek and kissed
her as tenderly as he knew how. Gypsy
witch, deliver me from your foul curse, for I believe I have met
the requirements.

When he pulled slightly away and
nothing had changed, he shook his head. Rafe didn’t care that the
curse hadn’t broken; he hadn’t expected it to. He was more
concerned with Elizabeth’s well-being and what the devil had
happened to her since their dance in the ballroom ended. What had
become of the hope they’d both left with? He searched her face, her
gaze, shocked by the desolation in her dark depths.

“What did Rockingham say to
you that has taken the sparkle from your entire person?” Anxiety
clawed at his insides. Had he won her love but had those feelings
dashed away by the marquess’ untimely intrusion?

“Oh, Rafe. I wish I could
say.” A crystalline tear fell to her cheek as she backed out of his
arms. “Please understand.”

What the deuce?
“How can I understand if you refuse to tell me?”
His voice rose as his confusion deepened. “I’m concerned for you,
wanting to make it right and yet you close yourself off from me.”
His chest ached as the disappointment of the night finally sank in.
“You don’t love me.” That was why the curse hadn’t lifted. After
everything, she didn’t love him. The knowledge stabbed into his
chest like the sharpest of daggers.

She bit back a sob and took another
few steps away from him. “I am so sorry. Truly, I am, for you
wanted this so much.”

He shook his head. The bewilderment
was tinged with annoyance now, and once more he was out to sea with
Elizabeth, almost as if they’d never made progress. “In truth, for
the last few years, breaking the curse hasn’t been the relentless
force in my life.” He heaved a sigh. Then the enormity of what the
night had wrought plowed into him.

Without being fully
human… I will never have what I want
most—you.

But she deserved to hear what he’d
come to say; he deserved to tell it, had waited so long to do so.
“I love you, Elizabeth.” He took a step toward her, but her whole
body froze as if he would pounce. “Even when I trespassed on what
you and I shared all those years ago, I loved you, but I didn’t
realize it until much later, when I couldn’t have you.”

Her wide eyes reflected the moon’s
light, illuminated grief and panic. A few tears fell to her cheeks,
and with every drop, he died a little more inside, for she slipped
farther and farther away from him.

What the devil had that bastard said
to her? Or had she truly not conquered her fear? Rafe rushed to
continue, for mayhap additional words would unlock her silence. “It
is time for you to decide what it is, exactly, that you feel for
me, for I cannot keep living like this, with you bouncing between
me and Rockingham.” He paused, rubbed a hand along his jaw as he
considered what else he would say. “Life is oftentimes messy.” She
sobbed, but he didn’t stop—couldn’t. Not after he’d been so certain
he’d finally won her heart at the museum. “You have to take both
the wonderful and the horrible that makes up a person, stand by
their side and support them, work through the dreck with them until
the way is clear and you can see joy once more.”

I need you with
me.

“Please, don’t say anything
else.” She shook her head, misery stark in her expression, as if
someone flipped a switch inside her that killed her earlier
happiness. “I cannot…”

He was losing her and he didn’t know
why. Rafe closed the distance and took her hand. “I need to know if
you’re willing to walk into the future beside me, proud and fierce,
to meet whatever fate throws at us, despite me being a
vampire.”

There, he’d laid his heart at her
feet. The decision rested with her.

“What we’ve shared, done,
what we’ve been to one another since your courtship began has been
lovely, but…” She took a shuddering breath, and the despair in her
expression tore at his chest. “It is an impossible question for me
to answer just now.”

“I see.” He dropped her
hand. Hot mortification rolled over him when tears stung his eyes.
“If you truly loved me, impossibility wouldn’t feature into the
equation.” The words were pulled from his tight throat. “Love
removes all barriers.” At least he’d thought it would.

Quickly, he turned away before she
could see him cry. The tears on his cheeks were cold and the
sensation of weeping so odd that he didn’t know what to do with
himself. Nothing in preparing for his adult life had taught him
this, so he returned to what he knew—being the beast. A red haze
came over his vision; his gums throbbed in preparation for the
fangs to elongate. He clenched his hands into fists when his
fingertips throbbed with the urge to erupt into claws.

“Oh, Rafe.” Elizabeth’s
voice wavered. She laid a hand upon his back but then removed it as
if just touching him briefly had tainted her. “I have no
choice.”

Rafe’s chest ached. “You always have a
damn choice. Each and every day shows you this. You forge your own
path because of it.” Every word he uttered scraped along his tight
throat. His heart was raw and hurt as if she’d physically slashed
it open. “Will you marry Rockingham, then?” He could hardly ask the
question for the agony of rejection and unrequited love swirling
through him.

“He means to announce our
betrothal tonight,” she finally gasped out, and the tears in her
voice worked to further break him.

He gave a curt nod, still refusing to
look at her. He couldn’t. Not his Lizzy, the woman he loved and now
had lost. “I hope the life you’ve chosen is a happy one. I’ve never
wished you to have anything but that.”

I cannot linger here any
longer. I must put distance between us.

Again, her words rang in his ears. “I
am truly sorry. You don’t understand…”

Rafe shook his head, and using the
supernatural speed given to him from his beast, he removed himself
from the gardens, running, not even telling her goodbye, tearing
himself from her life for the last time.

And the pain of that parting was
excruciating.
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Rafe was out of his mind with despair
and anger. In the full guise of his vampire beast, he ran through
the streets of Mayfair as the scene he’d left minutes ago played
through his head over and over.

I have to escape. I need
to forget.

With his heart trapped in an ache so
desolate and harsh it stole his breath, he arrived at Bête Noire.
He was hungry and hopeless, and in truth he didn’t care what might
happen to him, but he must do something to banish the images of
Elizabeth from his mind—his heart. No longer was she his. There was
no more opportunity for him to win her. And he was destined to toil
as the vampire for another five years.

I need a woman in my
bed.

That was exactly the ticket. Perhaps
if he mindlessly buried his prick in honeyed heat, gave himself
over to perfumed arms, he could begin to heal, to forget the dreams
that had crumbled down around him in Manchester’s winter
garden.

Warmth surrounded him as he entered
the familiar club and quickly made his way upstairs using the back
servants’ stairs. But his heart remained like a cold lump of coal
without love infusing it with life. Elizabeth’s defection had left
him a shell of himself, and he had no bloody idea how to go
on.

Once in his suite of rooms, he ordered
Mrs. Eagan to fetch him the petite, red-haired bit with the buxom
curves, the woman he’d fed upon numerous times before. The
middle-aged woman had taken one look at his face—no doubt he looked
like the nightmare he was—and she left his presence with alacrity,
and while she was gone, Rafe paced about the confines of his
receiving room. Urgency throbbed through his veins. Every beat of
his heart cried out the agony he labored under.

How had everything gone so terribly
wrong? How had he lost the love of his life without
explanation?

A rustle of fabric at the door made
him spin around. Mrs. Eagan stepped into the room with the red-head
in tow. “She has been asking after you, my lord,” the older woman
said with amusement in her tone. “It seems Angelica has become
quite fascinated with you.”

He snorted. “So have others, but the
sentiment wears off when they realize what I am always destined to
be.”

“Well, if you have need of
me, just ring.” Then Mrs. Eagan left in a rustle of black bombazine
skirting. She closed the door behind her.

Rafe assessed the tempting female who
crossed the floor toward him. Self-loathing poured over him as he
grabbed her in a rough embrace, intending to kiss her until she was
senseless and until the image of brandy-hued eyes stopped haunting
him, but the second his lips touched hers, he uttered an oath and
thrust her away.

“Am I unpleasing to you
tonight, my lord?” The valid question slammed into him with the
force of a punch to the gut. “I will be anything you want in your
bed.” She held out a slender hand. Her ivory skin nearly glowed in
the candlelight; the rapid beat of her pulse a siren’s song to his
hunger.

“While that may be so, you
cannot change into the woman I need.” The
woman I love.

Though her pout might have swayed him
weeks before, it had no effect on him now. “Whoever this lady is,
you must love her very much if you’re so loyal,” she stated in low
tones.

Rafe clutched at his chest in an
effort to stem the agony flooding his heart. “I love her with
everything that I am.”

“She doesn’t feel the same
way?” Her voice was a purr now. Perhaps she hoped to sway him into
bed after all.

“Apparently not, for she
would choose another over me, even though she and I shared…” He
shook his head and forced a swallow into his tight throat. “It
doesn’t matter.”

She traced her fingertips along his
cheek and then tugged the tie away that held back his hair. “She
doesn’t deserve you or your love.” With a smile designed to entice,
she pulled on his cravat. “I can make you forget her. I shall be
yours all night long. I can give you everything that she did
not.”

“Except you are not her,”
he responded, and with a flash of clarity he knew he couldn’t do
this. “I only want her.”

Coming here with the express purpose
of bedding a woman had been an insane decision. Lying with a female
whom he didn’t love, let alone care for, wasn’t his style anymore,
and the thought of doing so out of spite, out of hurt, soured his
stomach.

He looked at the trembling woman
before him, clad in sheer silk and lace, and then he turned away.
Touching another woman was out of the question. Elizabeth was the
one he wanted, and even if she didn’t return those affections, he
refused to desecrate the memory of her by getting off his rocks
with a doxy.

“I apologize for
erroneously requesting your services tonight,” he managed to gasp
out around a tight throat and his fangs. Though the need to feed
grew stronger, he ignored it the best he could. Attempting to feed
right now, on this bit of temptation, would lead him down a path he
didn’t wish to tread. That cycle, once begun, was too difficult to
break away from. “Feel free to linger in this apartment, but I
cannot, in good conscience, remain.”

Rafe wrenched open the door. He didn’t
look back at the red-head as he fled as if the devil himself were
after him. Stumbling down the stairs, he’d barely reached his
customary salon and fell into a chair before a black-clad servant
set a bottle of brandy and a snifter on the polished table
top.

Yes, drinking until oblivion claimed
him was the far safer choice. When he grasped the bottle and
attempted to pour out a measure, his hand shook so badly, he
abandoned the idea and instead took a deep draught straight from
the bottle. Then he laughed, and the bitterness of the sound rang
in his ears. How uncouth he’d grown, how without
manners.

No wonder Elizabeth
refused me.

He took another swig and slumped
further into his chair. A pity his friends were absent, for they
still enjoyed the entertainment at Manchester’s ball, sadly none
the wiser of what had occurred in the gardens. A grunt escaped him
and he took another healthy drink. When the burn of the liquor hit
his throat, his eyes watered. He didn’t care. Damn Donovan, anyway.
The duke had everything good in his life now. Everything Rafe
wanted for himself.

Oh, Lizzy, why couldn’t
you just forget what I am and let yourself love me?

Tears stung his eyes from more than
just the burn of the liquor. They’d almost had everything, most
especially love. It had been swept away with the snap of fate’s
fingers. What the hell had happened? He hoped that he reached a
foxed state soon, for only then would the perpetual ache in his
heart cease.

Time passed, and with each hour, the
hurt didn’t ease, so he ordered a second bottle and let fate do her
worst.
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Rafe came to at dawn.

An ache raged through his head that
had more substance than merely being a victim of overconsumption of
brandy. Gingerly, he explored the back of his skull, and when he
pulled his fingers away, he squinted at the trace of blood staining
his gloves. With a frown, he tried to blink away the fuzziness
clinging to his brain. He struggled into a sitting position and
cast a glance about him.

What the deuce happened to
him?

No longer at Bête Noire, he shivered
as awareness came over him and a deep chill sank into his body. He
sat near a walking path in Hyde Park not far from the southern
entrance. Frost had formed on his boots and clothing, so he’d been
there long enough for nature to creep over him. Rafe gave into
another shiver and sent his gaze about the immediate area. Where
had his jacket gotten off to?

A chill raced down his
spine unrelated to the winter weather. He blew out a breath that
clouded in the dawn air as he focused on the body resting
nearby. Bloody hell.

“Hello?” Perhaps he’d gone
for a late night walk in the park and had been accosted. But if
that were true, who was this woman and how did she come here as
well?

Rafe shook the woman’s shoulder, for
now that he looked closer, it was obvious the body was female and a
lower class one at that, and she had his green brocade jacket about
her shoulders. Clad in a dirty dress of gray wool, the skirts of
said garment were rucked up to her waist, her legs spread open. Her
glassy eyes stared at him, locked in death’s embrace, her mouth
agape in perhaps an endless scream, but what drew his attention and
sent horror into his gut were the dual puncture marks on her neck.
Streaks of blood decorated her skin as if someone had tried to
hurriedly wipe away the evidence of the bite.

“Oh, God.” He struggled to
his feet and as he did so, he looked down at his shirt. The
pristine white lawn was dotted with drops of dried blood. So was
his cravat, that now hung loose around his neck. At some point
during the night, all evidence of his vampire half had vanished,
and as he drew his tongue along his bottom lip, he came away with
the metallic taste of blood that held a bitter note. Yet, the
hunger inside him still throbbed in urgency, so there was no way he
had fed from this woman. “No, no, no.” Rafe snapped his gaze back
to the dead body on the ground.

If I killed this woman,
surely I would have remembered.

His mind spun, which aggravated the
headache. “What the hell happened to me last night?” Every beat of
his heart screamed Elizabeth’s name. Yes, he would seek her out.
She’d know what to do and how to help him. And now that it was
dawn, soon the park would stir with people—both horse riders and
pedestrians. Not to mention once the body was found, someone would
cry an alarm. The area constable and possibly Bow Street Runners
would come.

They cannot find me
here.

More adamant than ever he was innocent
and brought to Hyde Park by force, Rafe staggered away from the
woman’s body. Was this the work of the same person who’d killed the
maid more than a week ago? His mind reeled; the aching in his head
made clear thinking difficult. Fear, cold and slimy, snaked through
his gut. Who hated him enough to make certain evidence pointed to
him this time?

It hurt to think. His head felt
stuffed with cotton, and his throat was dry. Perhaps he should
return to the club. Perhaps, if he’d left with someone, he could
procure a name. Yet, it would take too much effort to explain what
had happened and why he wished to know. Again, the powerful urge to
see Elizabeth overwhelmed him, and he willed himself to move
quickly through the tree line toward Mayfair.

By the time he reached Manchester’s
townhouse, a cold sweat had broken out over his body, which further
worked to chill him. He whipped off his gloves and, being without
his jacket or even his greatcoat, he threw the garments into the
shrubbery to one side of the front door. As the first feeble rays
of the sun hit that side of the street, Rafe pounded a fist upon
the oaken panel. Lightheadedness assailed him and the need to feed
asserted itself once more. Saliva filled his mouth, and he
swallowed.

Now was not the time. There were more
pressing issues that demanded his attention.

Finally, after what seemed an
eternity, the door swung open and Griggs stood blocking entry. His
graying hair, standing up in places, had the appearance of being
finger-combed, and his livery looked somewhat hastily
donned.

“I need to speak with Lizzy
immediately,” Rafe demanded, his voice ringing with all the
authority of the earl he could muster.

The butler peered down his hawkish
nose at him. “The duke and duchess, as well as Lady Elizabeth, are
still abed. The party last night went on into the wee hours of the
morning.”

No, no, no!
He shook his head and pretended Griggs wasn’t
staring at the bloodstains on his clothing or noting the lack of
his jacket. “You don’t understand; this is a matter of some
urgency. I must see her.” He rubbed a hand over his
stubble-shadowed jaw. God, I must look a
fright.

“Come back during proper
visiting hours, Lord Devon, when you have yourself in hand.” The
butler started to close the door.

“No!” Rafe caught the
wooden panel and pushed his way into the house around the
protesting butler. “I will wait until she rouses. As I mentioned
before, this is a time-sensitive issue that requires her
assistance.” Before the man could do much more than mutter, Rafe
strode through the house and showed himself into the Gold
Parlor.

At the door, Griggs sniffed. “Do you
wish for refreshments, my lord?”

I wish to know what the
bloody hell happened. But he turned an
exhausted gaze to the other man. “Coffee, if you please. Nothing
else.” He raked the fingers of one hand through his tangled,
blood-matted hair. Dried leaves and debris came away and he brushed
them to the floor.

A quarter hour later, Griggs brought
in a silver tray with a fresh, fragrant pot of coffee, and Rafe
gladly fell upon it. After a cup and a half of the strong
brew—which only helped slightly—he leaned back on the chair he’d
appropriated and willed the headache away so he could think
clearly. Thanks to his supernatural powers, he would heal, but he
needed to give it time, and not having fed for so long would delay
the process.

He launched from the chair as
desperation set in, and that had more to do with the state of his
heart than the alleged crime. Elizabeth had to take pity on him one
last time. If she didn’t wish to see him, if she truly wanted the
marquess, he’d walk out of her life and leave her to it as long as
she was happy.

Yet he needed her help first, for his
Lizzy always knew what to do. He’d long admired the way her mind
worked in a crisis, the way she cultivated calm. Hadn’t she
remained level-headed when her brother’s marriage had skidded
sideways?

An hour later, he was still alone in
the parlor, but now the urge to feed had reached near critical
levels. He hadn’t taken sustenance last night before the ball due
to anticipation of seeing Elizabeth and the hopes that the curse
would break, freeing him from that cycle. It had been a grievous
error in judgment, for soon the beast would demand
blood.

Finally, she joined him and her rose
scent wafted through the air to wrap itself around him. The rustle
of her moss green satin skirts filled his ears. “Rafe, what
happened to you?” she immediately inquired. Elizabeth hurried over
the floor, the thick Aubusson carpeting muffling her foot falls.
She stopped short of touching him as she raked her gaze up and down
his form. “Were you in a fight?”

“I am not certain.” Oh, it
was good to see her, but his heart ached in time to his head. “I
was hit, I think.” He pointed to the back of his skull.

“You look horrible,” she
continued, her eyes wide with concern. “And you’re still in last
night’s clothes, or part of them.” A frown tugged at the corners of
her mouth. “Where is your jacket?”

Damn it all.
He’d left it behind in his daze. “In Hyde Park.”
Who the deuce took it from him and wrapped it about that
woman?

“You have blood on your
shirt.” She peered more closely at him. “Did you feed?”

“No.” He couldn’t speak in
more than a whisper as the horrendous nature of what he found
himself in flowed over him. “Not since the night before
last.”

“Then what…?”

He shook his head. “I’m in a spot of
bother.” Rafe took possession of her hands. His shook, no doubt a
result of his hunger as well as the building fear.

“Tell me.” When she
squeezed his fingers, the rising sunlight streaming in through the
windows glimmered on the blood red ruby and diamond ring on her
left fourth finger.

Despair closed long, cold bands around
him. She’d made her choice, and his stomach revolted with the need
to retch. He pushed that from his mind. “I went into the garden
last night to meet you as we’d planned.” Pain rose in his chest.
“Before I could reach you, Rockingham came, and you met him with a
smile.” Just speaking the words raked sharp claws over his
consciousness and did nothing for his headache.

“I smiled, for I thought it
was you.” Sadness pooled in her expressive eyes. “Oliver and I
argued. He said things to me, threatened me.” The delicate tendons
in her neck worked with a hard swallow. “Threatened you,” she ended
on a whisper. “I couldn’t tell you last night because I was afraid
he lurked there in the garden.”

“Me?” He could hardly look
at her knowing she’d sealed her fate.

“Yes.” Elizabeth glanced
around the room. Fear leapt into her expression. “You must leave.
If he finds out you’re here…” A shiver wracked her
shoulders.

What the deuce had the marquess done
to her? Anger rose in his chest to collide with everything else he
battled with. “I cannot.” Briefly, he told her of the events of
last night, ending with waking up next to the dead
female.

A gasp escaped her and she retreated a
few steps. “You killed a woman, fed from her while you were in your
cups?” Her eyebrows sailed into her hairline.

“If I fed, I would
certainly know it. Since hunger bears down on me, that part of the
tale is not true. Look.” He held out his hands. They shook more
intensely. “It is one of the symptoms of hunger.” Even now his gums
throbbed and he stared at the spot on her neck where her pulse
frantically fluttered.

“Rafe, please.” Was the
fear in her expression for him and his situation, or fear of him?
Did it matter now? “You must leave.” Alarm threaded through her
voice.

“Help me, Elizabeth.” He
dropped his hands only to curl them into fists as his fingertips
ached with the need to transform into claws. “Someone out there is
trying to see me hung in Newgate for crimes I didn’t
commit.”

“Who?”

“Hell if I know.” He shook
his head, and tasting the dried blood on his lip, he scrubbed at
his face in the attempt to make himself more
presentable.

“I cannot see you
anymore. You cannot be here.”

“Please!” Desperate and not
knowing what else to do, he fell to his knees before her. “Please
do this for me, for what you might have felt for me at one time.
Please help me.” There was no shame in his plea, and it echoed in
the sudden silence.
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Elizabeth stared down at
Rafe. She focused on the blood drops marring his clothing, glanced
over the smear of the same on his cheek. What have you gotten yourself into? When he’d run from her and the gardens the night before,
she’d wanted to curl up on the crushed gravel path and cry, for she
would never have the chance to reconcile with him. She’d had no
choice but to grievously hurt the earl, and she’d done it all to
keep him safe.

He will never know the
price I paid last night.

Tears filled her eyes but the fear
racing through her veins kept her from touching him, and this time
it wasn’t fear of him. In the face of Oliver’s threat, which he’d
delivered in a succinct way, all with a smile and overly polite
tones, and the engagement he’d forced her into, it was paramount
that the vampire leave.

“You’re the one person who
can help me,” Rafe whispered as he tilted his face upward to peer
into hers. His hair, ragged and dirty, hung about his shoulders.
Fear mixed with hunger in his eyes. The red ring around his irises
glowed. “I’m… I’m frightened, and I don’t know—don’t remember—what
happened last night.”

If only I can
forget.

When the marquess had first laid down
his ultimatum, she’d argued with him, tried to slap him, for she’d
refused to let him manipulate her. Why couldn’t he understand that
she’d chosen Rafe over him? But he wouldn’t hear any of it and he
pressed his agenda. Not only did he order her to cease all contact
with Rafe unless she wanted Oliver to out his secret to anyone who
would listen—especially to Bow Street who still searched for the
murderer of that maid—but he also made certain she would accept his
suit.

When she’d hesitated, he went one step
further. He intended to announce their betrothal that evening near
the end of the ball, and she had better comply or else he would
challenge Rafe to a duel and he wouldn’t hesitate to put a ball
through his heart, rules and proper etiquette be damned.

“I’ll do London a favor by
ridding the streets of one such as him,” Oliver had said with the
grin of victory on his face and dancing in his expression. “If you
wish for the earl to live, you will give him up. Permanently. I did
warn you days ago.”

Even now she shivered from
those remembered words. So, she’d agreed to the engagement even
though every fiber of her being protested. I had to let you go, Rafe. Forever,
and now her life was falling apart at the same time that she was
falling in love with him.

She shoved those thoughts
away, for what good would thinking them do? He was lost to her.
Focusing on the earl, she frowned. He was here and with her, but
for how long? No doubt Oliver had her house watched. Her skin
crawled with the overt possessiveness. He would know if Rafe had
come… and the consequences would prove deadly. I cannot bear that. At least if she
sent him away, he would live and perhaps would find happiness.
“What can I do?”

Fear shadowed his eyes and made them
more green than hazel. “Save me.”

I already have.
Her heart broke into a million pieces and she
cupped his cheek. The rasp of stubble against her palm sent
awareness sailing through her. She ignored that too. “I’m so
sorry.” She’d failed him miserably, and now he was cursed for
another five years. Even if he managed to unravel the knot of
trouble he was in, his life still wouldn’t be whole.

And I will fail him again
now.

It had to remain this way
so he might continue living—free and happy—while she… She glanced
at the hated ring currently residing on the fourth finger of her
left hand and she stifled a sob. I
sacrificed myself for you.

Despite her wish to keep them at bay,
tears filled her eyes again. A couple of drops landed on his
upturned face. He brushed them away. “I can only help you by
sending you to your club. You’ll be safe there.”

He latched onto her hand
and held it. His trembles transferred to her. “Come with me.”
Emotion graveled his voice. She couldn’t begin to understand how he
felt or to know how awkward this must be for him. “We will ride for
Gretna Green, marry, live a life removed from England and away from
all the rumors or the prying gossips.” His words tripped over
themselves in his desperation and haste. “We will find happiness together, Lizzy.
I know we will.”

When she’d dreamed of hearing those
words from him, it certainly wasn’t in such circumstances. The sour
taste of sickness rose in the back of her throat. Quickly, she
swallowed down the urge to vomit. “I am already engaged.” The ring
on her finger felt as if it weighed a hundred pounds. For the rest
of her life, she would remember the betrayal in Rafe’s face when
she’d more or less confirmed that fact for him last
night.

“You don’t love him,” he
said in a quiet voice.

“No.” That was the saddest
part of all.

Rafe’s eyes darkened to brown. The red
ring flared. He curled his hands into fists. “Yet you don’t love
me, and you refuse me the same consideration you’ve given
him.”

“No!” She shook her head.
How could she explain that she was doing this for him?

He cut off anything else she might say
with the slash of his hand as he rose to his feet. A muscle in his
jaw worked. “Did anything I’ve done make a difference to
you?”

Perhaps if she lied, he
would go to his club without incident. She schooled her expression
into what she hoped was a blank mask even as her chin quivered and
a tear slipped to her cheek. “No.” Merciful heavens, this was the
hardest thing she’d ever done.

He narrowed his eyes. “You will never
accept what I am.” Desolation once more crept into his tone. “I was
a fool to ever believe you might change, that we might finally have
a future.”

“Rafe, what we shared was…
I never meant…” What was there to say? Already, she risked much.
Her heart broke into a million pieces all over again at the grief
in his expression. Finally, she shook her head and prayed that he
would eventually forgive her.

If he ever found out.

As if something inside him snapped,
his despair vanished in the face of full blown anger and rage.
“Then you are no better than the paid women at the club.” His voice
rose with each word. “I sought your help, your solace here, and you
would betray me when I need you the most.” Hurt shimmered in his
eyes, highlighted by the red ring. His fangs elongated and peeked
out from beneath his lips. Claws burst from his fingernails. The
red intensified until it was the only thing she saw in the
depths.

And his expression changed until rage
twisted it into a gruesome mask.

Elizabeth backed away. The fear
careening down her spine was real, for she’d never seen him in the
grips of such anger. “Stop it this instant, Rafe.” When he ignored
her order and came toward her with stalking steps, panic took hold
in a cold tide. “You’re merely scared. I understand that.” Seeing
him under the control of the beast, it was easy to believe that
he’d been behind the two attacks. Who else in London had fangs that
would leave such bite marks?

“I am done with letting
people in London use me and then toss me away as if I don’t
matter.” He sprang at her, catching her in his arms and propelling
her the rest of the way across the room. When her back slammed into
the wall, the breath whooshed from her lungs. Helpless, she
struggled in his hold while his claws dug into her shoulders
through the elbow-length sleeves on her gown. “Perhaps I should
remain the beast since that is the only thing you think I’m capable
of being.”

“No.” She kept her voice at
a whisper in the hopes of soothing him. Trembling, sucking in
breath, Elizabeth stared into his eyes, fought against the power of
his enthrallment, waded through the waves of fear breaking over
her. “You are afraid and you’re hurt after everything that happened
last night,” she said, willing him to calm down. “Let me go and
I’ll help get you to your club. You can hide there. They will take
care of you.”

“Because you cannot stand
the sight of me,” he said with a snarl. A drop of saliva dripped
from his left fang. He ignored her protest as he turned her head so
that her neck was bared. “I need to feed anyway. It might as well
be on you, since you have no use for me, think I’m too far beneath
you for a future.”

She whimpered when his hot breath and
his fangs glided over her neck. “You don’t have to do this.” Each
time she pushed at his shoulder, he didn’t move.

He licked at the place on her neck
where her pulse hammered. “Come with me. I need you for far more
than this.” His words steamed her skin. “I can take you away from
whatever Rockingham is holding over you.”

If only that is
possible. So easily she could let herself
fall under his thrall, give herself into his care and tumble
headlong into bliss, but she needed to remain conscious in order to
keep Rafe intact. When she shook her head, the sharp point of one
of the fangs scratched her neck. She gasped. “You know I cannot.”
How long would it be before Oliver came and saw the earl here?
“Run, Rafe, while you still can. Please.” She implored him with her
eyes. “Go, and know that I l—”

The rest of her speech was interrupted
when Donovan burst into the room. He took one look at them and
apparently lost his mind.

“What the devil is the
meaning of this?” he bellowed as he took hold of the earl’s
shoulder and wrenched the earl away from her. Elizabeth slumped
against the wall. “Leave my sister alone.” Then he leveled a punch
at the vampire, catching him in the jaw.

“I am beyond caring what
you want from me,” Rafe responded and he launched himself at
Donovan. The pair fell to the floor with a heavy thud. The sound of
flesh hitting flesh rang in the room as they rolled about and
grappled for supremacy. Rafe put up a valiant effort in defense and
had the duke routed a few times, but then Donovan shifted into his
wolf form. The fight intensified, became even more deadly when the
growl of the wolf rang into the stillness of the morning. Drops of
blood splattered upon the carpeting and sprayed on the gold brocade
of a settee as the two tore into each other.

“Stop it!” Annoyance surged
through her in a hot tide. Both of the men acted like bacon-brained
idiots. How had life come to this? “You’re behaving like spoiled
children.” Her words had no effect on the men. With a sound of
frustration, Elizabeth marched around them. She grabbed a round
pillow from the sofa and then she beat Donovan’s wolfish head with
the makeshift weapon. “I mean it. Stop this foolishness and talk
like men—like humans.” She kept on smacking him until Donovan
jumped away with a whine and finally shifted back into his ducal
form.

“I told you what I’d do to
Rogue if I ever found him in your company,” her brother growled out
from around clenched teeth, and the statement lost some of its
authority since he stood naked in the parlor.

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. She quickly
handed him the pillow. “For Lord’s sake, cover yourself.” Then she
grabbed Rafe by the back of his shirt and hauled him to his feet.
He stumbled before he managed to stay upright. She shoved him away
from her, but at least his fangs and claws were receding. “Why does
every man of my acquaintance consider Rafe a threat to them? It is
ridiculous, and I am rapidly losing patience with the both of
you.”

Donovan and Rafe looked back at her
with varied expressions of irritation tinged with embarrassment.
Tufts of fur littered the floor as did little strips of cloth from
Rafe’s shirt.

She continued. “I’m sick to death of
the two of you and your posturing. I do not belong to either of
you. Do you understand?” She bounced her gaze between them. “You
are my brother, Donovan, not my keeper. And you.” She gave Rafe a
glare. “I am not a plaything and neither am I the nearest food
source.” Then she pointed a finger at him. “And if you ever refer
to me as little better than a whore again, I will ram my foot so
hard into your privates you won’t be able to walk for a
week.”

Rafe exchanged a speaking glance with
Donovan, who shrugged. “You know how she is, so this is on you,”
the duke said, and promptly looked away when she swung her regard
back to him.

Elizabeth continued before her courage
completely deserted her. “I don’t need protection from either of
you, and right now, I cannot abide the sight of you.”

“But Elizabeth,” the duke
began.

“No.” She propped her hands
on her hips while ignoring the shaking that moved through her body.
No doubt delayed shock. “I don’t give a bloody damn what sort of
beasts the two of you are. Right now, we are in crisis and Rafe
needs our assistance. Do you understand, Your Grace?” She narrowed
her gaze on her brother. “You either help your best friend or you
remove yourself from my sight.”

“You and I will talk later,
sister dearest,” Donovan said with a half-grin. “It would seem last
night held much intrigue that I am not aware of, but for the time
being, I’m going to dress and will meet you as soon as Rogue is
settled.”

“It’s about bloody time you
pulled your head out of your arse, brother.” When Rafe staggered on
his feet, blood trickling from a wound on his cheek, she sighed.
She crossed to his side and slipped an arm about his waist. Now
that the danger had passed and his beast no longer controlled him,
she could manage the situation. “I must escort you to your club. It
is still early yet. Not many people are about the
streets.”

“And then what? Everything
remains the same,” he said in a quiet voice devoid of all
hope.

She moved him toward the parlor door.
“You can talk to Lord Coventry. I’ll have Donovan send a note
‘round to his house and have him meet you there. The earl is a
solicitor. He’ll know what to do or give you a defense if you need
it.”

“I didn’t kill those
women,” he uttered in protest.

“I know. You aren’t a
murderer, but you will face a fight for your innocence.” The more
she talked, the more the knot of worry between her shoulder blades
tightened. “You can calm down at the club, clean up, perhaps feed.
But stay there, for the Runners will go to your townhouse first
once they find that body. Your elegant taste in clothing will send
them your way immediately.”

Once in the entry hall, she
encountered Griggs. “May I lend my assistance, my lady?”

“Yes. Find Lord Devon’s
greatcoat. No doubt he left it here last night. Then order the
duke’s closed carriage brought around.”

“Very well.” When he went
to follow instructions, she wilted and for one tiny moment, she
leaned into Rafe’s side. It was the last time she would ever touch
him, hold him, revel in his strength or the scent of him. “Please
take care of yourself,” she whispered as she edged toward the front
door.

“Not that you care,” he
muttered and dragged his feet.

“I care more than you will
ever know.” Ready to burst into tears of anger and frustration,
Elizabeth pressed the handle and then pulled open the oaken panel
since Griggs hadn’t returned from his errands. They couldn’t wait.
No sooner had she escorted Rafe onto the steps than Lord Rockingham
stepped from his carriage at the curb and then came up the walkway
toward them.

“Bloody hell,” Rafe
whispered. One of his eyes was swelling shut from his fight with
Donovan. “It seems I cannot escape this man.”

Neither can I.
Elizabeth attempted to shield Rafe with her body.
“Oliver. What are you doing here?” Her whole form shook with fear
of what the man would do.

The marquess ignored her. He addressed
Rafe. “Step away from my fiancée, Lord Devon. You have no purpose
in being here any longer.”

“Stop that.” Elizabeth
tried to shove past him, but he was well-muscled and didn’t budge.
“Rafe is leaving. He only came by to say goodbye.”

“Looks like the duke told
him off.” The corner of his mouth tipped in a frosty smile as if he
agreed with the violence. “Where does he go?”

“My club,” Rafe managed to
croak out before she pinched his ribcage in an effort to keep him
quiet. His strength had faded after the fight. Perhaps it would
take some time for it to regenerate. And he hadn’t taken
nourishment. How long would he last before he either collapsed or
let the beast have his head? There was so much she still didn’t
know about him.

And now I never
will.

Oliver nodded. “Let me take him
there.”

“Why?” Elizabeth frowned.
“Why would you offer?”

“For you, to make certain
he will never see you again.” His eyes flashed blue fire as he
rested his gaze on her. “Your promise for his life. That is what we
agreed upon, remember?”

“Yes.” Tears pooled in her
vision. What to do? He’d not made secret his dislike for the earl.
“You swear no harm will come to him? Give me your promise now, else
I’ll take him back into the house.”

He executed a half-bow from his waist.
“I swear.”

How far could she trust him? But right
now, there was no other choice even though her common sense
screamed to wait for Donovan. Then she gave Rafe a nudge toward the
marquess. “Let Oliver take you to the club. You’ll be safe there.”
With a glare at her blackmailer, she said, “If you’ve lied to me,
if I find out you’ve given him over to Bow Street, I will hunt you
down myself.”

“I believe you, but all
will be as it should.” Then the marquess’ expression softened as he
wrapped a gloved hand about Rafe’s upper arm. “Spend the day with
the duchess, Elizabeth. When I settle the earl, I will return and
discuss options with your brother. We will form a plan at that
time.”

“You would do that for
Rafe?” Perhaps she’d misjudged him. If his regard for her would
save the earl, then the sacrifice was worth it.

“No, I am doing this for
you, for our future.” None too gently he hauled Rafe down the walkway and
toward the waiting carriage. The earl’s protest went largely
ignored.

Elizabeth trailed after them, her
stomach in knots, the tears on her cheeks cold in the chilly winter
air. When the men climbed into the carriage, Oliver leaned out the
door. She gave him a smile but it was a dismal affair. “Thank
you.”

He gave her a curt nod. “Everything
will be fine now. You’ll see.”

“You will send word that he
has been delivered safely?”

“You’ll hear about his fate
soon enough.” Then he swung the door closed. Before the vehicle
sprang into movement, she thought she heard the sound of flesh
hitting flesh and a groan, but she couldn’t be certain. Perhaps it
was a trick of the wind.

She stood at the gate for long moments
until Oliver’s carriage turned out of sight.
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Still heartsick and prone to weeping
two hours later, once she’d dressed, poked around at the breakfast
foods on her plate, and after she had played with her kitten, she
trailed through the house in search of either the duchess or her
brother.

She located Donovan first, in his
study, where he sat behind his massive oak desk, stacks of ledgers
in front of him. “Are you too busy to talk?”

“Never for you.” He pushed
aside the ledgers and clasped his hands on the desktop. “What
happened to Rogue?” Though his tone was solicitous, his eyes had
taken on a hard edge.

“Apparently, after the
curse didn’t break last night, he ran from the gardens and took
refuge at his club.” Elizabeth dropped into a leather chair that
faced his desk. All she wished to do was go to the library with a
book, curl into one of the comfortable chairs there before a fire,
and escape from the world that had suddenly become
unwelcoming.

“That I can understand.”
Donovan sat back in his chair. The springs creaked at the movement.
“I didn’t take my own news regarding the supposed end of the curse
well.”

“Don’t remind me.” She
waved a hand weakly and then let it drop back into her
lap.

“What else? Your eyes are
haunted, and you’ve been crying. You never let yourself go to sixes
and sevens.”

“Which makes what is
happening all the more compelling, I suppose.” She sniffled and
dabbed at her eyes with her lace-edged handkerchief. “In any event,
from what he told me, Rafe drank himself into a stupor. When he
came to, he was in Hyde Park. He had been hit in the head.” Her
chin quivered. When spoken aloud to another person, the evidence
was quite damning, as was how much of an idiot she’d been. “There
was the dead body of a woman next to him… with bite marks on her
neck.”

“Damn and blast,” Donovan
murmured.

Elizabeth nodded. “There was blood on
his shirt and cravat as well, but he is adamant that he didn’t kill
the woman, nor did he feed.” Worry sank like a rock in her stomach.
“Hasn’t fed for a night or two.”

“I didn’t realize…” Her
brother leaned forward in his chair with a frown. “Where is he now?
Had I known how dire the situation was, he could have stayed
here.”

“Oh, now you’ve decided you
shouldn’t have been a bastard toward him?” Elizabeth couldn’t
resist sending the barb, for Donovan had played a part in the whole
Drury Lane production. When he shot her a look, she shrugged. “I
intended to accompany him to his club, to give him into Lord
Coventry’s care. The Runners wouldn’t find him so soon
there.”

“And?”

“When I opened the door,
before Griggs could have your carriage brought around, Lord
Rockingham was there.” And reminded her of his ultimatum. “He took
Rafe, said he’d escort him to the club. Rafe didn’t protest. His
strength wasn’t there.”

“That was the last time you
will see Rogue?” her brother asked quietly.

Those words held such finality that
tears sprang into her eyes. She blinked them away the best she
could. “Yes.” Her answer was pulled from a tight throat.

“Because you’re engaged to
the marquess,” he finished for her and shifted his glance to her
ring.

Elizabeth twisted the hated bauble,
wishing she could take it off and fling it into the fireplace. Not
that such an action would erase the irrevocable decision she’d
made. She lifted her gaze to Donovan’s. What could she say that
would make the situation easier? “Yes.” No doubt Oliver and her
brother had cooked up the scheme between them to see her wed the
marquess.

“You will have a good
life.” His gaze was kind as he stared at her.

“It will certainly be a
life, though I’m not certain how good it will be.” Especially after
Oliver had more or less blackmailed her into the engagement.
I should have run away with Rafe when he asked
me. Surely together and away from England
they could have managed to evade the marquess and his
threats.

“Is this not what you
wanted all along, Elizabeth? To land in a relationship with a man
who would take care of you, give you everything you’ve ever wanted
without fear?”

She took in a shuddering breath. “I
wanted love as well.” A man who cared for a woman would never
threaten her or anyone else. Oliver took that from her in some
demented game of possessiveness, in order to win, to make himself
feel superior.

To keep Rafe from her.

Donovan’s eyes widened. His expression
resembled the proverbial cat who swallowed the canary though she
couldn’t fathom why. “You love Rogue.”

“I’m not certain.” She
didn’t have the courage to admit her feelings to herself, let alone
her brother. Elizabeth waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter now. He’s
beyond my reach. You saw to that. So did I.” She fixed her gaze to
the front of his desk. Her body felt numb, cold. “I did what I had
to do to keep him safe. I don’t regret it.” Perhaps Donovan would
care for Rafe where she couldn’t. They had to repair their
friendship first.

“Oh, my girl.” Her brother
stood. He made his way around his desk and when he reached her
position, he gently tugged her from the chair. “You would make such
an enormous sacrifice, will stand by it while your heart slowly
dies?” He wrapped his arms around her and held her. “You are more
stubborn than I anticipated. Quite a troubling trait.”

“A family shortcoming.”
Elizabeth let a few tears slide down her cheeks, and in that
moment, safe in her brother’s protection, she forgave him his
trespass against her. “I still have you and Alice.”

“But to willfully wed a man
you don’t love?”

“I have good reason.” She
wouldn’t reveal it to Donovan, not when he and the marquess seemed
fast friends. “Though I will hold this match over your head for
years. At times, you do not know what’s best, brother.”

“I am beginning to believe
that, for my meddling has only mucked things up.”

What the devil did that mean? After a
few moments, she pulled out of his arms. “Right now, I need to talk
about this with a woman.” She attempted a laugh but it came out as
a broken sound. “I simply cannot pour out the contents of my heart
to my brother.”

“Understandable.” Concern
clouded his eyes. “I am worried about Rogue, though.”

“Why? You didn’t trouble
yourself before now.”

A hint of a flush colored his neck
about his cravat. “If he had sought refuge at Bête Noire, either he
would have dispatched a courier or Coventry would have. Hell, one
of the Cursed Lords would have arrived on my doorstep by now. That
fact they haven’t is concerning.”

Tremors of foreboding twisted up her
spine and left chills in their wake. She snapped her gaze to
Donovan’s. “Oliver promised he would send word or visit with you
once Rafe was settled at the club.”

Her brother shook his head. “I haven’t
heard from him in any capacity.”

Even though her heartbeat accelerated,
time slowed around her. She barely registered the chime of the
long-case clock in the drawing room as it announced the eleven
o’clock hour. The flames in the hearth flickered but she no longer
felt the warmth. A rushing sound flooded her ears as she gaped at
her brother, and then the muted, frozen world slammed back to
normal and she exhaled. “We have to find Rafe. He’s in
peril.”

And it was her fault. She’d
handed him into Oliver’s care—the man who had never made secret his
dislike of Rafe and what he was. The man who hated him for being a
vampire and… different. In her quest to see Rafe safe, she’d
ignored the warning signs. How will he
ever forgive me when I cannot forgive myself for this?

“Oh, Donovan.” Another wash
of tears fell to her cheeks as horror took hold. She gasped with
the enormity of the marquess’ plan, of her own stupidity. “I don’t
believe Oliver ever intended to take Rafe to his club.” Her hands
shook so badly that she clasped them together, crushing her
handkerchief between her palms.

“Stay here.” Already he’d
bounded to the door.

“Where are you going?” She
trotted after him. How could she stay when worry would destroy
her?

“To Rogue’s townhouse. If I
don’t find him there, I’m going to the club. Someone has seen him.
I’m confident he’ll be at one of those two places.” Conviction rang
in his voice.

“I’m coming with
you.”

“Elizabeth, no.”

Something inside her snapped. She
stepped in front of Donovan and halted his forward momentum with a
hand on his chest. “Don’t think to bully me. This is my life. This
is my mess. I’m going with you to clean it up if I can. I must take
that responsibility.”

And if she couldn’t, she would pray
Rafe forgave her. Suffering a marriage to the marquess was fitting
punishment for what she’d done.

A reluctant grin tugged at the corners
of his mouth. “Spoken like a true Sinclair.” He nodded. “Let us
make haste then.”

Not twenty minutes later, they both
stood in the downstairs parlor at Rafe’s home.

Elizabeth looked about her with an
interested gaze, for never once in the course of their relationship
had she visited Rafe’s townhouse. Done in tasteful, soothing shades
of blue, the parlor could have been found in any Mayfair residence.
Nothing about the décor or bric-a-brac spoke to the man who owned
the residence. Would she find anything of Rafe here?

Moments later, Donovan returned with
the butler from a quick tour of Rafe’s bedchamber and his private
rooms upstairs.

“Well?” Elizabeth asked as
soon as he stepped inside the parlor. “Was he there?”

“No.” Donovan shook his
head, genuine worry in his eyes. “His bed hasn’t been slept
in.”

The butler—a man of indeterminate
age—cleared his throat. “I have questioned most of the servants. No
one has seen Lord Devon since he left for your ball, Your Grace.”
He bounced his gaze between Donovan and Elizabeth. “We assumed he
had gone to his club or perhaps found a lady…”

Heat slapped at her cheeks.
Perhaps if things had gone differently, she might have snuck Rafe
into her own rooms. “He did
go to his club. Got himself into his cups and
woke up in Hyde Park.”

From the parlor door, a gasp echoed. A
man dressed in black came into the room, his expression haunted,
his eyes holding anguish. “I am Lord Devon’s valet, my lady.” He
laid a hand on his chest. “The name’s Carmichael. I’ve just
returned from Bête Noire thinking Lord Devon had given himself over
to despair and refused to feed, as sometimes happens, but he is not
there.”

“Oh, no.” Elizabeth’s knees
buckled, and Donovan was there with an arm about her waist to keep
her upright. “Do you suppose he left for somewhere else?” Though
she knew. Oliver
had never brought him to the club at all. She fought the urge to
retch from her own part in this farce.

The valet shook his head. “I asked. No
one has seen Lord Devon at the club since directly following the
duke’s ball, and certainly not this morning.”

Elizabeth curled her fingers into
Donovan’s lapel. “We must find him.”

“We will.” He patted her
back and then addressed Carmichael. “Canvass Mayfair. Search for
any sign of him. I’ll go to the park and do the same. If you find
something, anything, even the smallest of clues, come find
me.”

“As you wish, Your Grace.”
Carmichael darted from the parlor.

“There is nothing more we
can do here,” Donovan murmured. He looked at the butler. “If Lord
Devon returns home, send me a courier.”

“I will, Your
Grace.”

Elizabeth let her brother lead her
back to the carriage, where she stared out the window at Rafe’s
home. “Where is he, Donovan?”

“I don’t know, but we will
make every effort to find him.”

She swallowed but it did nothing to
dislodge the ball of fear and self-loathing in her throat. “Do you
think Oliver gave him directly to Bow Street?”

Donovan shrugged. “Anything is
possible at this point. You must prepare for the worst, but I will
help with the search.”
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Elizabeth found Alice in her morning
room, standing at the window, her face turned toward the sunshine
streaming in through the glass. “May I talk with you for a minute,
Your Grace?” Now more than ever she needed the advice of a
woman.

“Absolutely.” The duchess
glided toward a settee and gestured to it. “Come sit with
me.”

“Are you feeling well?” She
didn’t know how to broach the subject of Rafe, so she settled for
Alice’s pregnancy.

“Today is a good day.” As
they sat, Alice took possession of Elizabeth’s hand. “But you are
not here to talk about me.”

“No.” It was uncanny how
intuitive Alice was, for all of her blindness. “I am worried about
Rafe.”

“I heard of his
disappearance from Donovan before he left for Hyde Park.” Sympathy
welled in Alice’s gray eyes. “If anyone can find him, it’s your
brother.”

Elizabeth nodded. “He intends to shift
and track him, doesn’t he?”

“I assume so. He’s quite
good at it.” She squeezed Elizabeth’s hand. “I was surprised at
Lord Rockingham’s announcement last night, for I had thought the
earl had your heart.”

“I had no choice but to
accept his suit.” She shook her head. “It seems that Oliver didn’t
honor our bargain.” Of course, he’d never intended to. With
narrowed eyes, she yanked his ring from her finger and dropped it
onto a marble-inlaid table near her elbow. “In my opinion, that
voids our engagement.” It felt so good to rid herself of that
particular shackle.

“Ah, you did it to keep
Rogue safe.”

“Yes.” Elizabeth snorted.
“Little good it did.”

Alice gasped. “You sacrificed yourself
for Lord Devon.”

“It was the only way.” Yet
Rafe was missing and undoubtedly in peril, betrayed by the very
devil. And me.

“You are in love with
Rogue.” It wasn’t a question.

Heat infused Elizabeth’s cheeks. “I am
still uncertain. Though, I can say I am falling for
him.”

The duchess laughed and the sound
tinkled around her like sparkles in the air. “It’s time to stop
lying to yourself. If you weren’t already hopelessly in love with
him, you wouldn’t find yourself so worried about him now. You
wouldn’t have agreed to an engagement with Lord Rockingham in order
to keep the earl safe. The answer is already there.”

“Still, I feel this
hesitation, a confusion I cannot shake.” Elizabeth shook her head.
“When he attacked me earlier this morning, though it stemmed from
fear, I was terrified he would harm me, bite me, feed from me. If
Donovan hadn’t come when he did—”

“You would have risen to
the challenge. Don’t ever discount yourself or how you’d act in a
crisis.” Alice smiled. She leaned toward Elizabeth as she peered
into her face. “Fight for your man and for the future you truly
want.”

“How? Rafe is missing.” Her
heartbeat accelerated as her mind spun.

“You’ll know when the time
comes.” The duchess patted her hand. “Also, removing a ring doesn’t
mean your engagement is broken,” Alice said in a soft voice. “You
must confront the marquess.”

“Yes. I have much stupidity
to atone for.”

Alice snorted. “Love, at times, makes
fools out of us.”

“Perhaps.” She nodded.
“I’ll await word from Donovan. After that, I’ll take matters into
my own hands.” I’m done letting fear
dictate my direction. I’m finished with allowing men tell me how to
live my life. Hopefully, she’d hadn’t
realized that truth too late.

“That is a good
start.”

I am in control.
“I know exactly what I want.” She desired the
fairytale, the love spoken of in those ancient stories—the
sacrifice. Rafe had always been like a hero of old, but she’d been
too blind to see his devotion, for fear had been in the
way.

And she was the only one who could
fight for it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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It had been four nights since her
brother’s ball. Five nights since Rafe had last fed. Since he
disappeared, there had been no sign of him. Neither was Lord
Rockingham in London any longer. His Mayfair residence had been
Donovan’s next place of inquiry, but the staff there informed him
the marquess had removed to his country estate for the
Christmastide season. Donovan, not to let something as pedestrian
as mileage stop him, had shifted into the wolf that very night and
took himself off to investigate the story. He’d returned two days
ago with the report that said manor hadn’t been opened for
years.

Everyone around her feared the earl
dead, but if that were true, wouldn’t she feel it? A connection
like she shared with Rafe, when severed, would have been
noticeable.

Yet here she sat at the dinner table
with Alice and Donovan as if nothing untoward had happened. The
duchess herself had coerced Elizabeth into a festive gown of
cranberry silk lined with lace, but there was nothing celebratory
about the meal. Every nerve in her body felt strung too tight.
She’d barely slept, and had spent the bulk of each day since she’d
handed Rafe to Oliver walking through Mayfair, walking through Hyde
Park, searching in vain for a trace that the earl had been
there.

What else can I
do?

“Elizabeth, you must eat.”
Donovan set his knife and fork onto his plate and rested his gaze
on her. Both grief and worry mixed in his brown eyes. “It won’t do
any good for you to fade when we might receive a break in the
case.”

“How can I when Rafe is
still out there?” The rich, meaty scent of the roast beef on her
plate turned her stomach, for anxiety was stronger than hunger.
“How can I fill my belly when I know Rafe is starving?” A shiver
shook her shoulders and she wrapped her ivory wool shawl more
tightly around her.

“There is no way to
definitively know that,” he countered, his voice gentle as if he
feared she’d snap.

“We both suspect the worst,
and have good reason to. Has he been tortured? Has he been
beaten?”

“Each Cursed Lord has the
ability to heal himself faster than a normal human,” Donovan
replied, eyeing her with wariness. Did he think she’d burst into
tears, inconsolable?

She ignored him. “Is he even now dying
somewhere, murdered by Oliver’s hand?” She stifled a sob. “Have we
all given up on a man who has been a friend, a supporter?” Her
voice rose. “How can we live with ourselves if we let go of the
fight?”

“We have not, but there is
only so much I and the other Cursed Lords can do without involving
the local constabulary or Bow Street.” He arched an eyebrow. “I’m
certain you don’t wish for that to happen, for he’d find his way to
Newgate all the quicker.”

Her stomach muscles knotted tighter
than ever. “You’re right, but I cannot stand this idleness we’ve
fallen into. How can a man simply vanish? And if he’s nearing
unconsciousness, that means Oliver must have to transport him
somehow. Two men cannot remain hidden forever.”

“I agree. Even Lord
Coventry, who has contacts everywhere in both the
ton and his solicitor
network cannot find them.”

“What is Oliver waiting on?
For Rafe to die of natural causes?”

“There is every possibility
that he has given Rogue enough blood—perhaps animal or perhaps he’s
offered up a servant—to keep the earl alive as he toys with him,”
Donovan said and his smile was grim. “If a man’s mind is unhinged,
there is no telling what he’ll do or why. But you must believe that
Rogue is doing everything he can to defend himself.”

“How can you know that?”
Gooseflesh crawled over her skin as she thought up three more
scenarios Rafe might face, each one more grizzly than the
last.

“It is what I would do if I
knew that the man you are engaged to had suddenly turned into a
monster behind the façade of a ton
gentleman.” Donovan’s eyes were kind as he looked
at her. “He will fight for you. It is what he has always done,” he
added in a softer tone.

I hadn’t thought of
that.

Alice turned her head to rest her gaze
on Elizabeth. “You must remain patient and trust that Rogue’s fate
is in greater hands.”

“Unfortunately, patience
has never been my strong suit.” She laughed, but the sound was
brittle and forced. “I am not like you, Alice.”

Donovan snorted. “You are much alike,
sister dear, and I am quite pleased. Every man worth his salt needs
a strong, bold woman behind him.”

Elizabeth huffed her annoyance.
“Beside him, I rather think you meant, for a woman of depth
wouldn’t allow herself to hide behind her man.” The banter had
swept away the worst of the blue devils and allowed clear thinking
once more. She took a deep breath and let it ease out. “Do you mind
if I take a walk?”

“Do you wish for company or
protection?” When she stood, so did Donovan.

“I do not. If someone has
nefarious deeds on his mind, I dare him to accost me, for he will
find himself in the gutter in short order. That is how I am feeling
just now.” Elizabeth patted her brother’s shoulder as she passed.
“Thank you for the offer.”

He nodded. “Lords Coventry and
Mountgarret are scheduled to stop by soon. In light of what
happened to Rogue, we decided to conduct our usual meetings here
instead of the club.” He assumed a rueful expression. “It is not
the same without him, you see.”

“You have forgiven him,”
she said from the doorway, and for the first time since Rafe went
missing, she smiled. “That will make him happy, for he took your
defection to heart.” When Donovan remained silent, Elizabeth
hurried from the dining room.

She had barely reached the entry hall
when an insistent knocking rained upon the front door. Griggs, two
steps ahead of her, opened the panel with great dignity. Lord
Mountgarret stood on the stoop, his ruddy locks slicked back and
wet, but it wasn’t raining. In fact, gentle snowflakes fell from
the inky skies to dot the shoulders of his black greatcoat. “Lord
Mountgarret, my brother is expecting you.”

“I am aware,” he said as he
stepped inside the house. “I have come to speak with
you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. The earl trusted you
above all others, especially in light of the current feud between
him and your brother.”

Elizabeth glanced at Griggs. “Set an
additional plate for the viscount, if you please.”

“Very good, my lady.” The
butler left on silent feet.

“Have you found Rafe?” she
asked in low tones the second Griggs had vanished around a corner.
Excitement buzzed at the base of her spine. “Please tell me you
have.”

“I have.” He rested his
turquoise gaze on her, and for one moment she was reminded of the
sea. “This evening, once the sun set, I slipped into Hyde Park, for
I desired to swim in the Serpentine.”

Her lower jaw dropped before she
remembered herself and closed it with an audible snap. “I beg your
pardon, did you say swim in the Serpentine?” She’d never known
anyone to do that. Bathe, most definitely, especially if it was a
fine summer’s day, but now, in the chill of a December winter’s
night?

A faint smile tugged at the corners of
the viscount’s lips. “Yes, but it is quite a long story, best told
another time.” Then he sobered. “I saw Rogue, for it could only
have been him. His eyes glowed red.”

Her heart stuttered to a halt to know
he still lived, and as she grasped at the viscount’s gloved hand,
that organ came back to life with the fiercest of aches. “Where?
He’s been missing for four days. We’ve searched
everywhere.”

“The lower east quadrant of
Hyde Park, away from bridle or walking paths, near the Serpentine.
There is a particular curve of the river that reaches a clearing
there. Rogue was with Lord Rockingham.”

Sour bile rose in her throat. She
swallowed it down and hoped her stomach wouldn’t send up what
little dinner she’d eaten. “Were they alone?”

“Yes.”

“How long ago?”

He shrugged. “Not long. When I saw
them, I came straight here.”

Urgency slipped through her veins.
“Were they fighting?”

“Honestly, it seemed as if
they were talking, but the earl was on his knees, weakened it
appeared.”

She shook her head. “You didn’t have
the sense to approach or even bring Rafe back here?”

Lord Mountgarret’s eyes rounded. A
trace of humor lined his face. “I am not armed, my lady. Lord
Rockingham was, and would you have me come out of the Serpentine,
needing to transform into my human form, naked and vulnerable for
the marquess to either kill or capture?”

What sort of being
was the viscount?
Donovan had never let the secret slip. “Forgive me. It has been
rather tense around here.” She glanced beyond his shoulder at the
wintery night where his carriage waited at the curb, and she held
her shawl closer about her shoulders. This
is my moment. “I must go to
him.”

“Lady Elizabeth, I cannot
allow it. You are not dressed for the weather, you do not have a
weapon, and there is most assuredly danger afoot.” When he reached
for her hand, she sidestepped him.

“Take it up with my
brother, for Rafe needs me, and I no longer answer to men who don’t
‘allow’ me to do things. I shall procure a weapon somehow, and if I
cannot, I can throw a decent upper cut.” Elizabeth gained the stoop
and looked over her shoulder at him as he gawked, respect and worry
lining his features. “And while you do, tell Donovan to meet me
there, but I have to do this.” She moved forward a step. “Also, I
am taking your carriage, Lord Mountgarret. Thank you for its
loan.”
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Thirty minutes later, Elizabeth
alighted at one of the more popular gates of Hyde Park. She sent
the carriage back to Donovan’s residence. From there, she snuck
into the tree line, and placed her steps carefully so as not to
make too much noise with her passage. The darkness and shadows hid
her quite handily, as did the fact the new moon didn’t provide much
illumination. Swiftly falling snow muffled her footsteps, but her
foolish satin slippers didn’t protect her feet from the
cold.

It couldn’t be helped. If she was able
to rescue Rafe in a timely manner, she would return home to a
cheerful fire and copious amounts of tea once her brother joined
her. The earl’s life was worth more than frozen toes.

All around her, soft stirrings of
animals, the scratch of bare tree branches, an occasional cough met
her ears. The certainty of footpads, thieves, or murderers chilled
the blood in her veins, but she shoved the terror they represented
to the back of her mind.

Nothing was as important as reaching
Rafe.

The breeze pulled at her skirts and
sent snowflakes hissing against her face and chest. It clawed at
her hair, but she continued on. Occasionally, she paused and tilted
her head as she listened, but the damned wind snatched at every
tiny sound, and the velvety darkness hid whatever else lurked in
the park besides her.

Bang!

The sound of a gunshot drifted to her
and kept her frozen in place with her heart in her
throat.

“Get up, Lord Devon, for I
refuse to put a ball in your chest without you mounting some sort
of attack.” Lord Rockingham’s still-polite tones dripped with
sarcasm. “That wouldn’t be sporting of me.”

“So then shooting me in the
shoulder is a necessary evil?” Rafe’s voice rasped into the
darkness tinged with pain.

“I need the scene of your
demise to look the part.”

Rafe’s snort blended with a gasp. “Why
not plunge a stake into my heart to ensure I don’t get up? Isn’t
that the popular thinking to kill a vampire?” When the marquess
didn’t answer, he continued. “Ah, but that is only a story put
forth by superstitious people. I can die the same as you, for I am
half-human.”

Elizabeth crept closer, spurred on by
urgency. Rafe lived even if he was injured.

“You are nothing like me,”
the marquess spat out, his tone full of malice.

“Oh, don’t I know it.” When
the earl laughed weakly, her heart constricted. His skin was far
too pale. Dark red blood spread over his shirt from a wound in his
left shoulder. He wore the same buff-colored breeches he had the
night of the ball, but his upper half was clad now in a billowing
black shirt and an equally black leather jacket. Given him, no
doubt, by the marquess. With his right hand, he tried to stem the
flow, but it eased out between his pale, slender fingers. “Ah, so
even with my murder you intend to lie and charm your way
through.”

“What is there to lie
about? You attacked. I had no choice, and I couldn’t quell the loss
of blood.” The sound of a fist hitting flesh drifted to Elizabeth’s
location, followed by a moan that sent her heartbeat pounding out a
frantic rhythm. “Who do you think the Runners will believe—me, an
upstanding member of the upper ten thousand, or you, a demented,
desperate creature of the night?”

Dear
Lord, had Oliver planned this all along?
Elizabeth crept forward another few feet. A lantern rested near
Lord Rockingham’s feet, and it cast eerie shadows in the shallow
clearing where the marquess stood and Rafe knelt.

“If killing me was your
ultimate goal, why did you wait this long?” Rafe’s voice was low,
halting, shaking. His unbound hair caught in the breeze and danced
about his shoulders. A trickle of blood ran down his chin from a
broken bottom lip. “Not that I didn’t enjoy those few days of
regular beatings in that horrid room,” he said with sarcasm clear
in his voice. “Or the glass of goat’s blood every
night.”

“No reason other than to
see how long you’d last without ridding the Dials of a few of its
leeches.” The marquess advanced upon him, as stealthy as a jungle
cat. “But you didn’t become the nightmare I’d hoped.”

“Nightmare is a subjective
term, don’t you think?” Rafe snorted. When he raised a hand to
brush at his hair, claws were clearly in evidence, as were his
fangs. The red ring around his irises gleamed with an intensity
Elizabeth had only seen once—when he’d attacked her. What must it
cost him now not to spring at the other man? “Dumping me into the
worst sort of tavern in the Dials was a calculated risk, I’ll
admit.”

“Yet you didn’t perform as
expected. Otherwise, I would have shot you there and told everyone
of your foul secret, how I had to do it to prevent further
terrorization—after you’d killed several of the indigent, how I had
no choice except to act the hero. But you thwarted me.”

“I am not that man. Even at
the end of my control, the beast recognized the area. He knew the
people, for I have visited with Elizabeth. They are innocent. Not
there by choice.”

“People of that class give
London a black eye. They deserve to die, to find themselves purged,
and you failed in that simple task.” Hatred shook the marquess’
voice. How had she not seen through his façade before?

“You are not one to make
that call. Lower class, upper class, vampire, and human, none are
better. We are equal, and we all have our trials to struggle
through, to rise above. We are all trying to be better, and we all
make up the fabric that is London.” Rafe shook his head. “Though I
was in agony with the need to feed, those people are infinitely
more good than you. And I refuse to kill.”

Oliver tossed away the spent revolver.
It thudded to the ground and lay like a tribute to his ire. “Why?
You cannot help it from what I understand of your kind.” His upper
lip curled in a sneer. “I’ve followed you around enough to know the
truth.”

“My kind. My truth. You
know nothing of either, and you will never understand.” Rafe pushed
out a sigh. “Once a being like me kills for sport, kills to cull,
kills for the hell of it, he will never again regain his humanity.
I won’t take that risk. It means too much to me. And that makes the
difference.”

“Humanity, ha!” Lord
Rockingham shook his head. A maniacal light lit his eyes. “You are
a disgrace to anything human. You will never be that.”

Still hidden, Elizabeth
pressed cold fingers to her lips. He’d thwarted the marquess’ plan
despite the cost, for he had a noble, hero’s heart. He had been
that all along, and she hadn’t seen it, refused to look past his
beast, couldn’t shove away her fear. In that, she was little better
than the marquess. Oh, Rafe. I am so
sorry.

Oliver kicked out and the toe of his
boot caught Rafe in the chin. The earl sailed backward, landing
heavily on his left side. His moan of pain clutched at her heart.
He didn’t attempt to right himself. Was this the end? As the other
man loomed over him, he said, “Elizabeth is too good for the likes
of you.”

“From that measurement,
she’s entirely too good for you.” A hint of humor hung on the
words, and they enraged the marquess.

“Bastard.” He kicked again,
catching Rafe in the ribs. A distinct snap echoed in the midnight
silence. The earl didn’t attempt to defend himself. Had he already
given up? “You aren’t even human. You’re a blight on society,
thinking you can mingle with the rest of us, hiding your true
nature, daring to court a lady of the ton. You and the men like you taint
society, and I’ve made it my mission to see you all hunted and put
down. Befriending Manchester was only the beginning, for the group
of men who believe like I do, are growing in numbers, and we will
hunt each and every one of you.”

Dear God, what sort of
horror is the marquess? Elizabeth trembled
with rage and indignation. Who was Oliver to play God?
Please, Rafe, go after him. Tear out his black
heart. She slipped closer, fully prepared
to take on the marquess herself, but she wanted to hear the rest of
his arrogant confession.

“Regardless of what I am,
at least I didn’t coerce her into an engagement. She doesn’t love
you.”

“What does love have to do
with connections or a marriage? I want her for far more than that,
the least of which is keeping her from you.”

“Fool. Love is everything.”
Rafe struggled to his knees. His breathing was labored, one eye
swollen and closing, the bloodstain on his shirt growing. In the
harsh lantern light, he appeared haggard and menacing, the direct
opposite of what he truly was. “What will you do with her, lock her
away so no one can talk to her, forbid her friends and family from
seeing her? For your ego is that large, and you have surely adopted
a god complex.”

The marquess lashed out.
How was it possible that two blond men, their hair gleaming in the
weak lantern’s light, could be so different? He punched Rafe in his
shoulder wound. The earl fell to his hands and knees, vomiting. “I
intend to mold Elizabeth into the image of a proper
ton wife. She will be an
extension of me and what I want to accomplish. Together, we will
forge a new direction society will take, make it fresh and new,
only accepting those worthy.” Spittle clung to his lips as he
talked in a fervor of madness. “With her knowledge of your
contemporaries, of her brother’s, I will cleanse London of
undesirables like you.”

“You are insane. Beings of
all kinds can live alongside one another, work together, and those
very differences will make London stronger.” His whole body shook
from strain, cold and no doubt shock.

Oliver plunged a hand into the pocket
of his greatcoat and withdrew a second pistol. “I had wished to do
away with you in a duel, but since I’ve already spent the ball in
my gun…” With his free hand, he fisted Rafe’s hair and yanked him
upward. “Get to your feet and fight. I tire of this
night.”

Finally, Elizabeth found her courage.
She couldn’t remain hidden any longer, not when the man she loved
was in such dire danger. Not anymore. With a cry of rage she had no
idea from whence it came, she sprang from her spot and tore over
the cold, snow-dotted ground. “The only man who will die this night
is you, you lying bastard.”

“Elizabeth,
don’t!”

She ignored Rafe’s cry, and she
launched herself at the marquess.

There was enough momentum and
righteous indignation on her side that she took the man down. They
tumbled to the earth in a jumble of limbs, but he still held the
pistol. It was critical that she disarm him.

“You had everyone in
the ton fooled,
you black-hearted piece of rubbish,” she panted in the effort to
fight him off. He might have more weight on his side, but she was
fueled with a power far greater than any he could summon from
hatred. “Even me, and I do not take kindly being played for a
laughingstock.”

“It was for your own good.
He is not worth it.” Oliver got off a punch that glanced against
the side of her face and made her temporarily see stars.

Not having a choice, she ignored the
pain. “When will you men learn that women are capable of making
decisions for themselves?”

From the corner of her eye,
Rafe struggled to his feet. He took a few steps toward her, but
then he stumbled, swayed and finally collapsed onto the ground as
the snow swirled and fell. Fear gripped her heart.
Please don’t die. She
renewed her fight with her opponent. “Did you kill those two women,
make it look like Rafe bit them?”

“Of course I did.” Pride
and arrogance lined Oliver’s face. “It took a bit of planning, but
I borrowed the jawbone of some sort of animal from a taxidermy
friend. The fangs provided the necessary puncture
wounds.”

Elizabeth beat him about the head and
neck with her fists. She didn’t let up as rage mounted. “You hoped
Rafe would go to Newgate for murder. An easy way to dispose of
him.”

“And expose his true nature
to everyone. Imagine ridding the prison of a handful or two of
criminals. I’d be the hero.”

“You can never be anything
more than a villain.” Every thud of her heart screamed Rafe’s name,
for if he expired, there was nothing left in life for her. She
slapped the marquess’ cheek so hard her hand stung.

“In time, you will come to
see that my way of thinking is correct, and once the idiot sheep of
the ton fall into
line, nothing will stop my agenda.”

“You killed two innocent
people with the intent to frame another. Who is the real monster
here?” Disgust and rage clung to her voice.

“Fool.” Oliver tossed her
off him. She landed hard upon her back. “Already, parliament is
primed to make that change, to clean up the lower classes, remove
them from London.”

“Never. People like me, who
truly care, will continue to fight. Parliament will debate that
issue long and hard. Right will prevail.” Elizabeth wrenched
herself to her feet. Once more she rushed at him while he attempted
to stand. She knocked the marquess backward, and this time she
grabbed his wrist in both hands. “When people stand together, they
are much more powerful than a few men who wish for rule more than
compassion, men with coin behind their names who intimidate.” She
beat his hand against the cold, near-frozen ground over and over
until the pistol fell from his fingers.

“Elizabeth, just think. You
and I can have a great life together,” Oliver said in cajoling
tones. He dared to smile as he rose into a standing position, but
the light of hatred still lit his eyes.

“There is no life where
love isn’t present, and I never
loved you.” Frantic, with her pulse hammering
hard in her ears, she wrapped her hands around the butt of the
pistol and levelled it at him, the nose in alignment with his
heart. “Cease this insanity or I will shoot.”

The marquess narrowed his
gaze. “I can see now that he
has tainted you, changed your way of thinking.”
He spat upon the ground.

“I should hope so.” She
worked to control her breathing, but too much anxiety and fear
still rolled through her. “That’s what love does, Oliver. It
changes a person and helps them look at life from a different
angle. It’s growth.”

“Then I have no choice but
to kill you too.” With a cry of pure rage, he charged.

“Elizabeth!” Rafe’s cry of
warning echoed in the quiet of the night.

God, forgive me.
She planted her feet, squared her shoulders, and
then squeezed the trigger.

Bang!

Smoke rose from the nose of the
pistol. The acrid scent of spent gunpowder wafted to her nose.
Oliver’s eyes rounded in surprise. He laid a hand to his chest were
blood pumped from a gaping hole near his heart. Elizabeth’s arms
shook with strain. She dropped the pistol as the marquess fell to
his knees. Accusation shadowed his expression. He opened his mouth.
Blood dribbled from his lips to soil the pristine whiteness of his
cravat.

Finally, he slumped, face forward,
onto the ground, and he didn’t move.

“Rafe.” Spent and shaking
from the cold and terror, Elizabeth staggered through the snow. She
dropped to her knees beside him. He didn’t stir. There was no time
to worry about the consequences of killing a prominent peer.
“Please hold on.” Her heart broke into tiny shards for with each
second, he was slipping away. Not knowing what else to do, she
shifted her position and gently maneuvered until she could rest his
head in her lap.

“Elizabeth,” he whispered,
his tone so ragged it was only a matter of time before he slipped
away permanently. “You found me. I… never had any
doubt.”

“Shh.” She finger-combed
the damp, stringy hair from his forehead. “Oh, Rafe, I am so
sorry.” Her eyes welled with tears. Why did their last moments
together have to happen in such a wretched place? “I had no idea
what sort of a man Lord Rockingham was, that he wanted you all
along for his hideous, sick game, and I gave you into his care. For
that there is no excuse.” Merciful
heavens, she’d saved her brother too this
night. Almost beside herself by the sight of the blood he’d lost,
she tore strips from her dress and petticoat with quick, methodical
movements and then pressed the fabric to his wound, hoping to stem
the scarlet tide. “Donovan will arrive soon. All will be well.” But
a tear fell to her cheek, for she knew the platitude was
useless.

“No.” Rafe grabbed her free
hand and held her palm against his cheek. He stared up into her
face, his dear hazel eyes clouded with pain and sorrow. “You know
as well as I do that this is the end.” He tried to laugh but it was
a horrible, weak sound. “My wounds have taken a toll. I haven’t fed
for days. My supernatural healing isn’t strong enough to help
me.”

She shook her head. “Don’t
talk. Save whatever power you still have.” I cannot lose him, not now!

“I must say this, before…”
He clutched her hand tighter. “I am dying.” Rafe turned his head
and kissed her palm. “So cold.” He dropped her hand, but kept
holding her gaze. “I love you, Elizabeth. Thank you for caring
enough to do what I could not—kill Rockingham.” His laughter was a
gruesome, rasping noise. “I suppose your reputation is now as
tarnished as if you were cursed yourself.” He grinned, though it
was lopsided, and revealed his fangs.

“No!” Panic surged through
her body. After all this time, after everything she’d shared with
him, she realized it had been him all along. She loved him. Nothing
else mattered, and she refused to lose him. “I’ve wasted so much
time,” she whispered, her stomach cramping with worry. Elizabeth
pressed a kiss to his fevered forehead. A tear fell to his cheek.
“This is all because of me, and I must fix it.”

“No.” He shook his head and
his eyelids fluttered.

There was only one thing that would
save him—or at least give him half a fighting chance until his
strength could restore and his body could heal. She knew it and so
did he, but damn him, he was too much a gentleman to ask. As hope
rose in her chest, she nodded. “Rafe, you must feed. On me.
Quickly, before you’re too far gone.” She shoved up the sleeve of
her gown and rested her wrist on his lips. “Take what you need from
me.” No fear was present this time. Not anymore. She wanted him—all
of him—his beast included, for the vampire was part of the
man.

Please, God, don’t let me
have realized too late…

“It won’t be enough.” Rafe
pushed her arm away.

“It will give you time
until help arrives.” Damn vampire.
Elizabeth again fit her wrist to his mouth. “We
will talk about saving you more completely after that.”

A faint smile curved his lips, and the
old light of humor lit his tired, pain-clouded eyes. “You are a
marvel.” He locked his gaze with hers. Hunger crowded his darkened
depths. “You’re certain?”

“I am.” Never had she been
more sure of anything. It had just taken her an inordinate amount
of time to see it. In confidence, she nodded and her heart pounded.
“Please, take sustenance, and when Donovan comes, I’ll instruct him
to bring you to our house.”

He licked at the pulse point on her
wrist. Flutters filled her belly while awareness raced over her.
She shivered with more from just the cold. “Take me to my club.
There I can—”

“No.” Emboldened by her
feelings, she shook her head so vigorously that the remainder of
her tresses tumbled from their pins. “No,” she repeated. “From now
on, if you must feed, you will do it from me. Do you understand,
Lord Devon?” Her voice shook, but she stared into his face, daring
him to contradict her.

Amusement and adoration twinkled in
his eyes. He nodded, albeit shallowly. “I believe I do, Lady
Elizabeth.” Yet there was still a question there, and she more
firmly pressed her wrist to his mouth. “I will be as gentle as I
can.”

She snorted. “Tenderness has its
place, but so does forcefulness. Didn’t we already speak about
that?” she asked softly as she stroked the fingers of her free hand
through his hair.

“We did indeed.”

“Over the course of my
relationship with you, I’ve realized something.” Time was of the
essence, but she had to say this, just in case he didn’t… well. She
had to think positive. “Kissing and cuddling with you makes me feel
loved. I adore that, but powerful, naughty, rough couplings with
you makes me feel wanted. And there is no replacement for that.
Please survive, because I desire all of it from you.”

“Ah, Lizzy.” The eye that
wasn’t swollen closed flared with renewed red intensity. As he
dragged the tips of his fangs over the skin of her inner arm in the
search for the spot he needed, and she shivered. She steeled
herself, not welcoming the pain but willing to give him anything he
wanted if only to keep him with her. Then Rafe opened his mouth
wide. The fangs pricked her skin, and she muffled the cry she
wanted to utter. He bit down hard, puncturing her skin, sinking
those deadly fangs deep into the underside of her
forearm.

“Oh!” Elizabeth’s world
exploded into frissons of white and golden light. A dull roar
filled her ears. She fell into the most exquisite sensations of
pleasure, and as she slumped over his body, he steadily suckled at
her arm. The faint tinkle of harness bells reached her location and
she closed her eyes.

We’re safe now.

The world faded away.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Rafe woke to darkness. Disoriented, he
glanced about, and when he stirred, faint aches deep in his muscles
betrayed the fact he’d engaged in some sort of strenuous activity,
but he couldn’t remember what had happened to him. As his eyes grew
used to his surroundings, the obvious shapes of curtains at windows
and the anemic illumination of moonlight through a balcony door
sank into his consciousness.

I am in Elizabeth’s rooms.
Why?

He wracked his memory, but the reason
didn’t surface, and he gave up the attempt as a mild headache came
over him. Content to lie there in the dark, he drifted into sleep
once more, but the niggling awareness that he wasn’t alone poked
into him. Again, he opened his eyes, and when he turned his head to
the right, shocked plowed through him to find Elizabeth pressed
against his side. Clad in lace and silk as she’d been the last time
he’d found himself in this very chamber, but now her hair lay
unbound and tangled about the pillow and over his shoulder,
fragrant with the scent of wild roses.

A shoulder that retained a dull ache,
like a memory, well on its way to fading.

What the devil had happened to him,
and how had he come to this pass with Elizabeth in this bed beside
him?

He stretched with abandon, for his
limbs were restlessness from inactivity. The bedclothes rasped over
his naked skin and he paused as confusion took hold. Rafe plunged a
hand beneath the warmth of the sheets and ivory damask duvet, and
he stifled a quick chuckle. Where had his breeches come from and
how had he been clad in them? For that matter, what had become of
his other clothes?

The soft mewl from a kitten at the
foot of the bed shattered the silence. Oddly comforted by the cat’s
presence, when he slipped his left arm about Elizabeth’s still
sleeping form, her warmth sank into him. Flashes of his ordeal came
to his mind. Kidnapped by Rockingham. Left by himself for days in a
filthy room over a tavern in the Dials. Beaten and angry. Trapped
as the beast. Given other clothes because he’d shredded his
own.

His breathing came in fast pants while
his pulse pounded hard.

Rockingham throwing him in the
streets, telling him to feed, to kill. The beast all too willing,
but Rafe had exercised massive control, and the vampire came to
heel. Those people didn’t deserve such a fate. The marquess’ anger
and the intent to purge everyone abnormal or supernatural or poor.
More beatings. Being shot. Excessive weakness. Elizabeth arriving
in Hyde Park. She’d killed the marquess without hesitation,
squeezed that trigger as if she’d been born to it.

Rafe couldn’t catch his breath as the
pictures swam through his mind’s eye.

I fed on her.
While he’d lay dying and in pain, she’d given him
permission to feed, and he’d gladly taken her gift. Even now the
sweet, slightly spicy taste of her blood lingered on his palate.
When had she decided to accept him? His chest tightened at the
thought that she finally had, and he’d missed it.

How long had he been
unconscious?

Beside him, Elizabeth murmured
something unintelligible. She awakened and lifted her head.
“Welcome back to the land of the living.”

Rafe didn’t quite miss the irony of
that. For whatever reason, he’d been given a second chance at life,
and he wasn’t going to waste it. “What day is it?”

“It’s Christmas Eve.” Her
voice, smoky and graveled from sleep, sent awareness prickling over
him. His length hardened.

“How did I get here?” He
didn’t wish to move for fear she’d vanish and this might prove
naught but a dream. The kitten, hearing his voice, bounded up the
bed, onto his chest to lick his chin. He patted its furry head and
grinned when the animal began to purr. Yes, it was good to be
back.

“After you fed, and once I
came to, Donovan arrived, but you had slipped into
unconsciousness.” Her voice shook from the force of emotion he
couldn’t quite see in her gaze, for she kept it focused on his
chest. “He brought us here four nights ago.”

Bloody hell.
“I’ve been out that long?”

“Yes.” She nodded and
finally she peered into his eyes, but kept a hand on his chest as
she rose onto an elbow. “You were near death, even after the
feeding. It took constant vigilance to keep you in this world, but
we did it, and you slowly healed.”

“How? In order for a
vampire to tap into his regenerative properties, he
must…”

“Feed.” She nodded and the
ends of her hair brushed his skin. The sensation was amazing, but
it distracted the kitten, who batted at the strands. Rafe scooped
up the ball of fur and set it down on the floor before turning once
more to Elizabeth. “You did. On me every night, but you didn’t
fully wake during those sessions.” Her voice cracked. “I didn’t
know if you’d live, but I refused to give up.”

“My poor girl.” He allowed
himself a few minutes to digest the news. “Donovan assisted? It was
his idea to bring me here?” That he couldn’t wrap his head
around.

“Yes.”

“He agreed to the
feedings?”

“He didn’t know, or if he
did, he was wise enough not to mention it.” Her soft laughter
flowed over him and further worked to ramp his need. Perhaps his
body wasn’t as broken as he’d thought. “He was extremely concerned
for you.”

After everything, the duke
had been there for him. Warmth filled his chest. “Why are you here
with me? For that matter, why am I in your rooms?”

She combed the hair from his forehead.
“I wanted to monitor your care, and I didn’t wish to give you over
to the club.”

“Your brother agreed to
such a thing?” It felt as if he were in a dream, for the facts were
extremely far-fetched.

“No.” Her kissable lips
curved with a grin, and he fell in love with her all over again. “I
argued, of course. He is not my keeper, and in the end, he
relented.”

“I am sorry I missed that
confrontation.” Though he could just imagine it. Rafe drew abstract
designs upon her back with a fingertip, and when she shivered, he
smiled. “I should be dead.”

“Fate is not my keeper
either.” She leaned over him and pressed a kiss to his lips. The
heat of her lingered upon his skin. “I refused to let you die, not
when I’ve finally discovered how much you mean to me.”

Another wave of shock moved through
him. “You conquered your fear of my beast.” He wanted to say so
much more, but held back. Knowing she cared humbled him.

“Yes.”

“Why?” When she fixed her
attention once more on his chest, he lifted his arm, fit a finger
beneath her chin and raised her face until their gazes connected.
“Why, Lizzy?” he asked in a barely-there whisper. “I need to hear
the words.” He’d waited a lifetime for them.

“I love you.”

A choir of angel song couldn’t have
sounded as sweet as that simple phrase. “How? When?” He felt like a
nodcock asking so many monosyllabic sentences.

She cupped his cheek, stroked gentle
fingertips along the side of his face, his stubble-covered jaw, his
neck, his shoulder. Everywhere she touched tingled with
revitalization. “The afternoon at the British Museum I knew for
certain.”

“But you still chose
Rockingham over me.” He frowned. Something was amiss.

“No.” She rested her hand
upon his chest and he lost the ability to breathe. “I was forced by
him to accept his suit. I sacrificed myself to keep you safe, for
he’d threatened to kill you, expose your secret, but after
everything, he lied, and I forfeited time with you for nothing.”
Her voice held a hard edge that Rafe never wanted to provoke from
her again. “I am done letting fear rule my life, for I want you
more, come what may.”

“Ah, my dearest.” Emotions
cycled through him: shock, pride, confusion, but he focused on the
strongest one, the one that mattered the most—love. “I am not fully
human.” Unshed tears clogged his throat for how much she’d given
him, how much she’d overcome.

How much they both had.

“I know.” In the faint
moonlight, her eyes sparkled.

“I am still a vampire and
will remain so for quite a while.” He wanted no reservations this
time.

“I don’t mind if you
don’t.”

It couldn’t be true, this simple
acceptance and love, could it? Still, he had to make sure. “If I
hurt you when I am the beast…”

“You won’t.” Elizabeth
again stroked the side of his face. “Not now. Not anymore. I know
this deep in my heart, and so do you.” She shrugged out of the
enticing wrapper while still holding his gaze. “Do you wish to
continue talking? I have waited long days for you to return to me,
and I won’t wait another.” She swept her regard over him. “If you
are well enough?”

For her, he would always rise to the
challenge. “I feel as if I could do anything right now. No doubt I
will fully heal in another day.” Rafe pounced, pinning her between
the bed and his body. Her squeal of delight tightened his shaft.
“Before we renew our carnal acquaintance, I must ask—”

“Yes.” She wrapped her arms
around his shoulders.

He snorted in amusement. “Yes, what?”
Perhaps he wasn’t quite as healed as he thought.

“Yes, I will marry you.”
Elizabeth dropped a kiss to his chin. “As soon as you can arrange
it.” Her smile was blinding, and his heart swelled.

“Are you forcing my hand,
love?” Rafe swept his fingers down her spine and when he came to
the sweet curve of her backside, he pulled her tighter against his
growing manhood. Damnation, but she felt good.

“No, for you want this life
as much as I do.”

Life, forever, with her, the woman
who’d always remained out of reach. Was it any wonder why he loved
her to distraction? “That I do.” On the verge of every dream he’d
had coming true, he trembled. “I love you.” He kissed her so
thoroughly that his mind spun. Dizzy, he pulled away with a grin.
“You’ll make a wonderful countess.”

“I think so too, for I do
have knack for managing people.”

“Absolutely.” He peppered
her lips with baby-fine kisses. “You are a natural-born leader, and
I am incredibly grateful to have you by my side.”

There was no more talking, for he
communed with her by way of kisses. Soon, they were both naked, and
he explored every inch of her skin with lips, tongue and teeth
until they both panted and moaned with need. When she returned the
favor, Rafe’s hold on his control slipped.

He tumbled her to the mattress once
more, and when she was on her back, he took her hands in his,
pressing them to the pillow above her head. “Ah, Lizzy, I lose
myself in you entirely too quickly,” he murmured as he fit the tip
of his aching length to her slick opening. “I never knew I was
hungry until I tasted you—quite literally.”

“That is as it should be.”
Elizabeth wriggled her hips and he slid inside her soothing heat,
inch by inch until he was fully seated. Her moan of appreciation
blended with his. “I don’t wish for a man who doesn’t match my
passions.”

The future glimmered before him full
of unlimited possibilities, and he fell all over again.

Rafe moved with slow, gentle strokes
designed to prolong the joining, but Elizabeth wanted none of that.
She squeezed his hands and angled her hips, wrapping her legs
around his waist. Her eyes demanded that he deliver more. He
chuckled, kissed her and teased her tongue with his, while he
increased his thrusts until they settled into a frantic
pace.

Harder and harder he pushed. As it
always was between them, passion ignited, caught him in its vortex,
consumed him. Sweat broke out over his skin despite the relative
coolness of the room. She met him, matched his every movement, and
all too soon his stones tingled, lifted, and heated need raced
through his length. Elizabeth shattered in his arms, and as she
fell into release, his name like a litany on her lips, and the
contractions rocking her body pulled him into his own.

Waves of pleasure crashed over him.
Rafe ground his hips into hers in an effort to extend the exquisite
torture, but there was a lifetime ahead to enjoy what was between
them. Finally, he collapsed into the softness of her curves. He
wrapped his arms around her and held her, content to revel in the
tactile feel of her and the fact she was completely his.

When the room stopped spinning and the
brilliant starburst behind his eyes faded, he sighed. On his side,
he snuggled into her while she did the same to him, their bodies
pressed intimately together.

“How did I manage to
finally win you?” he mused and nuzzled the place where her neck
joined her shoulder. It seemed all too unreal. It had been a
hard-fought battle, and he’d survived.

“You were yourself instead
of trying to be something or someone you assumed I wanted.” She
placed a lazy kiss to the base of his throat while she drew vague
outlines up and down his spine.

Shivers followed in her wake. “Hmm, I
seem to remember you were afraid of what I am.” He couldn’t resist
teasing her.

Her huff of mock-annoyance ruffled the
hair on his chest and left tickles behind. “I’m not anymore. I
welcome everything that you are, because, in the end, you are
exactly the sort of fairytale hero I dreamed of marrying.” The dear
woman inclined her chin and turned her head, blatantly offering him
her neck. “Bite me and seal the deal, as it were.”

Dear Lord.
His heart stuttered. She was a temptress and the
support he’d needed all his life. Coming to terms with his beastly
half wasn’t as depressing when he had her to help him. He looked
forward to discovering every facet and secret she held. “Perhaps I
will,” Rafe murmured, and as he fit her more comfortably in his
embrace, his fangs elongated. “Do you require enthrallment?” It was
a new world, this one in which Lizzy loved him.

“I do not, for I’m
thoroughly captivated by you.” Elizabeth slipped a hand to his nape
and guided him down. Gently, and with incredible care for the gift
she now willingly gave, Rafe punctured her neck, sank his fangs
deep into her skin and found the artery he sought. He groaned when
the warm thickness of her blood spilled into his mouth, and he
drank his fill.

With a tiny sigh of ecstasy, she fell
into bliss and went pliant in his hold.

He smiled against her skin. Never
would he tire of being with her in every way that mattered. It was
a weighty responsibility, and one he would meet with grace and
strength as long as she was by his side.

After a preemptory mewl, the kitten
jumped onto the bed, purring, and then made herself comfortable on
his shoulder as he finished his task.

Later, when Elizabeth came to, he held
her close, the kitten on his hip. “How do we tell Donovan what has
transpired?” It was the last holdout to true happiness.

She yawned. “I shall think of
something.”

“Happy Christmas, Lizzy.”
Rafe pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“One of many.” She burrowed
tighter against him. “Happy Christmas, Rafe.”
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Christmas Day






The next morning, just past the dawn,
Rafe and Elizabeth met with Donovan in his study. His skin crawled
with nerves, but he gripped Lizzy’s hand all the harder as they
approached the duke.

“Do you have a moment to
spare, Your Grace, before festivities begin?” He hadn’t spoken to
his friend since that long-ago night when Donovan had forbidden him
from courting his sister.

The duke snorted. “Is there something
urgent that cannot wait until after breakfast?” His brown eyes bore
into Rafe’s. “I did wish for a run before the city
awakens.”

“Understandable.” Rafe
nodded. He plunged ahead, refusing to dawdle. “Elizabeth and I are
engaged.” When he glanced at her and she smiled, he straightened
his spine and continued. “We plan to marry as soon as possible.
Despite your warnings and displeasure.” He paused, considering his
next words, and her hand in his bolstered his courage. No matter
what other obstacles awaited, they’d meet them together. “We are in
love, Your Grace, and would like your blessing on the union, but we
do not need it to proceed.”

There, let fate take care of the rest.
He’d said his peace.

Long moments, marked by the chime of
the long-case clock in the drawing room, passed as Donovan glared.
Then, he laughed, and his whole demeanor changed into one of jovial
goodwill. Gone was the forbidding duke.

Rafe gawked at his friend. He
exchanged a look with Elizabeth, who shrugged, her eyes holding the
same bewilderment that he felt. “I beg your pardon, Donovan, but
are you quite well?”

“Yes.” The duke continued
to laugh. Then he sobered and wiped his streaming eyes. “It’s about
damn time you got together with my sister.”

“What?” Both Rafe and
Elizabeth exclaimed together.

“You are the two most
stubborn people.” With another snicker, Donovan rose from his
chair. He came around the desk toward them. “I realized you would
suit years ago, but you are complete rubes when it comes to
expressing your feelings. So, I helped. I knew that if I forbade
it, you would find a way.”

“I… I…” Rafe floundered as
if he were a caught trout.

Beside him, Elizabeth stiffened. “You
are quite cruel, Donovan.” She let go of Rafe’s hand in order to
close the distance between her and the duke where she drilled a
fingertip into her brother’s chest. “What of Lord Rockingham? You
truly wanted him for me.”

“That was poor judgment on
my part, and in some ways, I thought that pushing the marquess in
your direction, it might prompt Rafe to make a move.”

“Well, it worked rather
poorly on your part. The Cursed Lords are now known to men just
like him. You’ll be hunted.”

Hard determination glittered in
Donovan’s eyes. “Let those men bring their worse. We’ll be
ready.”

“I’ll never let you forget
what your meddling almost cost me.” Then she frowned. “Am I a
fugitive of the law now that I killed Rockingham?”

“No, little sister.”
Donovan collected her into a hug. When he released her, he said,
“After explanations to Bow Street, and after they investigated the
scene in Hyde Park as well as the tavern room in the Dials, they
deemed the death in self-defense. The matter is closed, especially
since they have now found the murderer of those two unfortunate
women.”

“No doubt it is, especially
with a bit of ducal influence,” Rafe said softly. “But I thank you
heartily for it.” He extended a hand. “Can I assume our feud is
over?” Was it possible that he’d won the woman he loved and
retained his best friend?

“Absolutely. The fight was
somewhat manufactured, but I did worry you might harm by
sister.”

“I won’t, on this I give
you my word.”

“I can see you’re in
earnest, so please don’t fear my rage.” Donovan shook the offered
hand and then reeled him in for a hug of his own. “God, I’ve missed
you, Rogue. It’s been hell these weeks without you,” he murmured,
his voice choked with emotion. “When I figured out what had
happened, suspected that black-guard Rockingham, and it was feared
you would die…”

“But I did not.” Rafe
pulled away with suspicious moisture in his eyes. “Thanks to
Elizabeth.”

“It was fortunate I was
taught to shoot.” Lizzy tugged at his hand. She smiled at the both
of them. “Now do you understand that I can take care of myself and
make my own decisions?”

“All too well.” Donovan
clapped a hand on Rafe’s shoulder. “She’s your problem now, old
chap.”

“I rather like to think
she’s my challenge, and one I cannot wait to undertake.” Rafe slid
an arm about her waist and pulled her close. “It is my privilege to
do so.”

“Don’t you ever forget it,”
she murmured before he stopped any more words with a tender kiss to
her lips.

“Not a chance.” Rafe
grinned once finished. He couldn’t help it. He’d gained everything
he wanted from life.

Then Elizabeth’s stomach rumbled and
everyone laughed.

“Let’s do justice to what
is sure to be a delightful Christmas breakfast. Afterward, we’ll
tell the duchess our joyous news,” Rafe suggested without taking
his attention from her.

Elizabeth looked at him
with heat in her gaze. “Unless you wish to return to bed. It
is early after all, and
Donovan said he wished for a run.”

The duke held up a hand. “Sister,
please. Have some respect for this most sacred of all days. I do
not wish to hear of your proclivity for carnal exploits with my
best friend.”

Rafe peered into her eyes, hoping she
read the wicked promise in his. “Breakfast first. You must keep up
your strength, after all.” Never had he been happier, and he
couldn’t wait to step into a future he’d only dreamed of. Love was
giving someone the power to destroy you, but trusting that they
would not.

And it made life that much
sweeter.






The End
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If you enjoyed this book,
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