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    Prologue


    Far, far to the north, where the days were long and the nights were longer, there lived a royal duke, strong and powerful. An immortal of the cruelest nature, he found sadistic pleasure in torturing and oppressing his people. And though not even an army of revolutionaries could kill him, it was the one human—his beloved mistress—who finally crept into his bedchamber and pierced his black heart.


    He left behind a son of a similar nature, though perhaps not quite as wicked. The son also grew tall and handsome. He did not incite a revolution like his father; however, he did stir a rebellion in his own home. He poisoned his wife’s heart with his betrayal and callousness. Again, he suffered a tragic end at the hands of a beloved.


    They, too, left behind a young son who grew even taller and more handsome than his father and grandfather before him. This duke did not inherit the will to be malicious. He swore to break the curse that hung heavy over his castle of Winter Hill, vowing to protect his people at all costs and to never marry. He knew his blood was tainted, but if he kept these promises, he could break the cycle of tragedy that cursed Winter Hill.


    What the young duke didn’t understand was that there was no curse to break. Except for the one mired in the fear and despair that haunted his steps in the grand halls of his castle. The only way to dispel this dark enchantment—his family’s bloody history and his legacy of wickedness—was true love itself.


    Only a lady with heart and soul as pure as snow could break through the ice and awaken the duke to his destiny.

  




  
    Chapter One


    “How can you know he’s telling the truth?” Brennalyn crossed her arms, frowning at the discovery her friend’s lover wasn’t the wealth of information she’d hoped for.


    Sylvia unclipped a clothespin from the line and peered from behind the white linen, a blush painting her cheeks as she whispered, “Because when he kicks his knickers off and crawls into me bed, he tells me everything he’s thinking.”


    “Sylvia,” Brennalyn yell-whispered, glancing around the servants’ yard where her friend hung the laundry each day.


    Sylvia laughed, folding the sheet and dropping it in her basket. “You should see your face, Brenna. Never seen your cheeks so pink.”


    Brenna rolled her eyes and glanced toward the sky. Night came quickly in wintertime and the sun already hung on the horizon like a ripe apple about to drop. She pulled her shawl tight around her shoulders, a dowdy but thick swathe of blue wool the children had given her on her last birthday.


    “Well, I wish you had some new information about the duke.”


    “Nay. No more to tell, I’m afraid.”


    “If there’s nothing else, I must go. They’ll be worried for me soon.”


    “Aye.” She unclipped another linen, dropping the clothespin in the pocket of her apron. “Let me walk you back through the servants’ quarters.”


    “Oh, no. I can make my way back. You’d best get your chore finished before night settles in. I kept you too long.”


    Sylvia frowned. “Are you sure? You remember the way?”


    “Yes, of course. Take a left at the end of the first corridor, then the next right and the next left.”


    Sylvia planted her hands on her hips. “Nay, Brenna. The opposite. Take a right, then a left then a right.”


    “Right,” said Brenna with a confirming nod. “I’ll see you at Terrington Hall on Saturday.”


    “Aye. On Saturday.”


    Brenna strode back across the yard and into the castle, her mind buzzing with the information she’d gleaned from Sylvia. It wasn’t much, but it was perplexing to say the least. Sylvia’s lover, who happened to be the duke’s closest servant, had told her that his master despised the crown. And that he despised his uncle, King Dominik of Izeling, ruler of the north, most of all. The servant also claimed that as his human servant, the duke treated him with great respect.


    This news was completely unexpected and went against everything she believed about the royals and the aristocratic class. It had been her firm belief that they were united in oppressing the peasantry, in keeping them under their boot heels and under their control. But the more she learned about the vampire duke, the more confused she became about her theories of the class system.


    Since she’d arrived here three years ago and settled in as schoolteacher of Terrington, the quaint village below Winter Hill, she’d learned that the duke ruling over this region wasn’t at all what she’d expected. Well, excepting the fact he had a reputation with the ladies—both the noble and the working class. She couldn’t mention his name without one of them swooning. Especially if they’d had the pleasure of a night with him as his bleeder.


    Revolting. She took a left at the end of the corridor.


    Though she had to admit, on the two occasions she’d met him, her knees had weakened at his sultry gaze. He had a way of charming a woman while also making her incapable of normal speech. She’d blamed it on too much time in the classroom with children and not enough out on the town enjoying herself with adult company, which was why she was determined to attend this weekend’s winter harvest ball at Terrington Hall. And perhaps even dance a little and enjoy herself.


    Turning right, she walked through an unfamiliar foyer. Glancing left then right, she chose the wider passage on the left, which ended at an outer door. She smiled. She must’ve gotten turned about, but this would lead out the front of the castle anyway. She opened the door and stepped out into a closed courtyard, her smile dying on her lips.


    Six young women turned to face her. One of them she recognized as the pretty maid who worked at the haberdashery. The others looked familiar as well, though she wasn’t exactly a socialite and couldn’t place them.


    “Miss Snow,” said the sweet blonde whose name escaped her. “What are you doing here?”


    Heavens, she couldn’t tell any of them what she was truly doing there. Spying on the duke would earn her a swift jaunt in the town jail. Or worse. Into his dungeon.


    “Hello. What a surprise to see you here.”


    “A surprise to see me?” She stepped closer with a kind smile. “After our last meeting, I’m quite surprised to see you here.”


    The other women eyed Brenna in her plain gray frock and sad little shawl as if she were an insect that had just landed on their favorite meat pie. She ignored them and tried to figure out what was going on and what her last conversation had been about at the haberdashery.


    Oh. She had tsked about two noble ladies discussing the virility of the Duke of Winter Hill, wondering how good his stamina was compared to mortal men. Brenna had made a snarky comment at their exit about noble breeding not being all that noble.


    “Miss Margaret, is it?”


    “Marianne,” she corrected.


    Brenna scanned the courtyard, searching for an outer gate. “You don’t happen to know the way out, do you?”


    The young woman was about to speak when the door wrenched open behind them. Every lady spun and stared at the man in the doorframe. Brenna knew him to be Sylvia’s lover, Grant. A tall man with a fine physique and an assessing green gaze, which swept the lot of them and landed on her.


    “Miss Snow.” He said her name with such finality she thought she heard the death knell on the wind. “If you will follow me, please.”


    “I—”


    “Right this way.” He stepped aside and commanded her to follow with a gesture of his hand.


    She swallowed hard, finding the other ladies had wilted when he called her name. What were they all doing there anyway? Was there a new position to be had among the servants? But one of the ladies was an aristocrat’s daughter. Strange.


    “Now. Miss Snow.”


    She jumped and launched quickly through the door. He motioned to another house servant, a young man waiting in the foyer. “Send the others away.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “If you will follow me, Miss Snow.” His dark eyes pierced her with a challenge, as if he knew she wanted to bolt for the door, whichever direction that might be. But there was nothing she could do now other than face the reality that she’d been caught poking around looking for information about the duke. He was indeed Sylvia’s lover. Had he overheard them talking? Had he forced her to confess why Brenna came so often to visit Sylvia at the castle?


    Her plan to discover all she could and finally make contact with the Black Lily in the south had come to a sudden halt. Reggie had tried himself, but by the time he’d made his way to the village of Sylus, the locals told him that the Black Lily was gone. Their leader, Arabelle, had fled with the prince and her band of revolutionaries. He left quickly when Legionnaires of the Glass Tower suspected him as a stranger in their region.


    Reggie was a postman’s boy she’d tutored back in Korinth. Now a young man, he was hell-bent on joining the revolution and fighting to break the caste system, for a cause she’d lectured to him about so many times during their lessons. Without direct contact with the resistance, Brenna had decided to finally put her inheritance sitting in the basement and her inborn talent to good use. Thus far, she was proud of what little she could do. Until the day she could leave and seek out the Black Lily herself. This was a difficult task with so many children to care for.


    Clasping her hands together at the front, her chin up, she followed him out of the foyer into an open hall where the walls rocketed high, the ornate vaulted ceilings bracing the sculpted columns. She’d never seen this part of the castle, which made her realize she’d gotten herself quite lost on the way out. She’d only ever been in the servants’ quarters.


    Following Grant up a wide staircase lined with a crimson carpet, she marveled at the tall, thin pointed windows on one wall, the fading light shining through the stained glass. The myriad hues of color would be beautiful on a sunny day, but winter allowed few of those. And she’d never come back here again anyway. If she got out of here alive.


    Likely, the man who strode ahead of her had found Sylvia right after Brenna had left and interrogated the truth out of her. Though her friend, Sylvia might be persuaded to confess that Brenna had been asking too many questions about the duke, his place in the royal family, and his opinions on the underground resistance called the Black Lily. The question was, what would he do with her now?


    Grant led her down a long corridor on the second floor, also lined with beautiful stained-glass windows depicting lovely scenes: a deer splashing across a brook, a maid walking in a rose garden, a man on horseback standing in the shade of an oak tree. Distracted by the scenery, she nearly walked right into her escort’s chest as he stood in front of an open door, gesturing for her to enter.


    “Oh. Might I ask—”


    “Enter, Miss Snow.”


    She frowned. How in the world did Sylvia find him amorous? He was the most stern, unfriendly man she’d ever met. Despite his good looks.


    “Very well.” She steeled her spine for whatever consequences came. Everything she did was for the good of the Black Lily and the people. And her children. She calmed herself and tried not to look guilty. Then her breath whooshed right out of her lungs.


    Standing before a fire near a small, square dining table, in a fine black suit, was the tall figure of the Duke of Winter Hill. He swirled a glass of amber liquor in one hand, his other tucked casually in his pocket as if he had not just welcomed a spy into his parlor. His brown hair brushed his shoulders, burnished chestnut by the firelight. His perfectly formed lips tilted in a devilish smile, and his sapphire-blue eyes were fixed directly on her.


    “Please, have a seat, Miss Snow.”


    The door clicked behind her and she flinched. They were alone.


    “Oh, well, I can see that you’re expecting company for dinner. I don’t want to keep you, Your Grace. I’ll stand.”


    He glanced at the table, then back at her, and chuckled, the dark sound winding her belly into a tight knot. She didn’t know what that look meant as he regarded her in silence, but it made her want to melt into the carpet and disappear.


    “Come.” A command. “Sit with me.” Not a request.


    So, here it was. Interrogation by firelight in his pretty parlor. Perhaps he planned to use his charms to get the truth out of her. Fine. She was ready. She was her father’s daughter and could outwit any vampire if she held herself together.


    Smoothing her skirts, she took a seat on the blue velvet chaise, clasping her hands demurely in her lap. Then His High and Mighty sat next to her, leaned back, and spread his arm along the sofa, his fingers ghosting the locks of her hair. Planting his feet apart, his body angled toward her, he set his tumbler on the farthest knee, and the other brushed her skirt.


    No. She was not ready. The man swallowed up her personal space, demanding her attention like a thunderclap reminding one it was about to storm. Just in case one hadn’t noticed when the earth shook.


    She inched to the side, but there was nowhere left to go. And since she didn’t know how much Sylvia had revealed, she kept her peace, waiting for him to start. She stared at her lap, pretending to be enamored with a wrinkle in her skirt, smoothing it repeatedly.


    “Miss Snow. You are my guest for dinner.”


    She nearly choked on her own tongue, her gaze snapping to his. “What?”


    “I have to admit,” he added casually. “After our few meetings in the schoolhouse, I never expected to find you in Winter Hill’s Rose Courtyard. Not someone like you.”


    He raised his glass, the ice tinkling, and let the rim rest against his bottom lip. Brenna was riveted, watching his sensuous mouth as it slid into a broad smile, two sharp canines protruding, then he took a swallow. He put the glass atop his knee again, tapping his forefinger with his silver signet ring bearing a lion emblazoned in onyx. A lion indeed. Dragging away her inappropriate ogling gaze, she pried the question lingering in her half-stupefied brain to the forefront.


    “The Rose Courtyard?”


    “I have a few questions first before we…move on. It’s customary.”


    Move on? Move on to what? Her mind reeled, trying to make sense of what was happening, then his question dropped her jaw to the floor.


    “Afterward, would you care to have sex and stay the night?”


    A flood of heat rushed up her chest and neck into her cheeks. She tried to process what he’d just asked her. His gaze roamed over her face and farther down, hovering at her neckline. He took another swallow of his drink, slowly and deliberately, as he studied her throat, the simple act so erotic she couldn’t breathe.


    “P-pardon?” Her voice squeaked on a high note.


    “Sex. Tonight. After we both have dinner.” He wasn’t at all flustered. Quite the opposite. He might as well have asked her if she wanted a cup of tea.


    The Rose Courtyard. Realization slapped her in the face with frightening clarity. She’d just stumbled onto the duke’s weekly selection for a bleeder. Of all the clumsy moments in her life—of which there were many—she had to choose tonight of all nights to get lost in the vampire duke’s castle.


    “I can see you are undecided,” he continued. “Perhaps I’m moving ahead too quickly.”


    He touched her hair again. On purpose. She didn’t pull away and began reciting in her head from the great poet Kalphus in order to remain calm.


    He shifted, his leg grazing her knee. “Are you married?”


    “No.” The lie spilled easily.


    “Good. Any lovers?”


    Brenna’s palms were sweating where she curled them tightly together in her lap. This was certainly an interrogation, but not the kind she’d expected. And now here she was, trying to figure out how to get out of this without giving away the real reason she’d been here, snooping around his castle.


    He tapped his signet ring with a soft tink…tink against the glass. “It’s important you answer the question, though I understand it’s quite personal.”


    “Why is it important?” she asked in a tiny voice.


    He’d taken a lock of her hair and was twining it loosely around one finger. Brenna’s spine was so stiff she thought it might crack if she moved an inch.


    “Because sharing your blood with me is an intimate act. I only take bleeders who are completely and utterly free. In order to avoid messy complications with jealous lovers, of course.”


    Brenna clenched her hands in her skirt, her heart pounding like that of a hunted doe. There was no possible way to conceal her chest rising and falling too quickly.


    “So I ask again, Miss Snow. Do you have any lovers?”

  




  
    Chapter Two


    Mmm. Miss Snow. She looked absolutely delicious, even in that horrific frock, and especially since he’d knocked her completely off-center. Raven-black hair, cream-white skin, rosebud lips that were slightly parted as she tried to catch her breath. He longed to lean forward and open her mouth wider with his own to get a good, long taste.


    To say Friedrich was delighted to see her accidentally stumble into the Rose Courtyard was an understatement. And now she looked like a sweet little kitten who’d tumbled into the lion’s den, all bright-eyed and startled. He was more than ready to play.


    He knew why she’d come to the castle. She’d been here on at least three other occasions. He’d told Grant what information to let slip to his woman, Sylvia. He wasn’t sure what Miss Snow’s involvement with the Black Lily was, but he sure as hell planned to find out. With his uncle, King Dominik, sending his own spies to watch him, he’d take no chances which side she was on till he was absolutely certain. If she’d been coerced to spy for his uncle—or worse, been bitten and was under the influence of his powerful elixir of persuasion—Friedrich aimed to discover it. A miscalculation could mean his own death.


    Two times, he’d visited the schoolhouse in Terrington. Once, a sweet little blonde girl had painted a black lily and mentioned that an unknown “she” would save them all. Miss Snow had tried to swiftly cover for the girl’s wild imagination as she’d called it. The second visit was shortly after he’d left the Glass Tower, seeking more information on this rising resistance. But the only thing he got was an earful of his shortcomings as duke of the region since the children suffered most. Specifically, the many orphans she taught. She was feisty, impertinent, and stubborn. And fine, passionate, and clever. She was also uniquely beautiful. Like a rare night flower that only bloomed under the moon—so cool and dark and white.


    And now he’d finally caught her in a position out of her control. He should be merciful and offer her some sort of escape. She wasn’t there to offer herself as a bleeder. But how long would she uphold this pretense to avoid telling him the truth? Would she go through with it? His fangs ached at the thought. He was enjoying this far too much to let her slip through the net easily.


    “Are you well, Miss Snow?” He twined a silky lock of hair around his finger, tugging softly to remind her he was there. “Oh, I see.” He took one of her dainty hands in both of his, resting them on his knee as he stroked her knuckles. “I apologize. This will be your first time as a bleeder, won’t it?”


    She had the widest, sweetest brown eyes. Warm and innocent, but also intelligent. They suited her well. Always keen and searching. Except now. He’d knocked her senseless with his untoward questions. He might’ve felt guilty if he wasn’t enjoying the sound of her hummingbird heartbeat pulsing in that slender, pale throat of hers.


    “Do not worry,” he assured her, brushing the pad of his thumb over her knuckles again, noting that her palm was sweaty against his fingers. “The prick is a little painful. At first. But you’ll only remember the pleasure.” Then he smiled, and those guileless eyes widened even further, her lips forming a surprised O, which made his cock stiffen in his trousers. “And I will be gentle. I promise.” The first time anyway.


    She tugged her hand free and shot to her feet, letting her shawl fall to the chaise then paced toward the hearth. “Your Grace. There is something I must tell you.”


    “Oh?”


    “I—I did not come here to be your bleeder tonight.”


    “You didn’t?” He tried to sound surprised.


    “No.” She turned to face him and lifted her delicate chin. “It was the only way I thought I could meet with you privately with your busy schedule.”


    “Really? I certainly would’ve made time for you if you’d only asked.”


    She winced. It was a lame excuse. She stumbled forward anyway.


    “I wanted to speak to you…about the children.”


    “Your pupils? What about them?”


    “They um. I mean, that is, we uh”—she stopped her pacing as if she’d finally figured it out and turned resolutely, eyes bright—“we need a new stove.”


    “A new stove.”


    “Yes. A new wood stove for warmth.”


    He stood and moved toward her with unhurried steps, holding her gaze. Propping an arm on the mantel, he realized how much larger he was than her. So petite yet curvy in the right places. He could wrap both hands around her waist and touch his fingers on both sides. Yet even as he towered over her, she didn’t back away. Rather the opposite, that impertinent chin lifted higher. Wonderful.


    “What you’re telling me,” he continued, noting the delicate lines of her collarbone as her breath quickened, “is that you volunteered yourself at the Rose Courtyard in the hopes that I might choose you for the night, because you wanted my undivided attention to ask me to provide the schoolhouse with a new wood stove.”


    She squeezed her eyes shut for one second then opened them. “Yes. And, well, to be quite honest, we need new flooring as well. You see, the winters are so cold and the old building is drafty. The children can hardly focus on reading or their sums when they’re freezing.”


    While he thought at first this was a ruse, the sincerity in her expression told him it was not. His wayward thoughts flicked to the children, his gut clenching at the idea of them fighting to keep warm. It was his responsibility to maintain and look after the welfare of the village schoolhouse, as well as the post office, the town hall, and the courthouse.


    “I’ll send workers at dawn. The renovation will be complete in three days. You’ll instruct the children’s parents not to send them until it is done. Understood?”


    Her eyes widened impossibly more. She nodded. “Th-thank you.”


    “But know this, kitten.” He lifted his hand and curled his fingers around her delicate neck, resting his thumb on her collarbone. Leaning close to her ear, he grazed his lips on the small shell. “I know this is not the reason you came here tonight.” Unable to resist, he swiped his tongue at the spot below her ear. Her soft whimper made his cock press painfully against his trousers. “I’ll get the words I want from your sweet mouth. I’ll get a whole lot more before we’re finally done.” He opened his lips and gave her a tender, suckling kiss on her rose-in-winter scented skin, stifling a groan.


    He stood straight, still improperly close, staring down while visions of her pale, beautiful body writhing beneath him, his fangs and cock deep inside her, threatened to overwhelm him. That wasn’t his original goal when he’d seen her in the courtyard and decided to play with the straight-and-narrow Miss Snow. But now that he’d stolen a brief taste, he knew himself well enough to know she had no chance of escape now.


    “Grant!”


    The man stepped inside in a blink. “Your Grace?”


    Still holding her shocked gaze, he ordered, “Get Mixon to bring a carriage around and escort Miss Snow home safely.”


    “Yes, Your Grace. Miss Snow, if you’ll follow me.”


    She broke from their trance and turned robotically for the door. Before she reached it, he stopped her.


    “Miss Snow.”


    She froze but didn’t turn. Lifting her shawl from where it had fallen, he stepped up behind her and wrapped the ends across her chest, squeezing her arms and holding her within his embrace for a moment before he dipped his mouth to her ear again.


    “Good night, kitten. Sweet dreams.”


    She made not a sound. All he heard was the rapid thrumming of her birdlike pulse, confirming his effect on her was more than she let on.


    He released her and watched as she scurried out the door without a backward glance. Grant arched a brow at him. Friedrich chuckled.


    “Report back after you see her home.”


    “Yes, Your Grace.” Then he disappeared after her.


    He wanted a full accounting of her life for the hunt ahead. She wasn’t the kind of woman to give herself easily. But she’d never known a man or vampire like him. He always got what he wanted. And right now, he wanted nothing more in the wide world than the complete and absolute submission of the lovely Miss Snow.

  




  
    Chapter Three


    “Seven?” Friedrich could hardly believe it as he leaned back in his desk chair.


    “Aye,” said Grant with a grin. “Seven children.”


    “But bloody hell, how? She can’t be more than five and twenty years old.” She’d have to had started having children when she was a young teenager. “And what sorry excuse of a man would saddle her with seven children?”


    “She’s twenty-three,” added Grant. “And she gave birth to none of them.”


    Friedrich took in his amused grin, realization dawning. He wanted to throttle the man. “You bloody bastard. I was about to go hunt down the man who couldn’t keep his cock in his pants long enough for her to breathe.”


    Grant laughed. “That’s a lie. You wanted to kill the man for beating you to it.”


    Friedrich couldn’t deny it. “I take it those are the orphans she scorned me about a month ago.”


    “Aye.”


    “She has a house large enough for them all? What kind of salary do I pay the schoolteacher anyway?” His estate manager, Henley, handled the organization and salary payments for local businesses he supported as part of the dukedom.


    “She doesn’t make enough to keep the house she has with that many children on her own.” Grant’s jovial demeanor melted into a serious one. “But I have an idea where she may be getting more money.”


    “I don’t like that look. Tell me.”


    “I’ve been watching the house for a fortnight now as you asked. Ever since the second time she asked Sylvia for information. I stay till ten every night. Last night, as I was about to leave, she had a late visitor.” Grant’s gaze shifted away from him. Not good.


    “Out with it.”


    “It was a man. But not one from around here.”


    A flame of anger licked up Friedrich’s spine. He knew it was jealousy, which only made him angrier. An unfamiliar emotion. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted a woman he couldn’t have the instant he desired her. Actually, he wasn’t sure he’d experienced envy for the sake of a woman. Ever. How peculiar.


    “Go on. Tell me what you know.”


    Grant leaned forward, elbows on knees. “He came at ten and left promptly at midnight. She fussed about him at the door. Tucked his traveling pack closed, made sure his coat collar was tight about his neck. The older daughter stood at the door with her, then he was off.”


    That was somewhat of a relief. This man didn’t feel an ounce of what Friedrich felt for her if he said farewell without even a kiss. Still, the fact that another man was paying late-night visits set his blood boiling. It didn’t bode well for the hunt if she was in a settled relationship.


    “How do you know he wasn’t from around here?”


    “I know everyone from Terrington.”


    “What did he look like?”


    “Tall. Black hair. Not a big fellow, but not small, either. Maybe a field hand somewhere in another town. I figure he might help her with the expenses for the young ones, maybe. Or he travels and picks up jobs where he can. That pack of his looked like it had gotten some use, and he seemed accustomed to being on the move.”


    “Which direction was he headed?” asked Friedrich, not liking this tall, dark fellow at all.


    “He took the west road. Toward Ferriday.”


    Friedrich tapped his forefinger bearing his signet ring on the desk. “So we have a schoolteacher who moved here three years ago shortly after her father died in Korinth. She has money or some income to keep a large house big enough for seven children whom she clothes and feeds while also holding a position as our local schoolteacher. And she has a mysterious man who visits on occasion in the secret of night.”


    Grant gave a deep nod. “That about sums it up.”


    “And where is she now?”


    He shrugged. “I imagine she’s at the schoolhouse. Been there every day since the renovations started.”


    “Good.” Friedrich launched to his feet and started moving. “It’s about time I checked in on the renovations myself.”


    Once mounted on his favorite horse, an Arkadian-bred stallion named Ramiel, he tore out of the castle gates toward Terrington. A clean sheet of snow blanketed the rolling hills and dusted the trees lining the road down into the village beneath Winter Hill. His dukedom extended as far west as Ferriday and east to Millerville.


    Terrington was a pretty town with white-washed stone buildings and dark thatched rooves, the shutters painted bright red—the color of his arms as well as that of King Dominik—starkly contrasting with the stone and almost constant snow. This far north, there were very few months without a layer upon the ground.


    Slowing Ramiel as he trotted through town, he tipped his hat to those bustling here and there.


    “Mornin’, Your Grace,” called the town bailiff with the tip of his hat, his silver-white hair shining.


    “Morning, Mr. Kerrigan.”


    Smoke unfurled from every chimney. The people were smiling. Terrington seemed untouched by the darkness of the blood madness Marius had told him had infected the region around the imperial palace, the Glass Tower. And yet, Miss Snow’s orphans puzzled him. What happened to their parents? He’d need many conversations with the lovely schoolteacher to determine whether his region had in fact been touched by this vampire disease taking root and stealing innocent human lives. He trotted past the milliner’s shop, the last as the road broadened and forked onto homesteads. The red-painted schoolhouse was a bright beacon in a land of white, fields rolling away behind it. One loan elm tree, naked of any leaves, stood in the front yard. Underneath this tree, masons gathered for what appeared to be their break for luncheon. Head mason, George Dawson, nodded with a smile at his approach. Friedrich dismounted and wrapped the reins on the hitching post.


    “Good morning, Your Grace. Come to see our progress?”


    “Yes. How is the work coming along?”


    “All finished,” he said with pride. “In three days as you requested.”


    George was a young man, much too young to be head mason, but his father, who was the former head, died from a fever last year and the Masonry Guild voted him to be the best for the position.


    “Great work. And Miss Snow, has she been to see the results?”


    “Miss Snow?” The man’s eyes lit up, his smile creasing wider with a nervous laugh. No, an infatuated one. “Oh, yes. She’s been here every day. Restocking books now,” he said with a look of longing toward the schoolhouse.


    “Good day, then.” He strode to the front porch.


    It seemed Miss Snow had another admirer. And why wouldn’t she? Beautiful didn’t describe her properly. Lovely. Stunning, more like. The contrast of her pale skin, dark hair, and red lips could make a man lose his senses. Her petite frame belied the sweet curves she hid beneath that horrible gray frock she always wore, covering too much of her breasts and not showing enough of the rounded hips he detected when she walked and her skirts moved with her feminine sway. What was even more attractive was her complete obliviousness to her effect on the opposite sex. She had no idea what men were thinking when they laid eyes on her. But he did. He glared back at the head mason still staring at the schoolhouse.


    Taking the steps in one bound, he was up and across the porch and through the door when he suddenly felt like he’d been hurled into a brick wall. There she was across the room on her hands and knees, pert, round ass in the air as she stacked books on the bottom shelf. His cock went stone hard in an instant. His fangs pricked.


    “Good morning, Miss Snow.”


    She started and looked over her shoulder. Now that position gave him all manner of filthy ideas. Then she was on her feet, wiping her hands in the apron she wore over her ghastly gray frock. Her dark hair was pulled back as usual. He longed to see it down around her shoulders. Her naked shoulders. One day.


    As he moved closer, he sensed the steady rise in her heart rate.


    “Your Grace.” She dipped in a curtsy, her hands still wringing out her apron. “I can’t thank you enough for the renovations.” A smudge of dirt smeared the apple of her cheek.


    “My pleasure.” He held her lovely brown gaze for a moment before walking along the shelves. “And do they all meet with your approval?” He sighted the larger heating furnace he had installed in the corner near her desk, pleased that it seemed to warm the room nicely.


    “Oh, yes. I can’t feel a chill at all under my feet. The children will be delighted.”


    Joy suffused her voice. A pretty blush flushed her cheeks.


    “I am happy you are happy.” He found that to be true more than mere polite conversation.


    She cleared her throat and smoothed her apron. “Well, thank you for checking in. As you can see, the renovations are superb.”


    Stepping closer, “Are you dismissing me, Miss Snow?”


    Brown eyes widened. She kept her ground as he moved into her personal space. “No, no. Of course not.” She watched him raise his hand but didn’t flinch away.


    “I’d like to speak with you further about the school.” He lightly cupped her face and swiped the dirt from her cheek with his thumb before dropping his hand. “And the orphans you’ve mentioned.”


    She edged backward, gripping the lip of her desk with one hand. “You would?” Her brows raised.


    “Is that surprising?”


    She arched a brow curiously as if inspecting an unfamiliar creature. “It’s just that I presumed a man of your importance would have better things to do.”


    He was sure her emphasis on the word “importance” bore a sarcastic lilt though her face remained passive and pleasant.


    “Though it may come as a surprise, the well-being of the children of Terrington and their education is important to me.”


    She let go of the desk and clasped her hands demurely before her, glancing upward as she recalled something from memory. “The philosopher Grimmstone once said, ‘The wise man keeps time where his heart truly lies.’” She shot him a challenging smirk.


    “Ah. So he did.” He tried to conceal his fangs thickening in his mouth. Her sauciness only enticed him more. “Grimmstone also said, ‘A lady full of wit hides a tiger beneath. Best beware, gentlemen, or feel the prick of sharp teeth.’”


    A pink blush flushed up her neckline, but she held her tongue.


    “No retort, Miss Snow?”


    She arched a slender, dark brow. “I suppose we could recite philosophy to one another all day, Your Grace. But the truth remains, you are a royal duke with certain responsibilities. Perhaps if the lowly peasantry had more control over their own well-being, we wouldn’t seek to bother you up on Winter Hill.”


    Sharp teeth, indeed.


    They held each other’s gaze, neither saying a word.


    The stomping of boots sounded on the porch and through the door.


    “Pardon me, Your Grace.” Mikhail, captain of the Bloodguard—mercenaries Friedrich had hired to replace the Legionnaires he once kept to fortify Winter Hill—stopped at attention with a tight bow.


    “What is it, Captain?”


    “Your uncle, King Dominik, has just arrived at the castle.” Mikhail’s pale complexion and dark hair were made more striking in contrast to the full-black attire he wore like the rest of his guard. “He requests your presence. At once.”


    The mere mention of his name changed the air in the room. Brennalyn tensed, her gaze narrowing. That response boded well for him. He didn’t believe her to be in league with his uncle or worse, the queen, but he couldn’t be sure. After having to dispose of the stableman who’d tried to betray him to the king regarding his two visitors a few weeks earlier, Friedrich could not be too careful.


    He’d provided a safe haven to Nikolai and Sienna, the two recruiting in the north for the army of the Black Lily. Even though they’d taken great precautions, the stableman had heard Grant take his prized horses out of their stalls in the dead of night and had caught a glimpse of the blond vampire and the beautiful cloaked woman before they saddled and disappeared into the night. If the stableman had gotten that message to the king, Friedrich would already be dead. Or worse, in a deep, bloodless sleep—a form of torture by which a vampire was starved, resulting in a coma.


    Friedrich set aside the fact he knew someone who had been suffering this agonizing fate for months. He took Miss Snow’s hand and swept a bow, brushing his lips across her knuckles. She tried to pull away, but he held fast, pretending he didn’t notice the flames of anger now painting her cheeks. She must hate King Dominik. Good.


    He smiled. She didn’t.


    “I will see you tomorrow then.”


    “Why, Your Grace?”


    “About the school. The children.”


    “Oh. Yes. Well, unless you’re indisposed.” He released her hand and she waved it in the air toward the general direction of Winter Hill.


    “I won’t be. I’ll have luncheon prepared for you at the castle.”


    “No, Your Grace.” She clasped her hands tightly before her, voice hard and unyielding. “I’ll be finished moving the books back into the schoolroom. We will meet here.”


    He smiled. A challenge. “Until tomorrow.”


    He joined Mikhail and three others from his guard waiting atop their mounts. An unexpected visit from Dominik wasn’t a good sign. Steeling his spine, he swung into the saddle and galloped back toward Winter Hill.

  




  
    Chapter Four


    King Dominik stood in the great hall near the man-sized fireplace lit only for feasts or balls—though there had been none of those at Winter Hill for an age. He held up Friedrich’s heirloom long-sword to the light coming from the window and studied it closely.


    Friedrich tamped down the fire burning in his belly. The king always rubbed him the wrong way. He noted that Dominik had already done away with the mourning band around his right arm. It hadn’t even been a month since his wife died.


    Mikhail and his second in command—his brother, Dmitri—followed him into the hall, taking up post at the entrance. The king had ten of his own royal guard in their sharp red-trimmed-in-black uniforms lining the walls—a chest-sized black dragon emblazoned on their torsos. As if the king could intimidate by having his red-eyed demonic sigil glaring at his enemies from every uniform, flag, and banner. It probably worked on most people. Not Friedrich.


    Next to the fireplace stood three coarse-looking vampires wearing black shirts bearing red cuffs on the sleeves. They watched the king with unwavering devotion, an unhinged look about their expressions.


    The raucous noise and laughter of the king’s troops stationed in his front courtyard grated against Friedrich’s nerves. He stalked across the gray marble floor, his boots echoing off the high ceilings, his steps sounding almost as angry as he truly was.


    “Your Majesty.” Fortunately, Friedrich was a good actor and a good liar. None of his ire leaked into his voice.


    Only when he was finally behind him did the king turn, his gaze still on the gleaming sword.


    “This is a magnificent weapon, Nephew.”


    He always liked to remind Friedrich that he was king and could touch or take whatever he wanted.


    “Yes. A family heirloom. My grandfather’s.”


    “Your grandfather…a great man.” Dominik’s ice-blue gaze finally cut toward him.


    Great? Not at all. But the cunning and malevolent man standing before him might think so, since they shared like minds.


    “Indeed.” He shifted subjects. “I am sorry for your loss, Your Majesty. Lana will be missed. She was a fine woman.”


    “Mmm. But not a strong one,” he added without a tremor of emotion for his newly dead wife. She’d died along with a stillborn son, leaving the king with only a frail daughter as an heir. Perhaps that was why he bore a countenance of restlessness.


    His uncle was a large man, equal to Friedrich in height, with the languid strength of a mountain lion ready to pounce. Ever since Friedrich had finally grown into manhood and could look him in the eye, he’d sensed the king’s subtle animosity toward him. Friedrich didn’t worship him or cower at his feet as others were wont to do.


    “How may I be of service to you, Uncle?” The man never paid courtesy calls.


    Dominik placed the point of the sword on the stone floor with a clink, casually palming the top of the hilt. The fact that he hadn’t returned the sword to its place on the wall drove an unnerving shiver up Friedrich’s spine.


    The king inhaled deeply, puffing out his massive chest. The man was built bigger and broader than most vampires of the Varis lineage. A cruel twist of fate, for he took pleasure in intimidating and playing with his inferiors before he crushed them. Fortunately, Friedrich was his loyal nephew. Or so Dominik believed. Friedrich had gone through great pains to ensure that he continued to believe so, even though he was close to the king’s brother, Marius, who had betrayed the crown by eloping with the leader of the resistance a few months earlier.


    “I come to speak of the Black Lily,” said the king, his dark voice grating, as if he were divining Friedrich’s thoughts.


    “Oh? How so?”


    “Have you any stirrings in Terrington?”


    “What, here? No. At least not that I know of.” When the king eyed him with a doubtful look, he went on. “One of my servants admitted that he’s heard of this Black Lily centered around the Glass Tower. But that is all. None of my people are involved.”


    Friedrich congratulated himself on how convincing a liar he truly was. His own pulse remained steady and calm while the king examined him with the glacial stare that had made lesser men piss their pants.


    Seeming to come to a conclusion, he flicked a hand out toward his lieutenant of the Legionnaires. “Kostya,” he snapped.


    The three vampires near the fireplace flinched at the sound of the lieutenant’s name. Friedrich tried to divine who these men were, but something told him he’d find out soon enough. He knew his uncle all too well. He did nothing without purpose. Displaying these men at their meeting who were not in Legionnaire uniforms but bearing his uncle’s colors was a purposeful move.


    Kostya, a snake of a man in his royal guard, stepped forward sharply and put a leaflet in the king’s free hand. The other still rested on the hilt of the sword as if it were his walking stick.


    “My troops have made sure these whisperings have come to an end in the north.”


    “Have they?” Friedrich slipped a hand casually in his pocket, his tone light as if they discussed the weather.


    The king’s mouth slid into a grin, but there was only malice in his steely gaze. “I have my ways.”


    “What’s this then?” He nodded toward the length-wise tri-folded parchment in his hand, frowning as if he’d never seen the like.


    “Read.” The king handed it to him.


    Opening the leaflet, he tried to ignore the dark-red stains in the corner and focused on the professionally printed decree in fine, swirling print:


    The heart of the north beats on.


    While the crown demands submission and obedience and blood,


    crushing us under their mighty yoke,


    their downfall will be the superiority they wield without a thought.


    Without a care.


    Be brave, my northern friends. Be strong.


    Have courage and know that you are not alone.


    We are many and growing by the day.


    Hidden in plain sight, we will rise when the time comes


    and fight the good fight.


    Will we win? That is uncertain.


    Can we win? Without a doubt.


    Do not be disheartened if the Black Lily appears silent.


    A dormant flower in the south, waiting and watching.


    She will bloom again.


    We must rally in the north and be prepared.


    We will withstand enslavement no longer, my friends.


    Gather your strength. Our time draws near.


    The heart of the north beats on.


    —Servant to The People, The White Lily


    Friedrich reread the close before asking, “The White Lily?” He laughed mockingly. “Do we have a second resistance?”


    This was the third of its kind he’d read in the last month, but he kept his curiosity planted on his face while he awaited the king’s response.


    “No.” King Dominik ambled toward the window, swinging the sword blade up to lay flat against one shoulder. Friedrich followed. “It appears this is simply a faction of the original group, operating in isolation.”


    “How do you know?” He schooled his features as he joined his uncle’s side.


    “These leaflets haven’t been found anywhere in the south. Only in the northern territories. And since the echoing creed is for the north, it is obviously rooted here.” He turned his biting gaze on Friedrich, voice low and menacing. “In my kingdom.”


    Friedrich didn’t dismiss the sinister glare. The king intended to find the culprit and make him pay in the most heinous way imaginable. He must find the fool before his uncle did.


    “And where did you find this leaflet?”


    The king returned his gaze out the window, watching his troops in the courtyard, then eyed Terrington in the far distance. “In Kellswater.”


    Friedrich had prepared for the answer, but his pulse tripped anyway. Kellswater was one of the villages where the inhabitants had all disappeared. It was Nikolai, his cousin’s former lieutenant now working with the Black Lily, who had sent him a brief but informative letter explaining that Queen Morgrid and her son, King Dominik, were responsible. Nikolai had seen Kellswater emptied by Legionnaires, all killed or taken prisoner then whisked away to some unknown location. Finding where they’d been taken had become Friedrich’s first mission. So far, he’d had no luck.


    The king slid his eyes to him. “Something make you nervous, Nephew?”


    “No.” He returned his uncle’s gaze with confidence. Unwavering. “I’ve just heard rumors that the people of Kellswater have disappeared. My dukedom has little dealings with a settlement that far south, but I wondered if I should no longer be expecting my tithe from them.”


    Ice and steel surveyed him carefully. The king’s square jaw tilted and his mouth ticked on one side into a half smile. “I’ll pay their tithe. No need for you to worry about Kellswater.”


    “Do you know what’s happened to them then?”


    “I said there’s no need to worry about Kellswater.”


    “I see.” Friedrich watched two of the king’s men below harassing Sylvia as she tried to veer around them to the servants’ yard. “But we need to be on the watch for this White Lily.” Sylvia swatted the soldier’s hand holding onto her skirt and slammed the servants’ gate on him, quickly making her escape. The soldiers only laughed. Thankfully. He’d seen them do worse.


    “Indeed,” agreed the king. “I need a bleeder, if you can spare one of yours.”


    For the first time, Friedrich lost his composure, knowing full well that the king was rough with his bleeders if he was in the mood. And all this talk of an offshoot of the Black Lily had probably stirred his blood.


    “I do not, Uncle. I don’t keep bleeders here. I choose a new one every week.”


    His dark brows shot up. “You still don’t keep a Blood Harem?”


    “No. Never will.”


    “You’re a duke.”


    He let out an exasperated sigh. “Even so, I prefer to choose anew each week.” He had no plans to explain to the king that he found the practice distasteful, because it was his father’s Blood Harem that was the cause of his darkest memory. One that haunted him still.


    The king scoffed and turned away from the window. “That should grow tiresome.” He caught sight of Friedrich’s men at the door. “You seem to have many unconventional practices, Friedrich. I hear you dismissed your Legionnaires.”


    Of course he’d heard. Directly from the spy or spies he’d planted within Friedrich’s ranks.


    “I did.” He strode alongside his uncle, who moved a few paces then stopped before the three vampires by the fireplace. “After Marius left, and it was discovered that one of the lieutenants in the Glass Tower was a traitor for him, I thought it best to select my own men to guard my back.”


    And he did believe it best to choose his own men to guard his back. But because he feared they would betray him to the crown and to the man walking at his side.


    “I don’t blame you.” He clapped a hand on his shoulder, a rare show of affection, though Friedrich didn’t miss the blade still in his hand. “My brother’s betrayal has stung us all.” Again, deadly menace laced his words. “But we will put an end to this resistance soon enough.”


    “I hope so,” he lied.


    Dominik finally turned to the three men not of his Legionnaire ranks. Friedrich still didn’t take the bait and ask. It always felt like surrender with his uncle.


    Dominik nodded toward them. “These are three of my huntsmen, Nephew.”


    “Huntsmen?”


    “Yes. A special breed the queen mother and I have concocted.”


    Unable to withstand it, he had to ask. “How is that?”


    Dominik lowered his voice, but any vampire in the room had heightened senses to hear him. “She injects the blood madness in them, and then I take my turn and give them my elixir.”


    It took all of his efforts to mask his emotions and not react. Dominik’s elixir held the power of persuasion of the most brutal kind. Anyone who disobeyed him under his thrall would experience bone-crunching pain.


    “And who are you hunting, Uncle?” Acid swirled in his stomach.


    “The White Lily, of course.”


    The king grinned, his fangs sharp and extended. “I’m so thirsty.” He pointed the blade at the huntsman in the middle. “You. Come here.”


    The wide-eyed creature obeyed at once.


    “Kneel,” commanded Dominik.


    The vampire dropped to his knees, head bowed.


    “Give me your arm.”


    He lifted it high.


    Dominik gripped the man’s wrist and twisted it, veins up. “We got these three from a ship in Hiddleston’s Harbor. Not sure why sailor blood tastes so good,” he remarked, snickering, casting Friedrich a fiendish look. “Must be the salt in the air.” Then he opened his mouth wide, long canines protruding, and crunched into the man’s wrist. The king’s victim whimpered in pain while Dominik sucked loud and long. Friedrich didn’t dare glance away, a sign of weakness to his uncle.


    Dominik pulled away with a hiss, the man’s bleeding wrist still clutched in his hand. The king chuckled wickedly. “Look at them.” He nodded to the other two vampires whose eyes had gone black and hollow, their mouths agape and salivating at the tangy and potent smell of blood. “You two want a taste of your brother at sea?”


    The two vampires nodded mutely, staring in black-eyed awe.


    “Fine.” Swift and brutal, he swung the sword-blade down and severed the man’s arm near the shoulder. The vampire on his knees wailed in agony as blood sprayed the ballroom floor. The two huntsmen stood there in trembling anticipation. “Go on, then. Take what you want.”


    They fell upon their fellow huntsmen with savage swiftness, sinking fangs into his neck and shoulder, growling and snarling like the feral beasts they were.


    Friedrich slowly turned an icy glare at his uncle. “I don’t need this fucking mess in my home. Uncle.” How he didn’t swing his arm to feel the satisfying crunch of his fist in his jaw, he had no idea.


    The king grinned wide, his lips lined with the blood of the man dying on his floor. With both hands, the king pressed the flat of the bloody sword, Friedrich’s family heirloom, to his chest.


    “Don’t fret, my boy.” He turned for the door and barked over his shoulder, “Kostya! Have these men clean it up.” He kept marching, thank the stars, but turned at the entryway. “I’m returning to my castle for a time. But you’ll be expected to attend a ball in the coming weeks.”


    “A special occasion?” Friedrich ignored the sound of the two savage huntsmen being torn from their prey.


    “The queen insists. She has a special announcement to make. And my mother never does anything without a royal celebration and audience. Till then, Nephew.”


    His men marched into two parallel lines behind him, the last two dragging by the collar the bloody-mouthed huntsmen. Kostya stopped in front of Friedrich with the corpse tossed over one shoulder and the severed arm over the other. “You might want to get a maid to get the rest of that before it stains. Your Grace.”


    Friedrich bit back a string of blasphemous words as they filed down the short staircase to the front door where his butler Holloman held it open.


    The duke gave a knowing nod to his loyal servant. No one wanted to delay the king’s leaving.


    When the door closed, Friedrich returned to the ballroom, glanced down at the smear of dark blood before the fireplace, then kept walking to the window. His uncle snapped orders to his troops as they saddled up. Mikhail sidled up next to him and watched as well, cold anger simmering around the typically in-control captain.


    “Captain, I don’t know what you’ve been told about my uncle, but let us refrain from discussion of his…flamboyant display just now.”


    “King Dominik has a reputation that precedes him.” A biting observation, though his voice remained even and steady.


    “I imagine so.”


    “There is little else I can say about him, Your Grace. Only this. The king doesn’t trust you.”


    Below, Dominik shared close words with his lieutenant, that weasel who’d slung the corpse of the huntsmen in the back of their armory cart, then they both mounted their horses.


    “I know.”


    “I’m not sure that you do,” added Mikhail.


    Curious, Friedrich drew his attention away from the window and to his captain of the guard. “What do you mean?”


    “I—” He paused, hesitant to confess whatever he planned to confess. “I get a sense of these things. I can tell you that it’s not simply distrust. He already thinks you a traitor.”


    Friedrich knew of vampires who had gifts beyond the norm of their kind, but he hadn’t known he’d employed one. This could be dangerous. Or advantageous.


    “He’ll find no evidence to back up his suspicions. Whatever they might be.” He watched his uncle’s dark figure gallop down the path away from Winter Hill, his troops in his wake, the red banner with black dragon sigil whipping in the wind.


    “That may be,” added Mikhail. “But I implore you to take extra precaution in the near future.”


    Friedrich flinched. Did he know of his involvement with the Black Lily? “Are you threatening me?”


    Mikhail glanced to the floor and shuffled back a step. “No, Your Grace. I am your captain. It is my duty to protect you at all costs. I only want you to understand the king has plans to find the truth. By stealth or trickery.”


    “You got all that with your gift of intuition?” Friedrich’s voice was light, but his thoughts were dark. Mikhail could betray him to the king and that would be all the proof he needed.


    “Yes. As I’ve gotten much more with my…intuition.”


    Well, bloody hell. “And what are your plans, Mikhail?” His tone hardened. “Do you want more money?”


    “No, Your Grace. You don’t understand. I am telling you this…in order that you might trust me.” He held his gaze with unwavering confidence. “I am on your side.”


    “Are you now?” He’d kept his dealings as secret as he could from his guard, from everyone except Grant. But it appeared he’d not fooled his captain. “And what side is that exactly?”


    “The one against the king.” His jaw clenched with anger. “And Queen Morgrid.”


    That’s when the captain’s usually calm exterior hardened to adamant, reminding Friedrich why the Bloodguard were known as the most lethal mercenaries across the land.


    “And why would you say such traitorous things?” He had to be cautious.


    “Because.” He turned his lethal stare out the window toward the king disappearing into the distance. “My mother was from Kellswater.”


    Dawning swept over Friedrich at once. When he hired this man and his band of forty men who’d worked as independent guards for a nobleman in Korinth, he’d been told by Mikhail’s last employer that he was half-blood. His father had been a respected Legionnaire for King Stephanus in the east. That was why he’d come so highly recommended. His mother had been a human from the north.


    “I see.” Vampires could only be born of two vampires, so his mother must’ve been changed before Mikhail’s birth. “Your mother was human, you say?”


    “Yes,” he clipped. “She met and fell in love with my father when her family moved from Kellswater to Korinth. King Stephanus awarded her the transformation to vampirism as a gift to my father’s long dedication and loyalty. But we had extended family, human relations, still living in Kellswater. Until recently.”


    The deadly tone of Mikhail’s voice actually comforted Friedrich. Fortune smiled on him the day the Bloodguard showed on his doorstep. For they didn’t work for just any man. Only men they respected. And trusted. The irony being that Friedrich had trusted no one but Grant, since he’d essentially turned traitor to his royal family. All except Marius.


    And now Friedrich knew Mikhail’s mother was from the town that had been attacked and enslaved by the king. Only no one knew where he’d taken the people. Hundreds, even thousands had gone missing, according to a map he’d been keeping, marking where villages were vanishing all at once.


    “I’ve also noticed, Your Grace, that you often refer to your uncle, Marius, as your cousin.”


    Still distrustful, Friedrich furrowed his brow. “And what of it?”


    “This would imply that you had a close relationship with Prince Marius. Both of you of a similar age, it is quite normal to call him cousin, when he is indeed your uncle. Like King Dominik.”


    With a sharp shake of the head, he replied, “Not like King Dominik.”


    “That is what I’d hoped,” he added, his sharp eyes—one blue and one green—glinting bright with a supernatural flare. “I’d also hoped that your relationship with your outcast uncle, Marius, might still be intact.”


    “I see,” continued Friedrich, studying him for a long moment. “Well, then, Captain Mikhail. It seems we have much to discuss.”


    He dipped his head in a slight bow. “I’ve been waiting to have this conversation for some time.”


    “I wonder now.” Friedrich crossed his arms, raising an imperious brow. “Did you instigate the recommendation from your former employer to come work here?”


    Mikhail studied him for a blink then gave a deferential nod. “King Dominik may have spies in the north, Your Grace, but the Bloodguard has them everywhere.”


    Friedrich smiled. It wasn’t simply a stroke of good fortune that had sent them here at all. The Bloodguard had a mission of their own. And it appeared to align with that of the Black Lily.


    “Let’s go have a talk, Captain.”

  




  
    Chapter Five


    “You run along with Helena, Izzy. I have some work left to do here.”


    “But, Mimi,” she protested, using the affectionate name all her orphan children used. “Helena makes me do so many chores,” Izzy whined, her blond ringlets bobbing when she stomped her foot, only making her pouty face more precious. “And she acts like she’s the boss of me.”


    Brennalyn smiled and knelt before her youngest child, lifting her chin so she could see her clear sky-blue gaze. “Helena is the oldest. With that comes great responsibilities. It is a difficult job to be in charge, Izzy. You must mind her when I’m not at home. One day, you’ll have a household of your own and you’ll understand.”


    With a small sigh, she said, “All wight. But when I have my own household, I won’t be as hawd as Helena.”


    “We shall see. Now run along.”


    “Come on, Izzy!” came Helena’s stern voice from the schoolyard.


    Izzy’s eyes narrowed and, with a huff, she shouldered her school pack and stomped out to meet her. Brennalyn followed, noting that Helena, now eighteen, held Caden and Emmett at arm’s length, giving the two a scolding for doing something wrong. Probably wrestling again. Those two couldn’t go five minutes without swordplay or an imaginary skirmish of some kind.


    “Helena!” she called.


    The pretty, dark-haired girl looked up and strode over with one more finger-wag at Caden. Brenna wondered if she was ruining the poor girl of ever having a life of her own. But then, Helena was a natural at running the household when Brenna wasn’t around to do it herself, taking to the job like a mother twice her age. Whatever man won her heart would be winning a gem. Of course, Helena had already given her heart to Reggie. A fact that dismayed Brenna, for there may be no future there.


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “I won’t be long, dear. Just a few papers I must see to before I head home. There’s a bit of venison left in cold storage. Beatrice can help you prepare it for dinner. She knows how.”


    “Actually, I’ll be the one helping her,” she said lightly. “Beatrice knows more than I do about the kitchen, and she’s only twelve. How will I ever manage when I have a home of my own?”


    “Oh, I think you will.” Brenna wrapped an arm around her shoulder and squeezed as they made their way to the gate. “Truth be told,” she whispered low, “Beatrice is a better cook than I am.”


    “Marjorie said a man won’t stay with you if you can’t cook a good meal. Says the way to his heart is through his stomach.”


    Brenna inwardly cringed. These young girls knew nothing about what would keep a man. Or make him leave. She swallowed the bitterness swelling in her chest.


    “Well, sweetheart, Marjorie is a fool. The man who catches you will never let you go.”


    Brenna had thought the same of Elliott. But she was wrong.


    “Don’t tell Marjorie I said so.” Brenna squeezed the girl closer. “I don’t want another conference with her overbearing mother.”


    “I won’t.” Helena laughed, jarring her from her brief melancholy, just as a familiar carriage rolled up the lane toward the schoolhouse. “Oh, how lovely. I wonder who that could be.”


    Brenna knew the carriage. If not, she certainly recognized the man escorting alongside—the grave vampire who was captain of the duke’s personal guard. He neared the gate just as she did.


    “Good afternoon.” He nodded, sweeping his gaze to both Brennalyn and Helena.


    “Good afternoon, Captain.” Brenna couldn’t help but look at the carriage door, waiting for the duke to step out. He didn’t.


    “I’ve been asked to escort you back to Winter Hill, Miss Snow.”


    “Pardon?”


    He cinched in the reins, his sleek gray tossing her head. “His Grace has sent me to escort you back for your appointment.”


    “You have an appointment with the duke at Winter Hill?” asked Helena, her hazel eyes growing wide. “At the castle?”


    The children had never known she’d been there before. The duke was somewhat of a mystery. Unless you were delivering goods to the back door, no one in town ever ventured to the great castle atop the hill. That is, except for a lovely woman venturing to the Rose Courtyard. Or a spy for the underground resistance.


    “I—well—he was supposed to come here,” stammered Brenna. The last thing in the world she wanted was to be shut up in his private parlor again where she’d nearly lost her head the other night and begged him to bite her. His magnetism was powerful. And though she was sensible, she was only a flesh-and-blood woman. “I’m sorry, Captain, but you’ll have to tell the duke I’m unable to attend.”


    By now, the other school children had gone home and her seven still in the yard had meandered to the gate, ogling the lovely carriage with silver wheels and a satin-coated finish that gleamed with the reflection of the snowy embankment. Izzy tucked herself by Brenna’s side. The captain dismounted and moved forward, pulling a note from his inside coat, then handed it across the fence. His expression remained passive while he waited.


    Brenna unfolded the letter and read the neat, masculine scrawl.


    Dearest Miss Snow,


    I had a feeling you might reject my request to accompany Captain Mikhail back to Winter Hill for our appointment. Let me be quite clear. I know that you did not stumble into the Rose Courtyard to get my attention for a wood stove, though I have provided this for you and the children nevertheless. I require your presence. You will willingly get into the carriage and come to me now, or the captain will forcibly lift you and put you in the carriage himself. The choice is yours.


    I look forward to seeing you soon.


    Affectionately,


    Friedrich


    Heat flushed her cheeks halfway through the reading.


    “Are you all right?” asked Helena, soft concern in her voice.


    “Fine, sweetheart.” She forced a smile and folded the letter, tucking it in the pocket of her skirt. “You run along and take the others. I’d forgotten about my meeting.”


    “You forgot?” asked Helena in disbelief.


    No, she hadn’t forgotten, but she’d planned on meeting him here at the schoolhouse where she felt safe. And now the arrogant, presumptuous man had bullied her into going back to his castle where he could interrogate her more. Up close and personal.


    Heavens. He knew she was lying about her reason of being there last time. She’d have to come up with something else quickly. If she refused to keep their appointment, it would only make her appear guiltier than she already did.


    “Yes. The duke had all these renovations done to the schoolhouse and we must discuss other needs for the school.”


    Lies. She hated lying, especially to Helena who was so trusting of her.


    “Miss Snow,” said the captain, holding the gate open and gesturing toward the carriage.


    “Come on, everyone,” Helena called. “Caden, stop pulling Emmett’s hair.” She sauntered through the gate and dipped a curtsy to the captain. “Thank you, Captain.”


    “My pleasure.” He smiled and bowed his head as the children filed out after her like ducklings. His gaze followed them then swiveled back to Brenna. “They will be all right on their own?”


    “Yes.” She smiled at his concern. “Helena is quite capable. And this meeting won’t take long. Let us be off, Captain.”


    She hopped into the carriage. He shut the door and tapped the side, the carriage jerking into motion. The sooner she got there, the sooner she could leave.


    Willingly get into the carriage and come to me. Who the devil does he think he is? Commanding her around like she was his servant. The damned duke, that’s who.


    This was the problem with the caste system. If there was no separation by class, she could refuse his damnable summons without threat of repercussions. But as it stood, she must obey. Though she’d never heard of the Duke of Winter Hill jailing someone for disobedience, she hadn’t known anyone in Terrington to refuse the damn charming man anything. That was the problem. He seemed to get whatever he wanted.


    And then signing his letter with affectionately. As if they were in a relationship of some intimate fashion.


    “Pfft.” She rolled her eyes, but there was no one to benefit from her obvious rejection of that notion. The carriage rocked away as she felt the steady ascent of the great hill begin.


    Then she remembered the way he’d played with her lock of hair. She’d worn it down that afternoon, thinking to only see Sylvia on her day off. Every small tug of her hair pulled on something she’d shut away long ago. Stirring a forgotten longing.


    After Elliott, she’d decided she didn’t need a man for any reason. Any reason. In the three years since she’d made that vow to herself, burying herself in the school, in raising the orphans, and more recently in her pursuits for the Black Lily, she’d thought to have killed that instinct with lethal precision. But no. In one brief and breathtaking interrogation, an old yearning awoke and burned low in her belly. Even now as they neared the castle, her hands trembled in her lap.


    Good Lord, Brennalyn. Pull yourself together.


    She’d been spying on the royal vampire, or doing her best, for well over a month now. Ever since he’d caught Izzy painting the black lily, a symbol she’d seen at home, Brenna had feared he’d set the royal Legionnaires upon the schoolhouse and have her arrested.


    But he didn’t. No, he’d actually dismissed his own Legionnaires and acquired a personal guard that he appointed himself. Vampire mercenaries of the Bloodguard, a secretive sect rumored to be elusive and deadly. While the captain had been more than polite, there was a keen intelligence behind those watchful eyes that put one slightly on edge. It was highly unconventional for a Varis descendant to hire men like that as a personal guard.


    The carriage rolled to a stop then shifted as the footman hopped down and opened the door. “Miss Snow.”


    Wrapping her shawl tightly around her, she stepped down and across the cobblestone steps. The butler held the door open.


    “Right this way, miss.”


    Rather than lead her upstairs to the private parlor where she’d met him last, he took her down the front corridor lined with family portraits and tall gilt-framed landscapes to the very last room on the left. It opened up to a surprisingly bright and welcoming room. The pastel fabrics and large windows bathed the room in a cheerfulness. Far different from the dark and masculine tones of the duke’s parlor.


    “Good afternoon, Miss Snow.”


    She gasped and spun to find him standing right behind her inside the doorway. The butler excused himself.


    “Good afternoon, Your Grace.”


    “I’d prefer Friedrich, if you don’t mind.”


    Something had changed from last they met. The duke always carried himself with poise and control. That remained the same. But there was a darker vibration in his voice—less seduction and more danger in his rolling timbre. Nevertheless, and though she wished otherwise, his presence put her body on full alert, her senses reveling in the dazzling sight and heady scent of him.


    She took a step back. “I-I prefer to keep our relationship formal.”


    His pensive brow smoothed and his wide mouth tipped up on both sides. “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.” He took a step forward.


    “It isn’t?” Another step back.


    “No. I have a feeling we are going to be the most intimate of friends, Miss Snow.”


    That, she could not allow. No matter how her body reacted to him.


    She turned and walked toward the window, noticing a tray of tea with two cups and a platter of sandwiches on the low serving table. This scene was set for the quaint domesticity of a lady, not for a blood-drinking, sexy-as-sin vampire.


    “This parlor is very…pleasant.”


    She noted the pale blue sheers draping the windows, which looked out to a tiered garden surrounding a fountain. At present, nothing grew and the bushes were layered in snow. The fountain was frozen, but the artistic symmetry of the stone benches and latticework where roses might climb in spring was still a lovely sight.


    “It was my mother’s. I thought you might be more comfortable meeting here.”


    She couldn’t help but look back at him in surprise. His smile widened.


    “Come and have a seat with me, Miss Snow.”


    Puzzled and relieved, she rounded the settee and sat, draping her shawl over the arm. He poured two cups of tea and layered sandwiches onto a plate. He passed her the plate, a serving of tea, and a napkin then settled opposite her in a rose-colored wingback. Though this bright room was less intimidating than his parlor, the man himself appeared no less formidable. Even with a teacup and saucer balancing on one knee as he sprawled in a pink chair.


    She did not know the duke’s history. Not much anyway. Only that his parents were both long deceased. And some tragedy surrounded their deaths. From the look of the room, his mother must’ve been a lovely woman.


    “What is it, Miss Snow? I can see the wheels turning in that lovely head of yours.”


    He gave her one of his smiles that told her she was out of her depth. That was enough to remind her she was angry with him.


    “First, I’d like to tell you that even though you are the Duke of Winter Hill, you have no right to intimidate me into your presence.”


    He tapped his forefinger wearing the lion signet ring on his lap, amusement playing on his ridiculously gorgeous features. She sat even straighter.


    “My dear Miss Snow, I certainly didn’t mean to intimidate you.”


    “Yes, you did.”


    “Perhaps just a little.”


    She spluttered on a sip of tea before setting it back in her lap and replied haughtily, “I do not believe the captain would’ve picked me up like a sack of wheat and put me into your carriage if I’d rejected your penned request.”


    “No. The captain wouldn’t have laid a hand on you.”


    She sighed relief and set her teacup and saucer down to take a bite of her sandwich. “I’m pleased to hear you’re not quite as barbaric as I thought.”


    “That is, he wouldn’t have, but I would’ve taken great pleasure in riding into town and putting you on my mount to carry you back. Though that would’ve wasted an awful lot of time and energy just to start this delightful meeting.”


    Brenna froze, the sandwich halfway to her mouth. She tried to rid her mind of the image of him swooping her onto his black steed and galloping away with her. Her cheeks flushed with heat and she knew they were as pink as the chair he sat upon. All the while, he smiled like the devil he was. Narrowing her eyes, she refused to be lured into a verbal battle with him.


    She inhaled a deep breath and took a bite of her sandwich before setting it back on the plate. Demurely, she sipped her tea, reciting in her head a favorite sonnet to calm her nerves. If he thought he could play games, so could she. She’d thought of another reason besides the wood stove and was ready to lay it on him.


    “Your letter mentioned that you didn’t believe that I’d come to your castle to request the renovations for the schoolhouse.”


    He set his teacup to the side, untouched, and dipped his strong chin in ascent, giving her his full attention.


    “Well, you were quite right. The woodstove was a rather feeble excuse, now that I think of it.”


    She laughed, a forced, mechanical sound. He didn’t say a word. Or move a muscle. His expression holding that lion-like stillness, the predator watching his prey with calm and ease, but with a keen eye. Reveling in his capability to play with his quarry before he pounced.


    Smoothing her skirt over her lap with a raised brow, she said with an amazingly steady voice, “I will be quite honest with you, Your Grace. I did need a little extra coin for the children. I know that your bleeders often receive favor for the, er, exchange. And, you see, I—I’ve been much enamored with you, as all the young ladies in town are, and I’ve always been curious what a vampire’s bite feels like. What it’s really like, not what the rumors say. Feminine curiosity, you see. So I thought, why not? Throw a little caution to the wind and go to the duke’s Rose Courtyard. And in exchange, I’m sure you’d bestow the coin I need for the children.”


    She’d given this entire rambling speech to her lap and finished with a lighthearted chuckle. When she heard no movement or response of any kind, she finally chanced a look to the very quiet vampire sitting across from her.


    And wished she hadn’t.


    His eyes, half-lidded and dark as the deep of the ocean, were so intense and fixed on her that her breath hitched. His gaze fell to her parted lips. She’d never had a man look at her with such open lust and hunger. She was quite sure if she didn’t amend his train of thought quickly, he’d have her pinned beneath him on the settee in about two seconds. And if that didn’t get her heartbeat tripping faster, the single, slow rise and fall of his ring finger certainly did.


    “But, you see, I realized as soon as I stepped into your parlor”—she wiped her moist palms on her lap, her tongue flicking across dry lips—“that I couldn’t do such a thing. As the schoolteacher of Terrington, I have a certain reputation to uphold.” She stood and rounded the settee, toward the window. “It wouldn’t be proper to indulge in such fancies, and so I changed my mind.”


    A rush of wind, and she was pressed to the front of his tall, hard frame, his arm wrapped completely across her back, his fingers curling at her ribcage. His other hand covered her nape, his thumb pressing below her ear. She sucked in a sudden breath.


    “Come now, Miss Snow. We both know that’s a lie.” He forced her gaze upward, his fingers slipping into her hair against her scalp, loosening her bun. A pin popped and fell to the floor. He dipped his head low, lips hovering close. “You want to indulge.”


    This was not at all the reaction she’d expected, her wits scattering to the wind. She’d thought to tease him with something like the truth in order to explain away her folly with the Rose Courtyard. But she quickly realized there was no playing with a man like the duke. Then he drifted even closer and slipped his tongue along her lower lip, his clutch tightening her to him with fierce strength, his large and obvious erection pressing against her belly. Her knees turned to jelly. If he hadn’t been holding her up, she’d be a sagging heap on the floor.


    “Your Grace,” she whispered on a breath, trying to find some elegant and safe way out of this. Did she really want out? She knew the feverish look in his eyes was indeed quite dangerous, which unwittingly sent a zing of pleasure down her body. She pressed her hands to his shoulders, curling her fingers and holding on rather than pushing him away.


    “Oh, kitten.” He licked again, a languorous slide of his tongue. “You know you want to give me a good taste.”


    She glared at him. “Quite sure of yourself, aren’t you, Your Grace.”


    This was not going well. Rather than outwit the vampire duke with her teasing refusal, she’d provoked him into taking what he wanted. No, that wasn’t true. He had her body trapped against his in an unbreakable grip, but he wasn’t forcing her to do anything. At the moment, he was breaking her down with a sensual assault. The proper thing to do would be to push him away, perhaps give him a slap for good measure. But that was the farthest thing from her mind. All she knew was that her heart might burst from her chest if he pressed those beautiful lips to hers.


    “You do. You want me to kiss you,” he murmured, nipping her bottom lip with a gentle tug. “And bite you.” His lips roved up her jaw to her ear. “Lick you.” He flicked her earlobe with his tongue then sucked it into his warm mouth, letting it slide out between his teeth without breaking the skin. His voice dropped to a low whisper caressing her skin. “Fuck you.”


    A pulse of heat shot straight between her legs. She squeezed her thighs together, trying to stop the melting sensation unfurling from her middle outward.


    “You are a vulgar, arrogant ass, Your Grace.” She tilted her chin away, giving him her cold profile. At least she hoped it appeared cold, for her body threatened spontaneous combustion should this encounter go on for much longer.


    He chuckled. “Look at me, Brennalyn,” he commanded in a voice full of storm and midnight and wonderful, naughty things.


    The sound of her name on his lips snapped her gaze to him. Then she regretted it. Captured in the deepest, darkest blue—like the inky night hovering near the shell of the moon—she couldn’t look away. His smile slid into something beautiful and wicked and devastating.


    “I can smell your arousal.” His nostrils flared as if to prove he could indeed scent her. She squeezed her legs tighter. He only smiled wider. “Therefore, I know you want me to do everything I said.”


    She curled her fingers into fists atop his chest to keep from sinking them into his shirt for a tighter hold.


    “But I’m feeling merciful today. I don’t mind that you lied about the Rose Courtyard.” He paused, searching her face as if he could see the truth just by reading the lines of her face. She had indeed been lying, but because the truth would expose her work for the Black Lily.


    “Merciful?” she asked on a breath.


    “Yes, kitten.” He stroked his nose along hers. “I can see that you’re overwhelmed. I’ll let you off with just a kiss.”


    “Overwhelmed indeed,” she said on a huff. Then lifted her gaze to his slowly. “Just a kiss?”


    She said it halfway between a question and a statement, still unsure whether she was asking or offering permission. He smiled, flashing his long, sharp fangs. She sucked in a breath.


    “Yes. A kiss. Our first of many.” He lowered again. “Say yes, kitten.”


    She paused as he hovered, awaiting her answer. There was only one thing she could say. “Yes.”


    Before his lips touched hers, he said in a low, gravelly voice, “But the next time I get you alone, I’m going to taste your blood and pleasure you while I’m doing it. So prepare yourself.”


    Then his mouth was on hers, hot and demanding. She whimpered at the sudden intrusion of his tongue. He plundered like he had every right to take what he liked. Rather than make her stiff with defiance, she arched her neck, opened her mouth wider, and slid her tongue along his. His hold on her tightened, his fingers cupping the back of her skull, popping another pin loose. A deep growl rumbled from his chest against hers, her nipples puckering in response to the vibration.


    She knew he was dangerous. She wasn’t a complete fool. But she’d never felt the force of his power until now. She’d known him to be the charming duke who lived on high at Winter Hill, who smiled amiably to the townspeople, who treated his tenants well, who casually enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh. She’d even listened to the stories of other young maids in town who’d been in his bed, whispering of his playful and seductive touch. A man with a gentle, thorough hand who knew how to leave a woman satisfied.


    This was neither playful or seductive. Or remotely gentle. This was rough and raw and demanding. A kiss to impress upon her some urgency he couldn’t say with words.


    When he finally pulled away with a slow slide of his tongue along hers, they were both panting. Though his eyes held the same fixed, dark look of a man in control, his breathless whisper told her he wasn’t.


    “The next time…” She wasn’t sure if he whispered his promise to himself or to her. He nipped her kiss-swollen bottom lip once more then soothed the sting with a warm lick. “Say yes.”


    She frowned, not sure what he demanded she agree to—being his bleeder, letting him pleasure her, letting him do more? “I—”


    He covered her mouth with his, stopping the protest she was about to give. She wasn’t a woman accustomed to obeying commands. And she’d sworn off the need for any man. But this man, this vampire duke, addled her brain into mush and melted her body into compliant flesh and bones, eager to feel more of what he offered.


    He broke the kiss and brushed his lips against hers before he shook his head once. A warning. “Next time, kitten.”


    He arched a brow, demanding she submit.


    “Next time,” she finally agreed on a ragged exhale.


    And she knew with that small admission, she’d opened a door. Perhaps only a crack. But it was enough to let him in. He smiled, his wide mouth too beautiful on a man made for sin.


    Only then did he finally loosen his hold and set her gently on her feet, his broad hands on her waist, waiting for her to catch her balance. When she did, he took a step back and leaned over her hand in a genteel manner, brushing a feathery kiss on her knuckles. He looked up from beneath dark lashes and the devil’s eyes.


    “Till then, Miss Snow.”

  




  
    Chapter Six


    That certainly hadn’t gone as planned. Friedrich stared out his study window as the sun slipped beyond the horizon, burnishing the white-washed landscape in a fiery haze. He’d intended to put Miss Snow at ease with tea in his mother’s parlor, lure her with refinement and refreshments into trusting him, so she might trust him with the truth about her involvement with the Black Lily. Then she’d gone and said she’d wanted his bite out of feminine curiosity. Whether it was a lie mattered not. She’d conjured the image of her body pliant and pleasured beneath his own and that was enough to call his beast to the forefront.


    It had shocked him as much as her. Well, perhaps not as much as it did her. But the uncontrollable urge to claim her on the spot, press her against the wall, hike up her skirts, and impale her with cock and fangs was maddening and torturous.


    Fortunately for them both, she’d put him out of his misery and succumbed to his kiss. If one could call it that. Her pliant body bending into his had calmed the beast from ripping through his chest to take what it thought was rightfully his.


    He twisted his signet ring in agitation, a nervous tic, fearing that the brutal madness and bloodlust that had controlled his grandfather had finally caught up to him and might be taking hold. He couldn’t expose her to the darkness that flowed in his blood, the violence of the vampire that dwelled in his lineage. Like his sickening excuse for an uncle. He willed away the image of him feeding his two huntsmen with the blood madness right here in his castle.


    Friedrich wanted Brennalyn Snow. But he needed to keep his distance for now, to get his primal urges under control. For there was something about the black-haired beauty that stirred his blood to a fever pitch.


    As he watched the carriage return from delivering her home, a cold bitterness bloomed in his gut for the dark nature he’d inherited. Mikhail trotted behind on his mount then maneuvered ahead as they neared the palace gates.


    “I have a letter for you.”


    He turned to find Grant striding toward him, a grave expression marking his brow. Grant had been gone for three days on his errand to the southern tip of the dukedom to meet the courier of the Black Lily.


    “From Marius?”


    Grant gave a tight nod.


    Friedrich noted the letter stamped with the family’s imperial V in black wax. They didn’t use names in their missives anymore in case they were intercepted. The imperial seal was the only tell that it was truly Marius. Other than the fact that he knew his bold hand. He wasted no time in breaking the seal and opening the letter. It began without the proper greeting, as expected.


    The efforts of recruiting were highly successful. The Black Lily grows by the day. Thank you for sending the replenishment of supplies. We are trying not to use our cache of gold for trade since we need it for weaponry. Your contribution hasn’t gone unappreciated. I promise you. Preparations are being made to return to the mainland soon.


    Disturbing news about Kellswater and the others. I heard firsthand from our mutual friend that this may bode ill for us all. Send word as soon as you have a location for those disappearing. You know where.


    Regarding the other matter, we haven’t heard of a northern faction working independently for us, though my wife is more than pleased to hear that others are rising to the cause. If you discover who is behind the propaganda, this White Lily, ask him to print more for distribution to the east and west. If we are to defeat the crown and unite a new kingdom, we need more than foot soldiers and warriors. His words inspire. Inspiration sways hearts. Courageous hearts win wars.


    Till we meet again, dear friend. Blood of my blood.


    There was a stamp of the flourishing symbol of the Black Lily at the bottom rather than a signature of his name.


    Friedrich’s heart clenched at the intimacy of the letter toward the end. He and Marius had been friends as well as kin. But not overly close. It wasn’t until this egregious business with Marius’s mother, Queen Morgrid, began that Friedrich understood he had to make a choice. Stand with the crown—the queen and his uncle Dominik, who reminded him too much of his father and grandfather—or commit treason by joining his exiled uncle, the former Prince of Varis.


    The bloody trail of carnage his father and grandfather had left behind still haunted him. Yes, he was vampire. But that didn’t mean he must be a monster. His people were in his care. To brutalize and enslave them, subjects who depended upon him for protection and security, would transform him into what he hated most—a man like those he was sired from.


    And while it would be safer if he’d abandoned Winter Hill and joined the Black Lily at the training camp of Cutters Cove, just as Marius had implored him to do, he could give them better intelligence regarding their enemy if he remained in place. Though more dangerous, he still believed his role as the seemingly loyal duke of Winter Hill was vital to the cause. For now.


    He scanned the letter once more then stepped over to the fire and tossed it onto a burning log, watching as the sides curled in with flame.


    “Do they know of the White Lily then?” asked Grant.


    “No. They haven’t heard of him. But they urge us to seek his identity. His talents would be helpful for more than the north.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “Not only that, but my uncle has his damned huntsmen on the loose. We must find the White Lily before they do. Captain Mikhail has his men scouting the area should any of these huntsmen show up here.”


    The steady stride of footsteps drawing closer made them both stop abruptly. Grant put some formal distance between them as no one in the castle knew, except perhaps the butler who’d been in the household for ages, that Grant was more than a servant.


    Mikhail entered with a tight bow. “She is safely home, Your Grace. Is there anything else you might need for the evening?”


    Grant and Mikhail exchanged wary glances. Friedrich realized he hadn’t apprised Grant of bringing Mikhail into his confidence.


    “Mikhail, you know my valet, Grant.”


    “Yes, Your Grace.”


    “Grant, Mikhail is more than captain of my guard. When you were gone, we learned of our mutual dislike for the current dealings of the crown.”


    “I see,” said Grant, nodding to the man with more respect.


    And that was all that needed to be said aloud.


    “Mikhail, you said you are originally from the east, did you not?”


    “Aye. From Korinth. As are many of the Bloodguard.”


    Friedrich smiled. He’d done as much digging as he could on Brennalyn Snow. After Grant’s report of her local life, he’d investigated with his manager Henley, who’d hired her, finding only that she was from Korinth, had no family to speak of, and had impeccable references for the position of schoolteacher.


    “I wonder if you might have contacts to discover Miss Snow’s history. My manager seems to have a blank page beyond her time here in Terrington. And little else other than a few basics.”


    “Of course, Your Grace. Do you suspect something amiss?” The captain’s brow bunched together, as if he couldn’t believe anything ill of the lovely schoolteacher. Who would? But he needed more information than she was apparently willing to give.


    Grant snorted. “If anything is amiss, it’s with His Grace’s interest in the dark-haired beauty.”


    “Shut up, Grant.”


    Mikhail’s face paled. If he didn’t know Grant was more than his valet before, he did now. No servant would speak with such insolence to the duke. And it wasn’t in Friedrich’s nature to be so curt with the servants.


    “Ignore him,” said Friedrich with a wave of the hand. “But I do want to know where she came from. What of her father? Anything you can discover. She didn’t simply spring out of the ground,” he said, turning toward the window as light snowflakes began to fall.


    Though, when her sweet face and form came to mind, he thought she could easily have been born of another world. Like a moon faerie of palest skin and reddest lips, seducing him with a flicker of her dark eyes, summoning him to his own death if she so beckoned. He scoffed, for if she crooked her finger and led him off a cliff, he was quite sure he would willingly follow.


    Did he have the blood madness? No. Sanguine furorem urged vampires to maim and kill with the boiling of the disease through their veins. Like those huntsmen killed their fellow sailor, the lure of the blood more than they could withstand. Friedrich didn’t want to harm a hair on her head or put a scratch on her skin. Perhaps he wasn’t being entirely truthful with himself. He did want to mark her skin. With his fangs and his teeth, he wanted to make her fair skin pink and flushed with his attentions. But only in pleasure.


    He should stay far, far away from Miss Brennalyn Snow. She was dangerous to his sanity and perhaps his well-being. He’d never been called to a woman’s body, to her blood, as he was to her. It would be better to return to more frivolous delights—a sweet peach of a maiden from town who didn’t set his skin on fire when she walked into a room.


    But it was far too late for that.


    The Terrington ball couldn’t come soon enough.

  




  
    Chapter Seven


    “Oh, Mimi,” cooed Helena. “You’re the fairest of all!”


    She and Beatrice stood back admiringly as Brennalyn checked her appearance once more before the oval mirror in her bedroom.


    Izzy sat on a footstool at her feet in her long-sleeved nightgown, twirling a lock of her golden hair. “You look like a pwinthess.”


    “A princess, do I?” Brenna beamed, her heart squeezing at the love of her girls. “I imagine a princess might have finer jewelry.” She fingered the small, single pearl on a red silk ribbon around her neck. It was the only heirloom she had of her long-dead mother. “But this was my mother’s, and I rarely get to wear it.”


    “I think it’s charming,” said Beatrice, her sweet, round face smiling. “Will you dance with Mr. Dawson?”


    “Mr. Dawson?” she asked innocently.


    “Yes. He likes you. I saw the way he looked at you when he stopped by the schoolhouse today.”


    “Mr. Dawson is giving me a ride to the ball, that is all. He was just being a gentleman, knowing I don’t have a carriage.”


    “Pfft.” Beatrice grinned at Helena.


    “What I want to know”—Helena added with a grin—“is if you will dance with the duke.”


    “The duke?” exclaimed Beatrice, gray eyes widening. “Will the duke be there? Oh, why am I too young for balls?” she whined.


    “Stop. Both of you. The duke won’t be there.” She smoothed down the skirts of her sapphire gown. Though not an expensive fabric, the color complemented her fair complexion, and the fit accented her slender waist and curving hips. She frowned at her hips, which were perhaps a little too curvy. And her bosom. She should stop eating all of the apple spice cake that Beatrice baked so well. Sweets were her weakness. “He rarely appears at local events like this.”


    Even while the words spilled from her mouth, she wondered if he might. He’d never attended a public ball before. Still, she’d taken great care with coiling her hair into soft curls, pinning the sides only, and letting the rest fall down her back. She’d thought of him as she coiffed her hair, remembering how he continued to try and pull it loose every time they were alone.


    Her chest seized at his promise. Next time. She wondered when that time might come. He didn’t tell her when he’d see her again. She also questioned her sanity for the hundredth time since she’d been toying with the idea of becoming the vampire duke’s lover.


    She’d been unable to do anything at all the rest of the evening, bumbling around the house and in the basement, accomplishing nothing of consequence. She glanced down at her nails, catching sight of a smudge of ink under her thumbnail.


    “Oh, Beatrice, can you fetch the soap water?”


    A knock came at the front door. All of them gasped. Except Izzy of course.


    “Let me get it!” Izzy dashed out of the room to the front door.


    “Izzy.” Beatrice shot up and chased after her. “You’re in your nightgown, for Pete’s sake!”


    “Oh, well. No time. My gloves, Helena.”


    Helena grabbed her long, white gloves, her only formal pair. “They’re so beautiful, Mimi. Were these your mother’s, too?”


    Brenna stared down at the shimmery white satin as she pulled one on, her stomach dropping at the painful memory. “No,” she replied with a tight smile. “These are mine.” She banished woeful thoughts. For one night, she simply wanted to enjoy herself. “Now then. All ready.”


    Helena wore a forlorn look of longing.


    “What is it, darling?” Brenna lifted her chin, finding her pretty green eyes watering. “Oh, dearest. Is this about Reggie?”


    She nodded shakily. “I just worry with the work that he’s doing. All the time, I worry.” She swiped a tear before it made its way halfway down her cheek. “It’s so dangerous. And then I see how lovely you are, going to a ball, and I wonder will Reggie and I ever do such things together?”


    “Oh, Helena.” She pulled her slim form into her arms. “I was afraid this would happen. You’ve apparently already gone and fallen in love.”


    She could hardly blame her. Reggie was barely twenty, only two years Helena’s senior. He’d asked to formally court her on her last birthday. Brenna was hesitant simply because his position in the resistance would make him a target, and therefore could endanger Helena. She couldn’t bear to think of harm coming to Helena or any of her children. In the end, she couldn’t deny Helena.


    “I have, Mimi,” she sniffled. “I didn’t know that love was supposed to hurt this much.”


    Brenna would’ve laughed if this were a fickle girl’s fascination, but Helena had an old soul and felt things deeply. And Brenna knew better than anyone the icy sting of heartbreak.


    “Dry your eyes.” She brought her to arm’s length and squeezed her shoulders. “When this war is over, you and Reggie will go to so many balls and dances and festival gatherings that you’ll be sick to death of them.”


    Helena laughed on a sniffle. “I hope so.”


    They shared a silent look. There was no guarantee that the humans would win this coming war. If they didn’t, then chances were they’d be living in darker servitude than they did now. The Duke of Winter Hill was a good master for the people of Terrington and the other villages in his dukedom. Even so, Reggie informed them with news from around the Varis Empire that corpses were piling up, and those closest to the Glass Tower suffered the most. There had been sightings of the dread Queen Morgrid visiting her son, King Dominik at his palace, Izeling Tower. The vampire king of the north was known for his savage cruelty, which he’d kept close to his own home, not venturing too far into the duke’s territory. But what if he changed his mind and set his sights on the people of Terrington and Ferriday and the rest of their region?


    “You must go,” said Helena, forcing a smile. “Sorry I was being so silly.”


    “Don’t ever apologize for your emotions.” Brenna squeezed her shoulder. “They are as important to your being as your mind and spirit.”


    They marched together down the hall to the front of the house. The boys were talking over one another. George Dawson stood just inside the entry, smiling at them as they tried to impress him all at once. Except for Denny. He was a year older than Izzy and the newest member to the family, but he had never spoken. He wasn’t sullen, just quiet. No one knew if he was mute by birth or whether he chose not to speak. He was found on a turnip cart, hiding beneath a pile of sacks. When the farmer who’d made deliveries to several villages along the northern road said he didn’t know where he came from, he’d deposited the child with the schoolteacher. Her generosity to children was known in these parts. And though he had never spoken, she was certain his parents had come to some tragic end or that he’d been abandoned. Either way, he was hers now.


    “But don’t you think mine is more brilliant?” asked Caden with a grin, shoving his wooden sword in Mr. Dawson’s face.


    Emmett snorted. “You don’t even have a proper hilt. Take a look at mine.”


    Jack grinned up at both his brothers. These three were in fact legitimate blood brothers, all two years apart with Caden the oldest at fourteen. They lost their mother to a fever two years gone on their farm outside Ferriday, and their father disappeared last harvest, like many strong, healthy men going missing these days.


    Brenna had taken them all in, unwilling to send them to the city poorhouse in Izeling, like the ones she’d seen in Korinth. The boys would likely be separated and starved or worked to death in one of those dismal charity houses, which were little more than slave pens. Brenna could never let that happen. And one by one, within the short year she’d been living in Terrington, she’d become the sole provider to these seven rambunctious and darling children.


    “Caden. Emmett. That is enough,” she said firmly.


    The boys instantly fell back and had the good sense to look a little abashed for overwhelming poor Mr. Dawson, who smiled politely with his hat in hand. Then his eyes alighted on Brenna.


    “Good evening, Mr. Dawson.”


    “Miss Snow.” He gulped visibly and could say nothing more. Brenna took that as a good sign.


    “Oh, my cloak, Helena.”


    Helena hopped over with the black wool cloak in hand and helped her clasp it at the neck.


    “Shall we?” asked Brenna, seeing as Mr. Dawson was still speechless, gaping down at her.


    “Yes. Of course, yes.” He held out his arm for her.


    “Now Helena is in charge. Caden, you boys listen. I won’t be late.”


    She placed a kiss on Izzy and Denny’s heads. They expected good-night kisses every night. They’d be deep in slumber by the time she returned.


    “Lock up tight, Helena.” She gave her a warning look, which Helena aptly interpreted.


    “We’ll be fine.”


    Brenna had privately trained both her and Caden on how to properly use the gold-embedded daggers should they have any trouble when she wasn’t at home. The element of gold, poisonous to a vampire’s blood, could stall a vampire long enough for a human to escape.


    Caden had wondered where she’d found such treasures, but she refused to give him more information than he needed to know. Only that should anyone invade their home, they were to use these daggers. She’d given them lessons on where to best make a man immobile at once—particularly the balls or the eyes—just as Reggie had taught her. Caden had looked on her with new respect after that.


    “Don’t worry,” assured Caden with a wink.


    “Have a good night,” said Beatrice.


    Brenna sighed relief when she heard the bolt slide home. A light snow floated down. She pulled the cowl up and let Mr. Dawson escort her down the path to the wrought-iron gate.


    He gazed down at her as he walked her to his phaeton. “You look very…”


    He couldn’t seem to find the words. Brenna felt a pang of sympathy for him and gave his arm a squeeze as he helped her up. “Thank you, Mr. Dawson.”


    His phaeton had a nice overhanging cover, though a closed carriage would’ve been warmer. But she had neither, so she was grateful for his offering to drive her to the town ball. Unfortunately, Mr. Dawson’s admiration was more than she had realized.


    “Are you warm enough?” he asked. “I can give you my coat.”


    “Oh, no, Mr. Dawson.” She smiled kindly. “I’m plenty warm.”


    He nodded nervously then clicked to his horses with a flick of the reins. They lurched forward and rounded back toward town.


    Brenna wasn’t a green girl. She knew when a man was attracted to her. She’d only ever been with Mr. Dawson in larger circles and for short amounts of time. But the longing looks he kept casting at her were of a man quite besotted. Perhaps she should’ve declined his offer to escort her.


    She hadn’t courted a man in ages. Not since Elliott. Not that she had plans to court anyone, least of all the duke. A schoolteacher didn’t court a duke. His sultry promises stirred her to one realization. She didn’t have to commit to a man to enjoy the pleasures he could offer. Consequently, there was no fear in letting the duke make good on his promises. She was in no danger of letting her feelings run away with her. Any kind of relationship with the duke would be purely physical. She’d been so focused on teaching and caring for the children that she’d rarely given a thought to her own womanly needs. But her arousal in the duke’s presence told her she certainly still had them.


    Unlike sweet George Dawson, who kept glancing at her as he kept his horses in a nice trot heading into Terrington. George was a good, hard-working man who could keep a woman happy in a stable marriage. He had that twinkle in his eyes of a man who longed for hearth and home and bouncing babes on his knee. This was particularly why she shouldn’t lead the poor man on. She would never marry. Never again.


    Warm lights twinkled up ahead as they made their way into Terrington. The town hall at the very end was ablaze with braziers in the circle drive. The strains of lively music and a murmuring crowd drifted into the courtyard.


    “It seems the ball is off to a roaring start,” said Brenna, unable to keep from glancing around for the silver-wheeled, shining lacquered carriage. She didn’t see it.


    Mr. Dawson hopped off and helped her down. One of the village boys, the butcher’s son named Simon, took the reins, gawking at Brenna.


    “Good evening, Simon. It’s good to see you hard at work.”


    “Thank ye, Miss Snow. Ye look pretty, miss. If’n I can say so about me schoolteacher.”


    She laughed. “You can. And thank you.”


    Mr. Dawson tossed him a copper coin. Simon caught it in the air.


    “Smart boy,” said Mr. Dawson, smiling down at her before he ushered her into the foyer. “Let me take your cloak.”


    “Thank you.” He carried his coat and her cloak to the coat room.


    Brenna edged forward. The hall was a whirl of brilliant color and sound. Dancers spun with their partners in a merry cotillion. Ladies’ skirts painted the room in a pastel kaleidoscope. Musicians made of two farmers and Old Mr. Sellers from the post office played a jovial tune from a dais on the side. Onlookers laughed and talked while enjoying a cup of punch or a mug of ale. It was a blissful scene. Surely, Brenna could forget about the duke for one evening here.


    “Would you like some punch?”


    She jumped in her skin, having forgotten Mr. Dawson. “That would be lovely.”


    Brenna sidled along the side.


    “Evening, Miss Snow.” The magistrate dipped his head in passing with a flicker of admiration at her décolletage.


    For a panicked moment, she wondered if she should’ve worn this gown, her only dress other than her regular simple frocks for teaching. But Helena had said it was more modest than what most women wore even about town. Brenna swallowed her anxiety even as she drew eyes from both smiling men and non-smiling women.


    Marianne, the one she’d spoke to in the Rose Courtyard, passed her by, wearing the loveliest pink satin gown with a matching reticule looped over her dainty wrist. She caught the young maid’s eye, who merely arched a brow at her, obviously still sulking that Brenna had been chosen that night and not her. The happenings of the Rose Courtyard were considered a place untouched by gossip. While many townspeople knew which ladies ventured there, it was known that no one shared who was chosen. For there were many maids who helped their families by serving as a bleeder to the duke. This rule of silence was instituted by the duke, apparently. Strange rule for a vampire. Why should he care? Still, after being caught in the Rose Courtyard herself, it was the one reason that kept her from sealing herself in her schoolhouse and hiding away.


    Here she was thinking about him again. Damn!


    “Brenna!” Sylvia waved from near the punch bowl standing with her man, Grant.


    She breathed a sigh of relief and pushed through the crowd. Sylvia gave her a laughing hug, her cheeks pink from either merriment or too much punch. Either way, she looked happy. The tall, hard-looking man at her side glanced her way then continued watching the swirling mass.


    “Look at you!” Sylvia winked with a bawdy glint in her eye.


    “Oh, dear. Is it that bad?”


    “That bad? Oh no, you cheeky wench. That good. Where have you been hiding this dress?”


    Brenna rolled her eyes. “I shouldn’t have worn it. I knew it. Helena said it was pretty. And not too”—she glanced up at Grant, but his attention seemed elsewhere, so she whispered the last—“revealing.”


    Sylvia linked arms with her and tossed her pretty head back on a laugh. “Darling, you’re so serious. It’s very, very pretty. It’s just unusual to see you so very—”


    “Pretty,” finished Mr. Dawson, standing on her other side with two cups of punch in his hands. “Here you are, Miss Snow.”


    “Thank you, Mr. Dawson.”


    She ignored Sylvia’s girlish grin at Mr. Dawson’s attentiveness, but she could hardly pretend she didn’t notice Grant arch his brow at Mr. Dawson when he leaned close and placed a hand at her back to ask, “Would you like to dance?”


    “Oh. Thank you, Mr. Dawson. But I’d like to drink my punch first as you went to all the trouble to bring it for me.” She took a sip, which was tart but had a sweet aftertaste of orange liqueur.


    Brenna smiled sweetly then caught Grant rolling his eyes before he dipped close to Sylvia’s ear and whispered. What was he about? Her mouth formed a perfect O in surprise then her eyes flitted to her back where Mr. Dawson was persistently keeping a proprietary hand. Though Brenna wasn’t sure how to casually dislodge his partial embrace, she wasn’t sure what Sylvia’s man would have to say about it.


    She leaned over to Sylvia and asked low, “What did he say to you?”


    “Do you really want to know?”


    “Yes. Why is he scowling at Mr. Dawson?”


    She covered her mouth to be sure only Brenna heard her hushed reply. “He said if the duke catches Mr. Dawson touching you like that, he’ll break his arm.”


    Brenna gasped and stared goggle-eyed up at Grant. He scanned the crowd continually but then his gaze dropped to Brenna and he raised a superior brow and gave her a tilted smile as if to say he warned her. But why would he look as if—


    The musicians ceased playing, and the dancers stilled for a moment. The crowd hushed as everyone turned to the door. Standing at the entrance to the hall looking too devastating for words was the Duke of Winter Hill. Flanking his sides were his captain of the guard and another she’d seen around the castle, both in more formal attire than their usual. Though the guards appeared to simply be attending the ball, Brenna knew better than that. They were clearly on duty from the way they scanned the room in short order.


    The town magistrate rushed forward to greet them, his flustered wife at his side. Other town officials hurried up to welcome the royal duke and present their wives as well as their unmarried daughters. Brennalyn stifled the envy clawing at her gut when the duke bent over the hand of an exceptionally beautiful brunette. While she batted her eyes coquettishly, he didn’t seem to notice, moving swiftly through the cordialities.


    “The duke showed? Well now, that’s a rare occasion,” commented Mr. Dawson.


    The music began again and the dancers slowly took the floor.


    Brenna couldn’t take her eyes from him. He had just bowed a polite greeting to a rather attractive blonde when his eyes cut across the room directly at her, as if he knew exactly where she stood the entire time. His dark look commanded her to stay put. She gulped down her punch, feeling a dizzy wave upon the last swallow. That orange liqueur was a bit strong, but she needed fortification.


    “Mr. Dawson? Could you please get me another glass? It’s very hot in here.”


    “Of course.” He took her glass hastily and rushed off toward the refreshments.


    “Very hot,” whispered Sylvia. “Well done.”


    A twinge of guilt twisted her insides. Until she caught the duke striding down the center of the room, cutting through the dancers, coming toward her with long strides. Then trepidation set in. She thanked the heavens they were in a crowded room, for she wasn’t quite sure how to handle his promise of next time they were alone.


    His gaze never wavered. When he finally stopped in front of her and gave her a slight bow, he didn’t hesitate to offer his hand. “I believe this is our waltz, Miss Snow.”


    “Is it?” She finally tuned into the melody, recognizing the slow drawl of bows over strings.


    “Yes.” He stepped into her space as he was wont to do. “Give me your hand.”


    She narrowed her gaze and said low for his ears only, while placing her gloved hand in his. “Only because I don’t want to cause a scene.”


    His pretty mouth ticked up on one side. “Whatever you want to believe.” He gripped her waist with his other hand and whirled her onto the dance floor. She was only vaguely aware that Mr. Dawson stood to the side holding two glasses of punch with a look of surprise and disappointment on his face. She winced.


    “And what is that look for?” he asked.


    “Poor Mr. Dawson. I suppose I’ll have to dance with him next.”


    “Why would you do that?” He pulled her tighter on the next turn.


    “Because he’d asked me first. And then you barreled in here and swept me onto the floor like you own me.”


    “Don’t I?”


    “Hmph. No, Your Grace. You do not. No one does.” She tilted her head to the side, watching the dancers as they spun, trying to pretend they weren’t all staring at her.


    “Oh, Miss Snow.” The barrel-deep timbre of his voice pulled her attention back to him. Unwillingly. “I love that you believe that is so. But you will be mine ere long. No doubt of it.” He smiled whimsically. “Best not to tease poor Mr. Dawson into thinking he has a chance.”


    “Tease? You’re the one who’s teasing. You speak of possession and ownership as if I were a prized mare. I am not.”


    “Indeed not, kitten. You are much more precious.” His large hand squeezed at her waist, the heat searing through the fabric of her gown, through her stays.


    Determined to not be thrown off balance, or to at least have the appearance of a woman still in her right mind, she asked, “Why do you continue to call me ‘kitten’? It’s an insulting endearment. And the duke shouldn’t be calling the schoolteacher endearments at all.”


    On the next turn, he pulled her close, till her breasts brushed his chest. The friction, as brief as it was, rasped her nipples. She gasped then quickly clamped her mouth shut, trying to put some distance between them. But he was in full control, his large frame engulfing her, his intimidating presence swallowing her with each turn.


    “Your dress is quite beautiful on you.” He ignored her question entirely. “So much more appealing than your gray frocks.”


    “What is wrong with my frocks?”


    “They’re hideous.”


    She gasped. “My frocks are entirely suitable to a woman of my role in society.”


    “And what role is that? An old crone?”


    She caught his mischievous smile. He was goading her. And it was working. “An unmarried woman. The town’s schoolteacher.”


    He scoffed, slowing their waltz. “You think yourself a spinster at three and twenty? I think not. I’m going to burn every one of them when I get the chance.”


    “Your Grace. You will do no such thing. You have no right to destroy any of my possessions.”


    He grinned and slowed their forward movement to a stop, drawing her even closer.


    She tried to step from his embrace, but he held her good. “Your Grace?”


    “I’m not quite sure you know what’s happening between us, Miss Snow. But let me be clear. Those hideous rags are not worthy of your luscious body. Not worthy of you. You may try to hide your beauty behind drab colors and formless frocks and tight buns. But I see what’s beneath. And I want—no, I will have you in all your glory. Therefore, prepare yourself to be draped in silk quite soon.”


    She saw the lion in the man, gazing down at her with steadfast calm and confidence. All of which was breathtaking and alluring. She spent the majority of her life trying to order and control her surroundings, only to find her world tilted at every turn. She wondered how the duke would feel to lose his control. “It must be very difficult,” she said.


    “What must be difficult?” He swept her away from clumsy Mr. Powell, who nearly barreled into them with his dance partner.


    “Believing that you own everyone you meet.”


    “You wound me. I don’t believe that at all.”


    “Really? You just stated as if it were a decree that I’d be draped in silk. What if I don’t like silk?”


    His smoldering smile made her knees buckle. “Come now, Miss Snow.” He leaned close to her ear, his lip brushing the shell as he whispered on the turn, “If not a silk dress, how about silk sheets?”


    She laughed, his naughty teasing bringing a heated flush to her face. “You’re most improper for a royal duke.”


    “Thank you,” he said with a smirk. “I do my best.”


    “It wasn’t a compliment.”


    “It most certainly was.”


    She narrowed her gaze. “Well, whatever you may believe, I’d like to clarify that you do not own me, Your Grace.”


    “I don’t want to own you, kitten. I want to possess you.”


    “There is no difference.”


    “Indeed. There is.”


    Eyes darkening and hooded in shadow, she caught them drifting over her face before they landed on her mouth. His own parted slightly. “Your Grace,” she warned, “if you are making plans to kiss me on the dance floor, let me tell you that it will not be welcome.”


    “All right. Will it be welcome in my carriage on the way home?”


    She arched her brow. “Are you always so forward with ladies you’re trying to woo?”


    “No. Indeed not. I’m usually much more charming, but you seem to bring out the beast in me, Miss Snow. I’d rather skip all the games and get straight to the prize.”


    “You’re incorrigible—”


    A sudden snarl and clamor of noise came from behind them. Someone screamed.


    She was lifted bodily in his strong arms, moving lightning fast. Everything was a blur. When she was set on her feet, she was in the back of the room, standing before Grant, knees buckling.


    “Guard her with your life.” Then the duke blurred toward the animal-like sounds.


    The middle of the room had emptied, townspeople shoving back in a panic, running for the one exit. There, on the dance floor was a man Brenna didn’t recognize bent over the limp form of Marianne in his arms. He’d torn open her throat and was drinking her blood as it dripped and pooled on the wood floor, soaking into her pink satin purse.

  




  
    Chapter Eight


    Friedrich circled the feasting vampire. Mikhail and Dmitri took up opposite sides of him and they moved clockwise, drawing closer. The beast suckled wet and noisily, hunched on his knees with his prize clasped in his arms. Her blonde hair dangled, eyes wide and glassy with death.


    Blood dribbled onto the floor, spreading wider. Friedrich’s stomach roiled at the foul thing feasting on the innocent girl, horrifying the people of Terrington. And all the while, the creature didn’t even take notice of his own death drawing nearer.


    Friedrich caught Mikhail’s eye then Dmitri’s, giving them a terse nod to signal their attack. At once, the three of them fell upon him. Yanking him from the body, having to break the clawed fingers of both hands to unclench his hold, they pressed him flat on his back. Friedrich gripped his throat with a knee in his chest while Mikhail and Dmitri held his arms and body.


    “Who are you?” Friedrich grated out.


    His eyes were full black. The blood madness. The beast curled his thin lips, revealing a row of serrated teeth and four razor-sharp canines, top and bottom, blood smeared over mouth and chin. The animal couldn’t seem to recognize human words at all, growling and snarling, but the duke knew there was a man in there somewhere.


    “Who made you?” he commanded, though he was sure he already knew. He wasn’t one of the huntsmen his uncle had brought to his castle but he had the same unhinged look about his dark eyes.


    Then the crazed vampire did something he didn’t expect. Laughed. A low, chuckling chortle, blood gurgling in his throat, like a man on the brink of insanity. He most probably was.


    He leaned closer, seeking the dilated pupils within the vacant wells of black. Friedrich grated low, “If you think you’ll find a swift death, you fucking beast, you are wrong. You’ll be singing like a bloody lark before I’m done with you.”


    For a split second, the vampire’s expression flattened. A spark of fear flashed then was gone. The creature grinned, tilting its head toward a group of ladies cringing against the wall and weeping.


    “Blood,” it said in a rasping voice. “More blood.”


    The soft murmurings of men and sniffling cries of women still in the hall told him this could wait.


    “Oh. There will be blood,” Friedrich assured him, leaning back and lifting him to his feet by his throat.


    Mikhail and Dmitri still gripped his arms.


    “Captain, you and Dmitri put him in the dungeon, then bring the rest of the guard. Sweep the town then report back to me. I won’t leave until I have a full escort to get Miss Snow safely home.” He lifted off the man’s chest. “Get this thing out of here quickly.”


    “Yes, Your Grace.”


    “And don’t delay in your return.”


    Without much effort, Mikhail and his brother lifted the creature by his arms and blurred in vampire speed from the hall. He turned to the victim, wincing at her savaged throat, burning with the urge to follow his men and slaughter the vampire who did this. He swallowed the bile rising in his throat and willed away the memories of his grandfather. He was not that man. With a gentle hand, he closed her eyes.


    “I’ll take care of her, Your Grace.”


    The coroner, a short, bent man with strong arms stood above him. A middle-aged woman cried into her handkerchief nearby, a man most probably her husband holding and patting her.


    “Does the girl have family?”


    “Yes, Your Grace. The milliner and his wife here are her uncle and aunt.”


    With a stiff nod, Friedrich stood, but something caught his eye. There in the pool of her blood soaking into her satin purse was a corner of parchment sticking out of the satchel. He recognized the color of the paper. Leaning down, he opened the satchel and pulled the leaflet from inside, recognizing it without reading a word. The treatise by the White Lily. Folding it, he tucked it inside his jacket.


    “Magistrate Figgs,” he called.


    The gray-bearded man who was watching in horror, stumbled forward, a handkerchief to his mouth and nose.


    “Yes, Your Grace?”


    “Be sure that no one else leaves until my men sweep the area. Just to be sure all is safe in the town. This appears to be a rogue vampire, but I want to be sure.”


    “Yes. Of course!” He bustled off to the other officials huddled in a corner to spread the word.


    Friedrich strode back toward Brennalyn, needing to touch her, make sure she was safe. She stood next to Grant and Sylvia, her eyes wide but not with the shaking fear he expected. She was frightened to be sure, but her balled fists and alert posture told him she was a fighter. As if he expected any less. He admired his small warrior. While most women in the room had cowered into corners and under tables, even some men, she observed the room with shoulders back, eyes alert, ready to take on danger.


    He’d already reached out with his senses, not smelling or hearing another vampire in the vicinity, except for Mikhail and Dmitri. He’d not let any harm come to his little warrior. If that creature had even looked in her direction, he would’ve dismembered the beast on the spot, no matter what information he kept hidden in his mad brain.


    Finally making it to her side, he gripped her upper arms gently but firmly. “Are you all right?”


    She nodded. “Yes. Of course.” Her eyes drifted to the body being wrapped in a linen and removed. “Who was that…man?”


    “I don’t know. Not from Terrington, that is certain.” He glanced at Grant, who held Sylvia close to his chest. “The guard will return and escort you back to the palace after they do a sweep of the town.”


    Grant’s usual cavalier manner was gone, anger brewing beneath his hard expression. “You and I need to talk.” His gruff command was out of place. No one spoke to a royal that way. Both Brennalyn and Sylvia noticed, staring at Grant as if he’d lost his mind. Grant added finally, “Your Grace.”


    “We will. Later.”


    Friedrich knew what conversation they’d be having later, the same one they’d had for the past few years. As his half brother, Grant had asked to become vampire, seeking that gift of long life. But if Friedrich had done so, Grant would have been shipped off to the Legionnaires. Vampires did not work in service to other vampires as humans did. They were either titled nobility by birthright or they served in the Legionnaires as soldiers and officers to the Varis Empire. Female vampires simply married a soldier or an aristocrat. This was a strict law enforced by the crown. As a bastard of a duke, he would hold no titles and would be sent away.


    When Friedrich’s parents died fifteen years earlier, he learned that the teenager who’d been raised in the servants’ quarters was actually his half brother by their father’s favorite concubine. Another secret sin of the great Duke of Winter Hill. Grant’s mother took her own life when her duke was killed. Friedrich and Grant were both motherless and fatherless. Left behind. Friedrich refused to let the boy wander off on his own. As a young vampire at fifty years old, Friedrich still realized that this was the only family he had left. He’d hired private tutors to educate him since Grant bore the same keen intelligence as the father they shared.


    Grant had finally asked him to make him a blood brother in the vampire sense right about the same time whisperings of the Black Lily swept through the north. It was also when Friedrich began to suspect that his uncle had planted spies in his Legionnaires to watch him. He’d promised Grant that one day he would turn him vampire, but now he needed him to remain a servant in his house, being his true eyes and ears. A servant could move about unsuspected.


    Mikhail, Dmitri, and three others of the Bloodguard marched into the hall, their boots stomping in unison across the wood floor. The guards spread throughout the room, urging the remaining townspeople toward the exit. Mikhail stopped before them, expression calm but grave.


    “We’ve swept the town. There is no other intruder.”


    “What?” asked Brennalyn. “But how? You haven’t been gone more than ten minutes.”


    Friedrich and Mikhail exchanged a glance before the captain answered.


    “We are fast and efficient, Miss Snow.” He turned to the duke. “Your carriage is waiting. I will go ahead to Miss Snow’s household to be sure all is well with the children.”


    Without waiting for a response, the captain vanished into a blur, leaving a rush of wind in his wake.


    “I will be happy to take Miss Snow home,” came a voice behind them.


    Mr. Dawson had been standing there the entire time and Friedrich hadn’t even noticed. Brennalyn’s mouth opened as she sought some response, glancing between him and the mason. Though Friedrich might sound like a callous bastard, he simply didn’t care. Better the man understand the situation clearly now for his own good. Better Brennalyn understand it as well.


    “No need, Mr. Dawson,” said Friedrich, looping his arm about her slim waist. “Thank you for your concern, but I will be ensuring Miss Snow’s safety.” She stiffened when he pulled her against him. “From now on.”


    With that, he guided her toward the door, ushering her wide around the bloody pool in the middle of the floor.


    “I didn’t give you permission to take me home.”


    “I didn’t ask for it,” he declared, grabbing her cloak from the pile of coats on a table in the corner.


    He draped it over her shoulders and clasped it at the front.


    “How do you know that’s even my cloak?” Her bow-shaped lips pressed together, a small signal of defiance.


    He lifted the hood over her dark hair then slid his hands within to cup her face, pressing his palms to her cheekbones. Lowering his face to meet her stubbornly averted gaze, he answered in the softest voice he could manage, considering death hung in the blood-scented air and his need to get her to safety clutched him like an eagle’s talons to her fledgling fallen from the nest.


    “Because your night-flower scent is embedded in my skin. Whenever I draw near to you, it settles on my tongue, watering my mouth, making me ache for you. Yearning for one little taste. But it isn’t just your blood I want.” He smiled when her pouty lips dropped open in shock and her eyes dilated with desire. “That is how I know this is your cloak, kitten.”


    He brushed a thumb down her cheek to her parted lips. She snapped them shut at once before he could slide his thumb inside to feel her hot mouth. He chuckled.


    “Let’s get you home.”


    Soon, he promised himself. Soon.

  




  
    Chapter Nine


    She sat back against the cushion, her heart hammering like a jack rabbit’s. Her speeding pulse quickened even more when the duke sat back on the bench across from her, banged twice on the side with the flat of his hand, and the carriage lurched forward. The man made her want to climb in his lap and run away all at the same time.


    “What did you take from her purse?”


    “It’s something that’s been passed around as of late. A leaflet by someone called the White Lily. Have you seen them before?”


    Her fingers trembled as she held the paper, staring down at her own words with the girl’s blood coloring it red. “Yes.”


    “You have?”


    “I mean no, but I’ve—I’ve heard of them. And the White Lily.”


    The duke’s demeanor had transformed from the seducer to the lion-like hunter and protector, his countenance stern and grim. “This White Lily is going to get himself killed.”


    Her voice shook. “I knew that girl.”


    His gaze shifted. “I’m sorry. Were you friends?”


    “No. But I knew her. Saw her in town. I taught her little brother until he went to work in the fields.”


    He sat with his legs apart and stared across the dark cabin. “You’re too far away, Miss Snow.”


    “What do you mean?”


    In a flash, she was lifted off her seat and put in his lap.


    “You’re trembling. I’m sorry you had to see such a thing.”


    “It’s not that. It is, but it’s—”


    She couldn’t tell him what she was really thinking. That he’d hate her if he knew who she really was, conspiring against his own family, and yet she despised herself for the attraction she couldn’t deny. Even now, in the close quarters of the cabin, his hot breath upon her neck, she could only think of one thing.


    “What is it, kitten?” His dark voice was like the silk he threatened to drape her in. Without thinking, she wrapped her hand around his nape and pressed a soft kiss to his lips.


    His groan beckoned for more but he made no move to deepen the kiss, allowing her to take control. She took it willingly, flicking her tongue into his mouth for a slow, lingering exploration. She pulled away and pressed her forehead to his.


    “Bloody hell. Miss Snow.” He slid one knuckle along the seam of her bodice, dipping low in her cleavage then back over the mound of her breast. Though it was nearly pitch-black in the cabin, she could make out the silhouette of his face as he stared at her, the weight of his intense gaze.


    “I can feel the anxiety vibrating on your skin.” He slid a gentle hand up her arm, then back down. “Let me soothe you. Comfort you. Pleasure you.”


    While framed as a request, urgent demand filled the velvet deep of his voice. She’d lied. She was afraid—of the vicious vampire attack, of the things she couldn’t control, of the emotions that swirled in her chest like a tempest for the man enveloping her in heat and heady desire. Sinful or not, she wanted to know what it would feel like to be soothed, to be comforted, to be pleasured by the duke. She gave a single nod, knowing he could see her far better in the dark than she could see him.


    “Thank you for wearing your hair down.”


    With one strong arm across her upper back, he guided her to settle her weight at an angle against him. Her bottom sat on his left thigh. He widened his legs till his right leg hooked under her knees. He nuzzled into her hair near her ear.


    “Did you do that for me?”


    She clutched his shoulder. “I didn’t know you’d be there tonight.” She was unwilling to confess that she had worn her hair down, hoping he’d be there.


    Her skirts rustled as he lifted them above her knees. Cool air kissed her bare legs. On instinct, she tried to squeeze them closed. He splayed one large hand across her outer thigh, holding with a firm grip.


    “Do you want me to stop?” he asked as he nuzzled tenderly at her jaw.


    “No. I want you to kiss me.”


    He did, angling his mouth so he could taste her deeply. He rolled her skirt even higher till air cooled her hips and abdomen.


    His mouth brushed against hers as he whispered, “I’m going to take care of you.”


    She clung to his shoulders as he swept his lips gently, prying her mouth wider with each gentle invasion. When she surrendered, tilting her head back and opening her mouth for him, he surged inside, stroking his tongue, penetrating deep.


    He lifted his heavy hand where it gripped her thigh and trailed the pads of his fingers along the inner slope, skimming the apex between her legs then sliding down the other side. If he wasn’t so much bigger than her and didn’t bear so much of her weight against his body, it would’ve felt awkward. Instead, she felt vulnerable and aroused and deliciously wicked. Out of control in the best sort of way.


    He continued to stroke his tongue into her mouth with fierce determination, in direct contrast to his fingers circling her sex with lazy exploration, up one thigh, crossing the sliver of skin below her corset, then down the other side.


    “Your Grace?”


    “Yes?”


    “Can you move a little faster?”


    He chuckled. “Those are unexpected words coming from you, Miss Snow.”


    “There are a lot of things about me you’d find unexpected.”


    “Really? Like what?”


    Out of patience, she slid her hand from his nape and clenched a fist in his hair, then tightened her lips around his tongue and sucked him as he stroked.


    The feral rumbling in his chest and sudden tightening of his hand on her upper thigh, his thumb pressed in the fleshiest part, told her she’d done well. She moaned as she sucked him again with fervent need.


    He drew back on a pant. “Kitten. Are those claws I feel?” he ground against her lips, his hand gliding up to her sex where he slid a finger along her drenched slit. He groaned, mumbling, “Soaked for me.”


    His other hand came up into the back of her hair where he fisted gently, tilting her neck back. He kissed a hot line down the center of her throat to the hollow at the base where he opened and suckled with his warm mouth. He circled his finger around the tight bud at the center of her cleft, teasing around and around.


    Hazed with lust, she whimpered and pumped her hips in small circles, trying to get more of him, needing more. He chuckled and slid through her slick folds down to her entrance, continuing in torturous circles, evading where she wanted him to go. She clutched his hair in a tight fist, desperation making her too rough.


    “Inside me,” she breathed. “Now.”


    He tilted her body at an angle toward him, his mouth licking at the base of her neck, her cloak falling open. “Yes, kitten. That’s where I belong.”


    With a slick thrust, he pushed his long finger in deep. She gasped at the intense pleasure. She was no virgin, but it had been a long time, her tight sheath clutching at his eager intrusion.


    “I think you need more,” he rumbled, sliding in a second finger, stretching her in the most wonderful way.


    “Yes,” she whispered.


    “I need to taste,” he growled, begged.


    “Yes,” was her quick reply, brain hazed with clawing need. “You may.”


    Then she felt the prick of fangs only a second before he bit down and slid them inside her flesh. She clenched her fists in his hair and his shoulder, hanging on tight, for that was all she could do. He groaned, his lips humming against her tender skin as he sucked hard, his fangs buried deep. A sudden wave of erotic pleasure pulsed through her veins. His elixir.


    “Oh, God,” she murmured.


    White hot arousal burst through her body, screaming through her blood and rushing between her legs. His intoxicating potion washed through her, a blend of strength, power, seduction, and dominance.


    Her nipples ached beneath the binding of her bodice. She wished she were completely naked atop his lap, too far gone to be ashamed of the thought. He pressed his thumb on her swollen bud, grinding softly, then pumping his fingers, the perfect alternating tempo, pushing her higher.


    She hardly recognized herself. Gone was the controlled, staid schoolteacher. Sprawled across the vampire duke’s lap, her legs spread wide, her back and neck arched, offering herself up as a feast of flesh, was no longer the woman focused solely on the needs of others, but the woman who longed to take what she wanted. To satiate her own fleshly desires.


    He suckled on her throat, his fangs still penetrating her flesh as he drank his fill. The precipice drew closer, her orgasm building.


    “Yes.” She whimpered and rocked her hips wildly, both of her hands clutched in his hair and holding him to her throat. “I’m going to come.”


    He growled against her skin, not letting go of the primal hold he had on her neck. Then he eased his fingers out.


    “No…please, don’t…please.” She was so close to a powerful climax, vibrating her body to the edge.


    He pushed back inside of her with three fingers, stretching her with a twinge of pain that rolled over to intense pleasure.


    “Friedrich.”


    That point of pleasure-pain sent her body over the edge, her sex clenching and pulsing around his fingers as she thrust her hips up toward him. He clutched her throat tighter at her highest point of orgasm, releasing a second wave of his elixir, stretching the moment into a long, pulsing sensation of pleasure that wrung out her body.


    As the waves subsided, he slid his canines from her throat and licked the wound gently, holding the back of her head as she’d gone boneless in his arms. With his fingers still inside her, he cupped her mound and massaged the heel of his hand in soft circles while she came down. She turned her head into his chest, embarrassed at having lost herself entirely. Somehow, she still couldn’t make herself regret this moment.


    With slow movements and tender care, he eased his fingers from her body and righted her skirts then held her close with both arms enveloping her against him. Her body was so utterly relaxed, languorous from the intensity of her orgasm that she’d drifted as he nuzzled close to her ear. She flinched when he spoke.


    “I promised I would take care of you.”


    “What?” Her raspy voice didn’t even sound like her own.


    “Time to get you in your bed, sweet kitten.” He pounded a fist three times on the inside wall.


    That’s when she realized the carriage had stopped. And probably had been for some time. “Oh my God. What must your coachman think of me?”


    “It matters not at all.”


    The door popped open. Rather than let her stand, he stooped with her in his arms and sped in a blur to her front door.


    She shook off the dizzy wave from moving at such speed. “You can put me down now.”


    He promptly set her on her feet, “I’m coming inside to check for safety.”


    She glared up at him, holding onto his biceps to keep her steady. “That’s not necessary. We can protect ourselves.”


    He arched a dark brow at her, his blue eyes glinting even in the dark. “I’m coming inside.”


    With a quiet sigh, she put her key in the lock and opened the door. She had no will or strength to argue.


    Helena sat up from the rocking chair by the fire, dagger in her lap. Caden was sprawled in the other chair completely asleep, his long legs stretching out, his chin tucked against his chest. He looked so young and sweet when he slept, not like the wild hellion when he was awake. Helena stood, her wide brown gaze on the duke crossing the threshold.


    “Helena,” whispered Brennalyn. “There was a disturbance at the ball tonight. The duke would like to check our home for safety.”


    Helena simply dipped a curtsy, unable to form words with the vampire standing in their small entryway.


    “Pardon my intrusion.” He swept a cordial bow to Helena. “I won’t take but a moment.”


    Brennalyn caught him glancing at the dagger she now cradled to her chest and the gold tip of the blade. But he made no comment. Thankfully. She touched his arm and pointed toward a stair against the wall.


    “The boys sleep in the loft. And down that hall is Helena and Beatrice’s bedroom. And mine.”


    He nodded and swiveled his gaze toward the door on the other side of the hearth. Brennalyn’s pulse tripped faster.


    “That’s just the basement for food storage. There are no windows and no other way for an intruder to get in or out. Don’t bother checking there.” She lifted a hand toward the loft.


    At first she thought he would ignore her argument against checking the basement. He swept an unreadable gaze across her face then blurred vampire-swift up to the loft.


    Helena gasped. “Oh, my goodness.”


    “Yes,” agreed Brenna. “I know what you mean.”


    In another minute, he returned to the first floor and stalked down the hallway to the bedrooms in human speed. Brenna urged with a hand for Helena to stay put. She nodded vehemently, still wide-eyed.


    Brenna found him standing in her bedroom, sweeping the dark from one end to the other. He checked the locks on the windows. Brenna walked to Izzy’s single bed against the wall where she’d hung all of her paintings from school, creating a wallpaper of drippy flowers and crooked rainbows. She tucked her leg back under the covers and pulled them up tight. Izzy was wont to restless sleeps. Hence the reason she’d put in a smaller bed for her. Brenna learned her lesson the first night she brought her home, finding a tiny foot jabbed in her ribs every hour.


    When she turned, she found the duke watching her. She couldn’t move for some reason, feeling the weight of his stare in the dark, then he came to her in slow strides. Reaching into the inside of his coat, he pulled out her gloves. She’d forgotten all about them.


    “Oh,” was all she could say. She took them and stared down as if they were the most interesting gloves in all the world. They were not. She was shocked at how easily she’d lost herself with this man, not sure whether entangling herself with the duke was the smartest decision at the moment.


    “No, you don’t, Miss Snow.” He cupped her cheek gently, nudging her chin up with his thumb. “You will not retreat from me,” he commanded. “Not ever.”


    “I just—I can’t believe that I—” She couldn’t say it, letting her gaze fall to his chest.


    “Oh, I can.” Then he pressed into her space. “Tonight, I saw the real Miss Snow. The one you’re hiding behind your gray frocks.”


    She couldn’t help but smile.


    “And I can’t wait for more.” He leaned down and brushed his lips gently against hers, a thorough, unhurried tasting, running his tongue along the seam before giving her one last nip. “Good night, kitten. Sleep well.”


    As she heard him stride back through the house and say farewell to Helena—who was probably still stupefied on the hearth—she was quite sure she wouldn’t sleep well at all.

  




  
    Chapter Ten


    Friedrich flexed his hand then balled it into a fist, the knuckles stinging where he’d broken the skin. The self-healing was slowing, the knitting of his flesh and skin taking longer to renew than a few hours ago. Even though he’d practically gorged on the lovely Miss Snow—a fact he almost regretted but not quite—he’d broken his knuckles open several times now since he and Mikhail had been interrogating the vampire who’d murdered the innocent maid at the town ball. He’d need to feed again soon if he continued on like this, putting a higher demand on his body’s self-healing.


    “You might as well kill me,” the villain gurgled from a bloodied mouth.


    The villain deserved death for what he’d done. No telling how many other innocents he’d killed on his quest to find the White Lily.


    Friedrich waved off Mikhail, who had the villain raised off the ground with one hand, ready to start another round.


    “We’re wasting our time. He’ll never tell us anything under my uncle’s compulsion.”


    Mikhail tossed the fiend back to the hay-strewn ground where he crumpled, his thick iron ankle chains rattling. The beast cackled, peering up between his stringy hair, “But I can tell you this,” he hissed, “until we find her, the huntsmen will keep coming to the north.” He rolled to face the stone wall, still chuckling wickedly.


    Mikhail and Friedrich exchanged a look, then exited the cell and clanged the cell door shut. Once out of reach, Mikhail noted, “He said her. Does he mean the leader of the Black Lily?”


    “Possibly.” Friedrich wondered at those cryptic words. “But it doesn’t make sense. He said the huntsmen will come north. It’s never been speculated upon that Arabelle and Marius are hiding in the north. No, he’s speaking of the White Lily.”


    “But how do we know the White Lily is female? It could be a man behind the propaganda.” Mikhail pulled the leaflet found in the girl’s pool of blood from his pocket, examining it.


    “Let me see it again.” He handed it over. They’d both examined the leaflet several times. Friedrich pressed his nose to the parchment and inhaled deeply. At first, all he could smell was blood. He moved his nose across the paper, catching the scent of the dead girl. He remembered, for she smelled of strong candy-sweet perfume. He closed his eyes and inhaled along the back, seeking a scent that may have been embedded by the hand who made the bill. The distinct aroma of a man was there—woods and iron—and then yes, a faint whiff of something floral, then gone again before he could grab hold.


    He sighed on a shrug, tucking it in his pants pocket as they walked on. “The scents of both men and women are here. Perhaps the maker’s scent was stronger before it changed so many hands.”


    “Or perhaps your uncle has several leaflets and has compared the scents, narrowing down to one in particular.” said Mikhail as they wound up the stone stairwell to the first floor of the castle. “That’s what I’d do.”


    “Yes. You’re right. That creature back there isn’t refusing to answer us simply because he’s stubborn or exceptionally strong-willed. He’s definitely under my uncle’s compulsive persuasion.”


    “Compulsive persuasion?”


    Once Friedrich locked the dungeon door, he led them through a short corridor into the second kitchen, used for butchering and cleaning meat and vegetables for the servants’ meals. It was past midnight, so the kitchen was empty.


    “It’s in his elixir. I’ve seen him compel men and women to do unspeakable things once he’s bitten them.”


    “I take it I don’t want to know.”


    Friedrich gave a rough shake of the head as he poured water from a pitcher into a bowl and cleaned the blood from his hands. He remembered when he was a young man, barely twenty, Dominik had demonstrated his power and influence as he always did to remind others he was the mightiest. Friedrich was visiting Izeling Tower under his father’s orders, who’d wanted Friedrich to bond with other members of the Varis family. Dominik had cornered a frightened milkmaid in the barn with five of his Legionnaires in tow. Once he’d bitten her, she was at his mercy. He’d commanded her to remove her clothes and service every vampire among them on her knees. She proceeded to do so without protest. Friedrich had fled the barn, noting the darkness that had settled around the king, a black halo—unclean and dangerous. When he’d confessed the incident to his father and his distaste for his uncle, he’d only scorned Friedrich for not being man enough to take what he wanted—the sovereign right of every vampire.


    Friedrich didn’t want to hurt and take advantage of a terrified servant girl. That was when he understood he was set apart from his father and his uncle. Until he’d gotten to know his young uncle, Marius, who became more like the brother he never had, he’d thought there was something wrong with his way of thinking.


    Then he’d seen Marius treat his blood concubines with respect and affection, vastly different than what he’d witnessed in his own home growing up. And when his father and mother died on that tragic night, he vowed to never keep a Blood Harem of his own, and to never treat a woman the way his father had his mother. That was the moment he’d decided he could worship and adore many women for the erotic pleasures they could give one another, but he would never make the mistake of tying himself to just one. The blood of that night still stained his hands. He’d never consider taking just one woman, one lover. Though he knew he wasn’t a violent man like his grandfather or a disloyal man like his father, he still feared his blood was tainted. That his family curse would rise up and ruin the love affair. Or that his past would taint any woman he came to care for, to love. It was easiest to take many women as lovers than to form an attachment on just one.


    Mikhail dipped his hands in the bowl to wash. “Perhaps they intercepted a batch from the courier, the one who delivers the leaflets? If your uncle got ahold of him, he’d use his elixir to get the truth out of him.”


    “Hmm. Perhaps. Then he’d know the White Lily’s name.”


    “Not if this White Lily is careful, using many handovers before the courier gets the copies to deliver.” Mikhail wiped his hands on a rag folded on the counters then tossed it to Friedrich. “But he might’ve known she was female and confessed as much under King Dominik’s powerful elixir.”


    “Indeed.”


    “And what of the prisoner?”


    “Keep him for now. Depending on the dose of elixir he got from my uncle, he may come around and give us information later.”


    “Finding the White Lily will be a difficult task for these huntsmen. The north is vast. Full of rough, wintry terrain.”


    “True.” He tossed the rag on the counter in frustration. “But that bastard in the basement was seeking the White Lily. And something led him here to Terrington. That’s what makes me uneasy.”


    He’d presumed the White Lily was a man from the brazen way these leaflets were being reproduced and circulated far and wide. He never supposed the radical who was printing and spreading bold anti-vampire propaganda was a woman. And why not? The leader of the Black Lily was Arabelle, a fiery woman with grit and a spine of steel.


    “What is it?” asked Mikhail.


    “Nothing. Any word from your man who went to Korinth for that information I needed?”


    “No. Dmitri hasn’t returned yet, but I expect him back soon enough. He went on foot, not horseback.”


    Friedrich calculated the distance. “Hmm. Even for a vampire, that’s a two-day journey there then two days back. Without resting much at all.”


    Mikhail grinned. “Not for my brother. He’s the fastest vampire I’ve ever known. Comes in handy for the Bloodguard.”


    Friedrich gave a nod of respect. “I’m fortunate you’re both in my employ.”


    They strode through the kitchen toward the main corridor of the castle.


    “I expect him no later than tomorrow afternoon with news of Miss Snow’s history.”


    “Good. Get some rest, Mikhail. And thank you for your work, even though it didn’t tell us much.”


    “Nothing at all, really,” he added with disappointment.


    “Well, his unwillingness to give us anything at all told us who owns him. And now I know my uncle has sent some of his killers directly into my territory.” He stopped with one foot on the wide marble staircase. “That’s not nothing.”


    “Indeed, Your Grace. Good night.”


    Friedrich flashed up the stairs and into his bedchamber, sighing on a smile when he saw the steaming tub of water waiting for him next to a crackling fire.


    He stripped off his clothes and sank into the tub, scented with mint leaves and oils. Steam rose from his arms where he set them on the edge, his head resting on the lip of the tub, finally content to let his mind wander where he’d wanted to go all evening. Back to Miss Snow.


    What a lovely, lovely surprise. The woman was an enigma. Originally, he’d thought her a nosy spy for his uncle, trying to wiggle information from her servants about his whereabouts. He’d come to that conclusion because it was around the same time he’d had to dismiss his Legionnaires for the same reason.


    Then there was that day he’d paid a visit to the schoolhouse and found the little girl painting a black lily. When he’d asked her why she painted the flower black, he’d never forget her reply. “She is coming to save us. She says there is always darkness before the light.” It was his first discovery that there was a quiet uprising beginning among the human peasantry. Miss Snow had shushed the girl that day. Friedrich had assumed it was because she wanted to protect her from admitting she knew about the revolution using this symbol as their coat of arms.


    But it wasn’t that at all. He knew that the moment he stood in her bedroom tonight and found that same little girl tucked lovingly in her bed by Miss Brennalyn Snow. She was the one teaching them about the Black Lily, so it was finally safe to say they were on the same side. And then there was the woman herself. This determined, resolute schoolteacher with ebony hair and a mouth made for sin who spent her days toiling over books and her nights caring for seven orphans seemed to be all that she appeared to be at first.


    Until tonight. Her allure had caught him the night she’d stumbled into the Rose Courtyard, but tonight she’d reached into his chest and pulled out a piece of flesh and bone and walked away with it in her dainty hands as if it were nothing. He didn’t understand it. Over the decades that he’d been a mature vampire, he’d sated his thirst and pleasure with hundreds of agreeable partners. And not one affected him the way Miss Snow did when she’d fisted her tiny hand in his hair, thrust her beautiful hips, and demanded he put his fingers inside her.


    He dropped one hand in the water and fisted his cock, already stone-hard at the thought of her. He thought she might be shy and reluctant when he set out to pleasure her in the carriage, but she’d knocked the breath out of him by opening in the dark like the night flower she was. As if the shadows had given her permission to let herself go and show him who she truly was. And bloody hell, if he didn’t want to know more of the tigress beneath.


    Giving his cock a slow stroke, he pictured her laid out for him. The scent of her had driven him near madness. He’d petted her slowly, thinking to ease her into his touch, but she would have none of it. And when she’d demanded more, he couldn’t keep from biting her deep, a savage marking to stake his claim. Even when she heightened to her own orgasm, he refused to remove his fangs from her throat, wanting her to remember the feel of his teeth for days to come. Soon enough she’d know what it felt like with his cock deep inside her.


    “Fucking hell.”


    He rarely ever pleasured himself. There was no need. But one thought of raven-haired Brennalyn and all his blood congregated in his cock, making him want to stroke one off like a randy adolescent.


    He stood and let the water sluice down his body, his rigid cock flat against his belly, demanding attention. With a frustrated grunt, he toweled off and padded across the room to his giant bed. It had never looked quite so big and empty before.


    Climbing in naked, as usual, he traced back to earlier, after he’d searched her house to be sure all was safe. A deeper impression of her had imprinted on him when he stood in her bedroom. A loving mother with her young sleeping safely in their beds. And a fierce tigress who armed them with gold-tipped blades to fight off home intruders—vampires. He might like to call her a kitten, but she was nothing of the sort. She was fierce, with teeth and claws hidden beneath her exquisitely soft and supple exterior.


    He rolled to his back and smoothed a hand over the silk sheet, remembering her satin-soft skin, wishing he could curl his fingers into her mass of black hair at this very moment. His hand found his aching cock again. He stroked himself faster, hearing her strangled voice whispering his name in the dark. He tensed, squeezing hard when he came on a shuddering groan.


    Shaking his head at what she’d reduced him to, he hauled himself up to clean at the tub before collapsing onto the bed, dark silk sheets covering him.


    He lingered on the image of her standing in the shadow of her bedroom, retreating within herself. He was ready to lure his tigress closer, stroke her into sweet submission, ease her to feeding from his hand alone.


    And where had this come from? This single-minded obsession with one woman. So unlike him. So dangerous. If he could only let go of his cursed legacy and trust himself, a woman like Brennalyn Snow could make all the ghosts go away.


    ...


    He awoke to the sound of an urgent rapping on his bedchamber door. A sliver of morning light slipped through the heavy drapes covering his window. The scullery maid hadn’t yet come to start the fire in the grate. He donned a night robe and padded across the chilly room to open the door.


    Mikhail stood there, his mouth slanted in a grim line. “Dmitri just returned.” He proffered a book that was banned across the empire, his voice clipped and harsh. “We need to talk.”

  




  
    Chapter Eleven


    Slamming the door to the basement, Brenna untied her work apron and set it on the kitchen table where Izzy and Denny were sketching pictures of their house.


    “No, Denny. The window goes on the wight side. But you made a pwetty sun.”


    “Right side. And pretty.” Brenna enunciated clearly for her.


    She didn’t correct Izzy all the time since she didn’t want the sweet girl to have a complex over her speech impediment. So she corrected her gently when all of the children weren’t around. Helena and Beatrice went to fetch lamb and vegetables for the week. The boys went along to help carry supplies back, but also because Brenna gave them extra coin for Ms. Tinsel’s Sweet Shoppe. As usual, Izzy and Denny opted to stay at home close to her.


    “Would you two like a slice of apple spice cake? Looks like there’s just enough for the three of us.”


    Denny grinned, bobbing his head up and down. He had a weakness for sweets like she did. She’d given the boys a list of sweets to buy, including her favorite, cinnamon sticks.


    “Yes, please,” said Izzy, still intent on her drawing, swinging her legs under the table.


    Brenna washed her hands, rubbing at the new black smudge still on her thumb, unable to wipe it clean. After cutting the last wedge of cake into three pieces, she watched Brenna and Denny in silence as they finished their drawings. Brenna was leaning back against the sideboard eating her cake when the sound of hooves on the road pulled her attention to the window.


    She barely had time to register that it was the large, black stallion Ramiel before its rider dismounted and strode up the walk, his expression blazing with anger. A second later, he was pounding on her door.


    Izzy jumped. Denny’s wide eyes shot up in fear. Izzy wasn’t a skittish child, but she was sensitive. Denny was a fearful one. Though no one knew what had happened to his parents, it was evident that it had been traumatic. Brenna’s anger flared when he pounded again. What did the man mean by waltzing up and banging on her door, scaring little Izzy and Denny.


    She flung open the door and opened her mouth to let him have a piece of her mind, but he gripped her by the waist and roughly set her aside. She gasped as he marched across the kitchen, not acknowledging her or the children, opened the basement door, and bounded down the steps.


    “Oh, dear God.”


    She ran after him, knowing it was far too late by the time she set foot on the bottom stair. He stood with both hands on hips, staring down menacingly at her printing press as if it were a viper coiled to strike and he must find a way to dispatch it without being mortally wounded. He scanned the neat stacks of leaflets lining her shelf on the wall, bundled in black ribbons by Helena. When he turned, his dark countenance was lined with black fury. Her breath caught in her throat.


    “Woman,” he said so low and cool, a shiver of dread zinged up her spine. “I don’t even know where to start.”


    There was no point in denying her traitorous behavior. Would he toss her in his dungeon after what they’d shared in his carriage the night before?


    What was she thinking? Their amorous liaison was nothing more than a vampire duke taking what he wanted, feeding for his own pleasure while he tossed up her skirts for extra entertainment. Though that extra entertainment had been the most thrilling sexual experience of her life.


    Straightening her posture, she cleared her throat and took the final step down, facing him with all the confidence she could muster.


    “How did you discover this?”


    He reached inside his long-tailed coat, pulled out a book, then tossed it on top of her fresh printing of leaflets lain out to dry. She needn’t inch closer to read the title, for she easily recognized her father’s brown leather and gilt binding on her book The Perils of Class Society by B. R. Snow.


    “Tell me,” he grated, his rage a whip lashing the air. “Tell me that you are not the author of this infamous, dangerous, treasonous, and banned book.”


    With calm and poise, one hand gripping the wrist of her other demurely in front of her, she replied, “I cannot. For I am the author of this book.”


    He reached for his inside pocket and jerked out a soiled, crumbled leaflet, closed the space between them, and yanked her hand into his, slapping it into her palm. “So I can presume you are the author of this as well.”


    With shaking hands, she held and recognized the leaflet she’d circulated last month. The lower quarter had been stained dark purple. She swallowed hard, fairly sure she knew what that stain was. Blood.


    “Where did this come from?”


    “It was on the girl at the town ball last night, the one whose throat was ripped out because of it.”


    “What?” She was truly alarmed now.


    “Yes, Miss Snow. The king has sent out vampire huntsmen infected with sanguine furorem in search of the White Lily of the north, the servant to the Black Lily.” He gripped her by her upper arms, demanding her full attention. He had it. “They are after you.” His voice rose like a tidal wave, gaining speed and volume as it thundered toward shore. “To maim and kill with bloody violence, including anyone who might be close to you.”


    “Oh, no!” The children. She jerked a glance upstairs. “Please,” she begged urgently. “Can we talk outside, away from the children? Izzy and Denny are already so frightened of everything.”


    His death-glare softened and his hard grip loosened, but only from a raging boil to a tempestuous simmer. “Upstairs. Get your cloak. You have one minute.”


    She nodded. When he let her go, she rushed upstairs, her whole body shaking. Just as she thought, Izzy and Denny gawked with round eyes as she swept through like her world wasn’t crumbling around her.


    “Nothing to worry about, darlings. The duke and I have some business regarding the school to tend to.”


    She flitted on through to her room to grab her cloak on the chair where she’d tossed it last night. She stood before the mirror to cinch the loop of the clasp over the button, her fingers trembling uncontrollably. She caught sight of the single puncture mark Friedrich had left behind. She wore her hair down this morning to hide it from the children, though Helena eyed her curiously. She never wore her hair down. The budding young woman knew something was amiss.


    The arrogant vampire had left the wound unhealed on purpose, wanting the world to see she’d been marked. She remembered how thoroughly he’d licked her, releasing the healing serum from his saliva. So there was no mistake he’d only healed one of his deep puncture wounds intentionally. The swollen mark was a glaring reminder to anyone who saw it that she’d been with the duke.


    But whatever was building between them was past now. He knew her secret, and it was plain that he was furious to have an ally of the resistance in his midst, much less a potential lover. Perhaps he was even angrier because he’d wanted to bed her. Until today. She pulled the lightweight dagger from under her mattress and slipped it from its sheath. The thin line of gold embedded along the sharp blade glinted in the morning light. Sliding it into the pocket of her skirt, she lifted her head high and prepared for the most dangerous encounter of her life with a strong, powerful, enraged vampire duke.


    She heard Izzy’s voice—sweet and jovial—as she made her way to the front of the house. What she found nearly knocked her to the floor.


    Friedrich sat at the table drawing, Izzy and Denny hovering close on either side of him.


    “That’s wemawkable,” said Izzy, using one of her big words and batting her black lashes up at him. The five-year-old was smitten, for heaven’s sake.


    “It’s all about studying the lines and form well enough to be able to recreate it,” he was saying.


    They were both riveted. It irritated Brenna to no end that he’d successfully wound both of them around his finger in a matter of minutes, the man who planned to imprison her for treason in short order.


    “I am ready for our walk, Your Grace.”


    He didn’t look up, finishing one last line before setting the charcoal utensil down and standing. “Now, you two try.”


    They both instantly set to work on clean parchment.


    “I won’t be but a few minutes.”


    “All wight,” said Izzy, her blonde head bent over her new work.


    The duke was at her side, coiling his fingers around her wrist and dragging her out the door. He may have appeared more docile sitting at her dining room table and wooing the children into his good graces, but she was wrong if she’d thought his ire had diminished.


    “Toward the woods,” he commanded.


    They took a left outside the front gate, heading toward the tree line behind the house, the edge of Quaking Wood.


    “I hope you don’t plan to murder me in the woods.” Her tone was flippant, but her heart was not.


    He scoffed. “No. I have other plans for you.”


    That only made her pulse pound faster as she chanced a glance up at him. The stern scowl was still fixed, but he unwound his fierce grip, lifted her hand, and placed it through the crook of his arm as if they were merely taking a leisurely stroll.


    “Where are your gloves?”


    “I forgot them.”


    Her surprise visitor had knocked her slightly off-center. Gloves were the least of her worries at the moment.


    He enveloped her hand with his own atop his sleeve, his heat radiating into her. She tucked the other into the pocket of her skirt, gripping the hilt of the dagger within, wondering if she’d need to use it.


    Their feet crunched in soft hushes on the snow, the wind barely a whisper. The silver-white, rough-barked aspens rose up in slender lines, creating an otherworldly view for travelers of this lane onto Ferriday. The creaking of the trees sounded as if they spoke to each other in the vast stillness.


    Friedrich veered her off the path onto unpacked snow. Her feet and ankles were well-protected by her high boots, but she wasn’t so sure it was the snow she needed to fear at the moment. Unable to delay the confrontation anymore, she pulled her arm from his and whirled to face him.


    “No need to keep me in suspense, Your Grace,” she clipped out on a huff. “What are your intentions?”


    Expression grave, his brow rose as if she’d asked him a humorous question, though he didn’t smile. “My intentions?”


    “Yes. For me. What do you intend to do? Turn me in to your uncle? Or the Glass Tower? It’s obvious you despise anyone in league with the revolution or the Black Lily. I want to know what you plan to do with me.”


    “You don’t know the first thing about what or who I despise.”


    Confused, she started to ask another question, then he was there, his chest pressed against hers, his large hand enveloping her nape under her fall of hair, his other arm beneath her cloak and gripping her hand inside the pocket still wrapped around the hilt.


    “What do you plan to do with that dagger, kitten?” His hot breath was white in the cold air.


    How did his voice sound so seductive when he was shaking with fury?


    “Defend myself,” she replied with strength, despite the fact he had her in a tight, merciless grip.


    She was a small human woman. He was a large vampire man. There was no way she could overpower him, but she’d never give up without a fight.


    “Defend yourself. Against me?”


    “Yes.”


    “I am not your enemy, Miss Snow.”


    She let out a bitter laugh. “Aren’t you?” She struggled briefly to get out of his arms, proving her point when he held her hard.


    “In all that time you were snooping around my castle asking Sylvia questions, you never came to the correct conclusion.”


    Her mouth fell ajar. He’d known all along. Of course he did. What a fool she was. “And what conclusion is that?”


    “That I’m an ally of the Black Lily. Not an enemy.”


    “Ha! You expect me to believe that? The Duke of Winter Hill, nephew to the most notorious, brutal vampire across the land, grandson of King Grindal and Queen Morgrid who enslave us all under their tyrannical rule.”


    His blue eyes burned so bright, she knew without a shadow of doubt that she was in the arms of a creature touched with powerful, dreadful magic. He could crush her easily. Snuff out her life in a blink if he so chose. And the way his face hardened at her words, she was afraid he might do just that.


    He tumbled her to the ground, manacling her wrists above her head, her back pressed to the cold snow, her front encased by the searing heat of him.


    When he spoke, his voice was deep and soft, the same tone he used in seduction, but with a bitter edge. Like a razor slicing so thin and fine you didn’t feel the pain till the fatal cut started to bleed.


    “Listen to me, Brennalyn Snow. You know nothing of where I come from. Or who I am. Nothing.”


    His lips hovered close, in a brutal line. She feared he meant to bite not kiss her, and not the kind of bite from last night that induced her into languorous ecstasy. The kind that brought pain and death.


    “Yes. I am the nephew of the cruel King Dominik, much to my own loathing. Yes, my mother was the unfortunate daughter of the king and queen of Varis. Even worse, she was married to that fucking bastard that was my father. Do not fault me for my birth, Miss Snow. It speaks of discrimination and prejudice that is unbecoming of you.”


    “I didn’t mean. I—”


    His mouth was on hers, a ruthless, hard kiss, punishing her for all the wrongs in her head. And somehow, she welcomed his vicious attack, his tongue invading her mouth with heat and aggression and seductive violence. She moaned and tried to move her hands, wanting to grab him and pull him closer, not to get away. He tightened his hold on her wrists and pressed his body harder, letting her know every part of him was ready for invasion of her body. Heaven help her, she was ready to toss up her skirts right then and let him take her.


    She whimpered when one of his sharpened fangs pricked her tongue. He eased up on the pressure of her mouth, sucking her tongue more gently. Breaking the kiss, his breaths ragged like hers, he spoke with unbelievable calm.


    “I am a close nephew of the former Prince Marius who fled with the peasant woman and resistance leader of the Black Lily. They now build their army for the war that is to come. And I am helping them in their cause. Your cause. My cause.”


    She couldn’t find the words as she reeled from his painful, crushing kiss and the sincere confession of this life-threatening secret.


    “My kitten is speechless.” For the first time since he’d stormed into her home, his mouth ticked up on one side into a half smile. “That is something new.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “Because I wasn’t sure you weren’t working for my uncle. He’s set spies on me before. That’s why I got rid of my Legionnaires. They were crawling with men he paid to watch me.”


    “But why? Why would he suspect you?”


    “We can talk of that later.” He swept a gentle, airy kiss across her lips, a slow sweep of his tongue. Then he lifted onto his feet, pulling her with him. “Right now, we have other problems.”


    “The huntsmen,” she whispered, staring back in the direction of the house.


    “Yes, the huntsmen. I’m going to send my guard to your house within the hour. Pack whatever you aim to keep and leave it at the door. The children as well. I’ll send the Bloodguard to fetch them in secret. You are all going to live with me at Winter Hill.”


    “What?”


    “But first, we must burn your house and make a show of it for the people of Terrington.”


    “Burn my house! Are you out of your mind?”


    He cupped her face, bringing her close, speaking softly as if to a child. “Hear me now, Brennalyn. The only reason I didn’t know you were the White Lily before today is because I foolishly thought the smell of ink and parchment on you was because you were a schoolteacher. When I read your lofty manifesto in that damned book declaring to the world that the vampire empire was a flawed dictatorship, I recognized the similar turn of phrase and writing that you put in your White Lily leaflets. We have many things to discuss. For now, just understand that those huntsmen have the scent of you, lingering and faint, but it is on those leaflets. Vampires infected with sanguine furorem, which the queen is purposefully infecting, have acute senses, especially smell. They are essentially bloodhounds, seeking your scent across the land. They will find the trail, which will lead them to that house with the printing press in the basement. You and your orphans are in dire danger.”


    She closed her eyes, the tears that had welled during his long speech spilled down her cheeks. She’d fought her cause, thinking it was only her life that she risked. If something happened to the children because of her, she’d be lost.


    “Shhh.” He swept the tears away with his thumbs and pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek. “You are fortunate it was me who discovered your secret first. I will protect you. And your children.”


    She opened her eyes, seeing the sincerity of his promise. She’d vowed never to trust another man again with anything close to her heart. And yet she couldn’t help but nod and sigh with relief that he was willing to take her in along with seven children that were not his own. Elliott would never have done such a thing.


    With a deep breath, she said, “First, we must burn my house.”


    His smile was soft and a little sad. “That’s my girl.”

  




  
    Chapter Twelve


    A dim orange blaze could be seen from Pearl Tower of Winter Hill. Even after hours from when the fire was set, there was still a fiery glow beyond Terrington where Brennalyn’s house once stood. Friedrich stood with her on the balcony of the bedroom he’d assigned to her. The children were in suites in this same tower. While he stood at her back and she watched the home burn that she’d created for herself and the children, he let her cry in silence and mourn the loss. The moon rose behind them, painting the snowy moors a pale blue, a smooth, serene blanket over the land.


    Their plan had gone well. After he helped her pack the children’s belongings and her own, she set out with Izzy and Denny in tow back to Terrington. He’d summoned Mikhail and many of the Bloodguard back to the cottage to fetch their things, then they set it ablaze.


    By the time they’d returned to Winter Hill, saddled and mounted their horses, and followed the haze of black smoke rising in the afternoon sky, townspeople had gathered around the house in full conflagration. When Brennalyn ran up in a mad rush with her children beside her, he dutifully offered them shelter, as it was the duke’s responsibility to care for the people of Terrington. Conveniently.


    “I am truly sorry about the printing press. I know its value to you. But it had to be destroyed.” He couldn’t take the chance of her scent mixed with the ink of her printing press lingering in the area. Only fire would eradicate it.


    “It was my father’s printing press,” she said, voice steady despite what she watched in the distance.


    “I know.”


    She turned, tears streaking her cheeks. “How did you know?”


    He’d been able to contain his rage today when he discovered her secret in the basement, only because she’d consented to move into his castle. She couldn’t believe he’d take in her seven orphan children as well. He’d have taken a hundred if it had gotten her tucked neatly in his lair where he could protect her.


    She’d burrowed deep, his little tigress, right under his ribcage, far too close to his heart. There was no going back now. He intended to claim her as soon as possible, embed his scent in her to keep any huntsman from sniffing her out. Then she’d be safe.


    Then she’d be his. Again, he was surprised where his thoughts led him. To have her as his own.


    He pulled a handkerchief from inside his coat and handed it to her. “We have much to discuss, but you need a little time to get settled. Dinner will be served in an hour. Grant will fetch you and the children and show you where the dining room is. Afterward, we’ll talk.”


    She wiped her cheeks and stared down at the handkerchief with his initials stitched in black. She folded it neatly in her delicate hands. He lifted her chin till she looked at him.


    “Is that all right?”


    “Of course. I just—”


    She glanced around the balcony made of pure white stone with a flourishing vine-like banister, sculpted in beautiful detail.


    “What is it?” he asked.


    “I’m ashamed of what I thought earlier today. When you’d discovered what I was doing in the basement, I was so sure I’d be sleeping in a dirty and cold dungeon tonight, and here you’ve put me up in this beautiful room and my children—” Her words caught on a sob.


    He pulled her into his arms, wanting only to comfort her. Strange, for he’d never held a woman like this, for the purpose to console and ease her pain. He was completely content to rub his palm up and down her spine, the other hand cradling her head against his chest.


    “Easy, kitten. I never intended to harm you. And I’d never let anything happen to you. Ever.” And he meant the words as they spilled from his mouth unaware.


    “You could’ve told me sooner,” she muffled, her arms about his waist. “I could’ve stabbed you.”


    He laughed. “No, you couldn’t. But I admire your spirit in thinking so.”


    “Arrogant man.”


    He continued to stroke and soothe her. The sensation buoyed his spirit somehow, to have this small, beautiful, fierce woman clinging to him for comfort. He’d never known the like. Warmth spread from his chest outward, a small ball of fire he knew would grow and consume him. Yet, he welcomed the burn.


    “The Pearl Tower has been empty for a terribly long time. And I’m more than happy for you and your children to reside here as long as you need. The other rooms may take some cleaning, as they’ve been closed off for a long while, and you will have privacy here. This is the farthest tower from the central quarters of the castle.”


    “But this room, the one you’ve assigned to me, has been well-kept. As if someone has cared for it, even while no one lives here.”


    “Yes.” He found himself opening the door where he’d locked his ghosts away fifteen years ago. “It was my mother’s chambers.”


    “Oh,” came the soft reply.


    He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head and stepped away, letting her slip out of his arms. “I’ll leave you to get ready for dinner. One hour. I hope your children are hungry. My cook, Olog, is planning a feast.”


    “My children? They’re always hungry.”


    He returned her warm smile and stepped back through the bedchamber that had been his mother’s personal oasis away from his father and the rest of the world. Yes, he’d made sure the servants kept this room clean and beautiful. He would often find himself walking toward this western tower, climbing to the very balcony he just stood upon to see the world as his mother once had. She was the one he had connected with as a child, not his heartless father. Or cruel uncle.


    This castle had been built by his father’s father and had become their home when his father had wed the beautiful but withdrawn Varis princess Katerina, only daughter born of the imperial royal couple, King Grindal and Queen Morgrid. Little did Friedrich’s father know, that wedding day had sealed his doom. His days as an immortal had become shorter and shorter. Till time ran out. And Friedrich’s mother had had enough.


    Content that Brennalyn would be sleeping in the warm and luxurious room of his beloved mother, he stepped out into the hallway to a ruckus of noise in one of the children’s bedrooms. Girlish giggles erupted and echoed into the corridor. He stopped and peeked in to find the little one, Izzy, jumping on one of the two giant beds set on the right wall, the gossamer bed curtains billowing out each time she hit the mattress. The Pearl Tower was meant to serve as guest quarters for royalty and nobility when there were great balls here in his grandfather’s time. Friedrich had never been one to host balls so they’d sat empty all these years.


    “Oh, Izzy, stop jumping,” said the eldest of Brenna’s children, Helena. “You must calm down.”


    “She can’t help it,” said another of Brenna’s daughters, next in age to the eldest. “This is rather exciting circumstances.”


    “We’re living in a castle, Helena!” squealed Izzy. “Nevew in my whole wife did I—”


    Izzy gasped when she saw him standing in the doorway. The elder girl spun and curtsied. “I’m so sorry, Your Grace. Isabelle is just a little excited is all.”


    The second girl dropped the skirt she was folding, quickly picked it up, then fell into a quick curtsy.


    He smiled with a bow of the head. “I don’t mind at all, Helena. I’m sorry, but I haven’t met your sister here.”


    “I—I am Beatrice.”


    She was a sweet-faced girl with shiny, honey-blonde hair, not dark like Helena. She was not the striking young beauty as Helena, but she bore a strength in her gray eyes and the set of her chin he attributed to Brennalyn. Her skin was an olive tone like the people of the western kingdom of Pyros. He found himself wondering about the parents of these children, feeling sympathy for their loss.


    “Pleasure to meet you, Beatrice. I hope you all are hungry. My cook is delighted to have more mouths to feed, believe it or not.”


    The girls smiled at the mention of food. Were all children so eager to eat? The little one plopped her bottom to the bed. “I kept your picture!” she exclaimed, hopping off the bed and scurrying to a sideboard littered with girlish trinkets—a doll, brushes and combs, ribbons. She pulled out a piece of parchment and ran to him, holding out the drawing he’d sketched for her and the quiet boy earlier today.


    “I see that you did.” He glanced at the portrait, thinking he’d quite captured her likeness. As he saw her. “And did you practice what I taught you?”


    Her little mouth turned down. “A little. But then we had to pack evewything.”


    “Right. How silly of me.” He crouched down to her eye level and handed the picture back. “Well, you keep this. It’s yours.”


    Her sky-blue eyes brightened with a smile that could light up the darkest cave. “Weally?”


    “Yes. And I’ll tell you something else.” He tapped her lightly on the nose. “Tomorrow, I have a surprise for you and your brother, Denny. I have a studio of my very own here in the castle with as much parchment, charcoal, and paint you could possibly want.”


    Her tiny mouth fell open into an O.


    “Tomorrow, I’ll show you. But now you must all get ready for dinner. I’ll see you then.”


    He dipped a bow to the older girls, who curtsied. Izzy simply waved a good-bye and skipped back into the room. He walked farther down the corridor, the boisterous chattering of young male voices coming from the connecting suites where Brenna’s boys were settled. One of them had been in his own bedchamber when he was quite young.


    “Do you think it’s real, though?” asked a young preadolescent boy. Must be the one called Emmett.


    “Indeed. It’s very real.” Definitely the eldest, Caden.


    He was now level with the doorway and watched them staring at a double-headed ax mounted on the wall.


    “Well, I know it’s real. But maybe it’s just there for show. Might not have seen any battles at all,” said Emmett.


    The youngest one, Jack, listened to his brothers argue. The quiet one, Denny, stood on their balcony looking up at the rising moon.


    “Actually,” said Friedrich, stepping into the room. “That ax has seen many battles.”


    They all swiveled in surprise. But Caden wasn’t fearful of him as the others seemed to be.


    “Can you show it to us, Your Grace?”


    Friedrich crossed the room and pulled it from the rack on the wall, holding the blade flat against his palm and lowering it to let them get a good look. Interlacing knots embossed the ironwork down the handle. The sharpened edges winked in the candlelight.


    “This here is called Path-cleaver. It has seen many wars, but the most famous was the Thorn Wars. My grandfather always led his own troops into battle with Path-cleaver.” Friedrich lifted it and pretended in slow motion to slice through an invisible enemy. “To cut a path for his men, you see.”


    The boys grinned and nodded, riveted to his every word. Friedrich remembered that age as a boy, captivated by any and every story of combat and war.


    “The most famous battle of all was the Battle at Doreen, a vast plain in the west of the Pyros kingdom. My grandfather claimed to have killed ninety-nine men that day on the bloody field of Doreen.”


    “Whoa,” said Caden, brown eyes wide. He was tall for a boy so young, his voice beginning to crack in his adolescent years, his mop of brown hair continually falling in his eyes. “Your grandfather must’ve been a great warrior. A great man, Your Grace.”


    Friedrich sighed and put the ax back in its place on the wall, a relic of his bloody ancestry that haunted him. He placed a heavy hand on Caden’s shoulder, but he swept his gaze to each of them.


    “Understand this, boys. A man may be powerful and strong and wield a mighty fist. But it is not the number of his slain enemies that makes him great. It is the intent of his heart.” He put a fist to his chest. “Do you understand?”


    “Yes, Your Grace,” they replied almost in unison, though the light of recognition was strongest in Caden’s dark eyes.


    With a manly pat on Caden’s back, he said, “Good. Now you best clean up for dinner.”


    Then he marched away. He was out the door, but his acute hearing let him catch the exchange as he left.


    “He’s not at all what I thought the vampire duke would be like,” said Emmett.


    “Me either,” said Jack.


    “Me either,” agreed Caden. “He’s much better.”


    Friedrich had never spent time with children his whole long life. As an only child, Marius was his closest kin in age, and they became comrades when Friedrich was a young adolescent. Grant was bordering on manhood when they’d finally connected as brothers.


    He was surprised how much he actually liked these children. Something about their innocent and honest look at the world made him smile to himself as he made his way down the tower stairwell. Now he understood why Brennalyn loved being a schoolteacher and why she eagerly took these children in, even when she had so little to give them.


    He had plenty to give.


    You could offer her more; make this her permanent home.


    He shook his addled brain. What a ridiculous idea. He experienced one afternoon of the simple joy of giving solace and shelter to those in need, and suddenly he was thinking domestic thoughts. Dangerous territory for a man who’d vowed to shun marriage or anything close to it after witnessing the heartbreaking fall of his parents’ blighted union, ending in tragic death.


    “Focus on the prize, Friedrich.”


    Though none of this was his original plan for the seduction of Miss Snow, he now had his tigress in his lair. A satisfied growl rumbled low in his belly as he stepped down from the stairwell and crossed the corridor leading to his wing. Tonight, he’d show no mercy. He needed to be inside her, in every possible way.


    He stepped into his bedchamber, finding his tub ready and waiting, water steaming. He’d take his pleasure on the supple body of Miss Snow, and he’d hear her sweet moans in his ear when he came hot and hard inside her body. He whipped off his shirt.


    “Tonight.”

  




  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Dinner had been a feast unlike any other Brennalyn or the children had eaten in all their lives. Of course, she’d never been to the table of nobility, and certainly never to the table of a vampire duke. The table was set with silver and crystal, glittering by the candlelight of the candelabras. The fine bone-white dishes, rimmed in silver, were quite different than the tin and glassware they’d used in their old home.


    She’d also never experienced the continued silence of her children at the dining table as they stuffed themselves eagerly with each new course that was set before them—a rich broth of duck soup, sliced lamb with jelly, spiced savory pudding, buttery green beans and potatoes, and a dessert of sugared almonds and raisins with candied orange slices and cream puff pastries.


    She particularly enjoyed the dessert. When she found a dollop of cream on her finger, she couldn’t help but lick the tip clean. The sensation of being intently watched by her host drew her attention sideways. The smoldering of his midnight blue eyes made her jerk her hand into her lap and wipe the offending finger in her napkin.


    He’d been served each course, as well, though he’d eaten very little. As the meal carried on, his catlike sprawl in the chair angled farther and farther until his broad chest and square shoulders fully faced her. His hand with the signet ring wrapped around a glass of port on the table, his forefinger lazily tapping, and Brenna had the distinct feeling he was ticking off the seconds, time winding down a clock to some inevitable explosion.


    “You must thank your cook for us. The meal is absolutely delicious,” she said, taking the last sip of her wine and regretting that she’d drank the whole glass.


    She didn’t drink often, and this strong blend had warmed her immensely but also had loosened the tight control she kept on herself. Whereas she should be thinking of getting the children to bed, she could only think of being alone with the vampire duke, who lazed like a lion at her side. She wanted to press her lips to the place at the base of his throat right above where sparse curls disappeared into his shirt. He’d worn no cravat and left his shirt unbuttoned, a tantalizing vee open at the top. When Beatrice spoke, she nearly jumped out of her skin.


    “I’ve never tasted food so wonderful, Your Grace. I wonder if I might talk to your cook sometime, as I so love learning new recipes.”


    His wide mouth slanted up on one side, his heavy gaze still on Brenna for a few seconds more before he swiveled to Beatrice.


    “I will introduce you to Olog tomorrow. Though most cooks are possessive and secretive of their recipes, I’m sure he’d appreciate a young apprentice as delightful as you.”


    Beatrice blushed and dove back into her dessert.


    “Tell me, Miss Snow.” He kept his voice low and intimate. “How in all the stars did you get that machinery into your basement by yourself?”


    “I didn’t. A young man I’d once tutored helped me move here from Korinth. It took a sturdy cart and two very strong horses.”


    “Indeed.”


    Brenna glanced at Helena, who folded her napkin and set it on her plate, her forlorn gaze in her lap.


    “Well, I’m stuffed,” announced Caden, heaving himself back in his chair and patting his stomach.


    “If you’re all done, then I’ll take you back to your rooms,” said Brenna, placing her napkin on her plate and slowly rising.


    They all pushed away from the long table, Friedrich’s voice rumbling soft but insistent. “I’d intended for us to speak tonight on a few matters that cannot wait.”


    “Oh, I—”


    “It’s all right,” said Helena across from her, taking Izzy’s hand on her left. Izzy rubbed one eye and yawned. “I’ll put them to bed.” Helena curtsied to Friedrich. “Thank you, Your Grace.”


    “Good night,” he said with a kind smile as they filed after Helena, leaving him alone with Brenna.


    She waited, standing there, never before feeling so awkward with him. Or was it something else that had her breath catching?


    “What did you want to speak to me about?”


    “Come.”


    He held out his hand for her to take. An odd gesture. But she took it, letting him engulf her small hand in warmth and guide her toward the main staircase. He tugged her gently up the carpeted stairs and long a corridor she recognized at once. Remembering the last time she’d walked this corridor leading to his private parlor, her heart battered erratically within her breast. He stroked his thumb over her wrist, a soothing caress, as if he knew why she was suddenly nervous.


    Opening the door to his parlor, he ushered her through first with a hand on the small of her back. It was as she remembered. A warm fire lit in the grate, scattered candelabras, the masculine combination of leather and dark velvet on the chaise and chairs. The scent of what she now associated with him—clean rosewood and a heady aroma she couldn’t identify, but knew was distinctly him. An open door in the corner led to a darkened room.


    “Have a seat,” he said gently.


    She did, taking her place on the chaise lounge, finding herself as nervous as she was the first time. He’d been stewing on something since he’d arrived at her house mid-morning and discovered she was the White Lily. But whatever he planned to discuss didn’t seem to have to do with her involvement in the resistance. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but instinct told her another surprise was coming. One she might not welcome.


    He poured two glasses of amber liquor then took a seat beside her, handing her a glass.


    “I honestly don’t drink very much.”


    “Take it,” he said with earnest. “You may need it.”


    She cupped the cool glass in her hands, swallowing a small sip with a wince. But the burn felt strangely good.


    “You mentioned…” she started but took another fortifying sip, then looked up at him, his expression grave, no charming or cocky smile in sight. “You mentioned earlier today that we had other things to discuss.”


    He didn’t waste any time. “Why didn’t you tell me that you’re married?”


    Her fingers clenched around the glass as she set it in her lap. She moistened her bottom lip but found she had no saliva left in her mouth. His gaze fell to the movement before meeting her own again.


    “I—I did not think it relevant.”


    His brow rose. “You did not think it relevant?”


    “He…that is to say, we are estranged.”


    “Where is he now? Still living in Korinth?”


    She shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know where he is.” Another welcome sip of liquid fire, the liquor giving her courage. “He left me.”


    Silence. The duke went statue-still. She wasn’t even sure he drew breath, his expression hardening.


    “What fool of a man would leave you? His beautiful wife?”


    She couldn’t handle the weight of his stare. Standing abruptly, she walked to the window, still clutching the glass in both hands. “He had his reasons.”


    She didn’t hear him move on silent feet but felt the heat of him at her back. He turned her to face him and gently removed her glass, setting it on the window ledge. But she couldn’t look at him, shame burning up her neck and into her cheeks. He cupped her face, his large hands tilting her upward.


    “What reasons, Brennalyn?”


    When he said her name that way, her stomach fluttered and rolled. She yearned to hear him say it again in that deep, crooning baritone.


    Despite how Elliott had hollowed her out as a woman and forced her to find her own inner strength and will to go on, she was no longer willing to let the old hurt rule her. She answered with the self-possession that had guided her out of the dark place where Elliott had abandoned her.


    “I am barren, Your Grace.” She waited for some strong reaction, a look of pity or disgust. None came, so she went on. “Elliott wanted children of his own. When it was obvious after two years and not one pregnancy that I couldn’t conceive, I suggested we adopt. In Korinth, there was an orphanage where we could’ve done good. But Elliott didn’t want to raise children that were not of his blood, as he told me. Then one afternoon, he didn’t return home from the courthouse where he served as barrister.” She remembered the day where a cold stone of dread lodged in her chest when they told her he’d left that morning after cleaning out his desk and turning in his resignation effective immediately. “He’d left that day. Resigned and left without a word to me. I thought maybe he’d come home after a time. But eventually”—she let out a bitter laugh—“I realized he didn’t want me. A wife who could not bear him children. Only half a woman.”


    Friedrich swept his hands down to her neck, cradling her, his thumbs pressing gently up on her jaw, forcing her head up. He edged closer. “Look at me, Brennalyn.” His voice trembled with anger, not unlike how she’d heard him today when he’d pinned her in the snow. “You are a whole woman.” His mouth firmed against hers, insisting she pay attention. She did. He deepened the kiss, penetrating with his tongue, all heat and strength, much like the man. He broke the kiss to skate down the side of her neck, nipping with teeth but not breaking the skin. “All woman.”


    A breathy moan escaped her lips, for the beautiful things he said and did with his lovely mouth. She threaded her fingers into his hair, holding him closer, her blood humming hot and fast through her veins. He dipped to her ear and licked the lobe, whispering, “My woman.”


    Returning to her lips, he made love to her mouth. Nipping, sucking, thrusting his tongue inside her wet warmth. He banded her waist with one arm as the hand of his other palmed one cheek of her bottom, squeezed, and lifted her against him. She gasped, but he wouldn’t let her break the kiss, demanding she pay attention to what he was trying to tell her with his glorious mouth.


    Keeping her molded to his, his other hand roamed, up to her hip, squeezing, gliding higher to her breast, unbound by a corset. He broke the kiss suddenly, his thumb rasping over the taut nipple, evident even through her chemise and frock.


    “No corset,” he murmured.


    She shook her head. She hadn’t bothered after her bath. There was only dinner, then she’d return to undress for bed. Or so she thought.


    His gazed drifted down, watching while he worked her nipple through the fabric, pinching softly, teasing the taut peak. She bit her bottom lip, barely concealing her moan. His eyes lit to hers then he devoured her mouth, her breast filling his hand as he squeezed. He kissed a hot line down her throat, sliding his hand to the high scooped neck, his fingers curling in as if he’d rip it, but then released.


    “I hate this fucking dress,” he growled into her throat. At the moment, so did she.


    He bent his head low and opened his mouth over the visibly puckered nipple, grazing with teeth. The sensation heated her blood, pooling to the apex between her legs. She threaded her fingers into his hair, holding him there as his rough attentions pulled a throaty moan from her parted lips.


    Growling, he found her mouth again, his thrusting tongue implying what he wanted to do to her. What she longed to have him do to her. Just as she felt the hem of her gown hiking higher, a soft voice called from the doorway.


    “Mimi? I can’t fall asleep.”


    She jerked away. The duke stared down, eyes blazing with carnal need. He closed his eyes with a ragged exhale and turned. Brenna half hid behind him with an arm across her chest to hide the wet spot he’d made with his tongue.


    “Izzy, darling. You should be in bed.”


    She’d somehow wandered from the Pearl Tower and found his parlor. Leave it to Izzy to find her like a lost bee to her queen. Sleepy-eyed, she stood in her white nightgown and bare feet, blonde ringlets a messy halo around her head.


    “I’m scared. Can I sleep in your bed with you?”


    “I was going to ask the same thing,” murmured Friedrich under his breath.


    She arched a look at him then marched for the door. He followed. Lifting Izzy in her arms, she realized the poor children must be going through their own trauma with the burning of the home they shared together then thrust in this great big castle.


    “Of course,” she assured her.


    Izzy caught sight of Friedrich, her blue eyes brightening as she reached out a tiny arm and chubby hand. “Will you cawwy me to bed?”


    “Oh, darling. The duke doesn’t want—”


    Izzy was plucked from her arms, then the duke carried her on his hip out the door.


    “You know, sweetheart. There’s nothing to be afraid of in my castle.”


    She’d looped her little arms around his neck. “There’s not?”


    “I have the fiercest guards in all the kingdoms, did you know that?”


    She shook her head, ringlets bouncing. Brenna followed alongside in silence, watching the two. A tender warmth settled around her heart.


    “They watch all night. If even the hint of danger would come near, they’d smite their enemy so fast the intruder would never know what happened. They are the fastest and the strongest of any vampires I’ve ever known.”


    “Weally?”


    They climbed the staircase to the Pearl Tower.


    “Oh, yes. And do you know what else? They have a weakness.”


    “What?”


    He whispered conspiratorially. “They love little girls most of all. Especially little blonde ones. Melts their tough vampire hearts into mush.”


    She giggled with the brightest smile. “You’re teasing me.”


    “Absolutely not. Cross my heart.”


    Brenna opened the door to her bedchamber. A maid had already turned down the counterpane. Friedrich carried Izzy to the bed and settled her sweet head on the pillow. He pulled up the coverlet and tucked it under her arms.


    “So you see, sweetheart. There’s nothing to worry about. The Bloodguard would never let harm come to you.” He trailed his forefinger across her chubby cheek and tucked an errant curl behind her ear. “And I wouldn’t, either. I promise you.”


    Brenna’s insides melted into nothing. Izzy looked past him to her.


    “Mimi, are you coming to bed, too?”


    “Yes, darling. Let me say good night to His Grace.”


    She followed him to the door. He braced an arm on the doorframe, facing her.


    “That wasn’t exactly the female I imagined tucking into bed tonight.”


    Brenna smiled, but a twinge of fear twisted in her bosom. “You were sweet to her.”


    “It was easy. She’s a sweet girl.”


    “Still. Thank you.”


    He cupped her cheek, sliding his long fingers into her hair. “I told you. I’ll take care of you and your children. You just have to let me.”


    She had no words to respond.


    “It’s been a long day. And a long night,” he added. He leaned in and coaxed a slow, sultry kiss from her lips, sipping on her till that familiar spark ignited in her blood. Then he pulled away, dropping his hand. He nodded toward the bed. “Go to your girl. I’ll see you in the morning.” Then he strode away down the corridor.


    Brenna revisited the fear that had arisen the moment before. His overwhelming passion, she could handle. But his tenderness and genuine affection toward her children she could not. It made her long for something she couldn’t have. A happily-ever-after. She couldn’t accept him, couldn’t trust any man.


    With bittersweet longing swirling in her breast, she closed the door, changed into her nightgown, and climbed into bed with little Izzy. Pulling her sweet form close, she relished her soft weight, reminding herself that this was where she must focus her tenderness. Her love. Her children would never abandon her. She finally drifted off into a fitful sleep, ignoring the hollow chasm in her heart she was sure would never be filled.

  




  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Brenna awoke from the deepest slumber she could ever remember. Izzy wasn’t at her side. A strange feeling of rightness pervaded her sleep and her dreams till morning light streamed through the window and she remembered her woeful thoughts just before she went to bed.


    She pushed herself out of bed, having slept in her chemise. A fire crackled and warmed the room already. She glanced around for the muslin robe she’d left out after her bath. She’d undressed and laid her frock out on the wingback chair near her vanity. Neither were there. Something else in their place.


    “Bloody hell!”


    There, spread on the back of the chair was a lovely sapphire-blue silk dress. She padded closer on her bare feet, finding a new silk chemise, stockings, and corset folded neatly beside them on the vanity stool. A note on white parchment set atop the chemise. She picked it up and read the bold, slanting scrawl.


    Good morning, beautiful.


    Yes, I’ve burned that hideous gray frock. All of them, actually. Here’s one of many new gowns for you. Something more deserving to be flush against your perfect, alabaster skin. I’m envious of this blue silk garment, truth be told.


    Till it’s me flush against your bare skin,


    Friedrich


    A heated blush crawled from the roots of her hair down to the tips of her toes. The man said the most inappropriate things. Inappropriate? That was putting it mildly.


    “Bad man,” she murmured with a smile and lifted the lovely silken chemise. It was far more delicate and transparent than the one she usually wore. “Very bad man.”


    She’d be having a conversation with him about him taking over her wardrobe without her permission, making decisions for her he had no right to. He wasn’t her husband. Stars above, he wasn’t even her lover. Not yet. But for now, she needed clothes to wear. Shimmying on the chemise and corset, she realized she couldn’t tighten the stays alone when in walked Sylvia with a breakfast tray.


    “Well, well, well,” said Sylvia with an accusing grin. “Look who finally decided to wake.”


    “Is it late?”


    Sylvia laughed and set down the tray. “Yes. Near ten o’clock. Here, let me help you.” She walked to her and started tightening the laces.


    “How could I sleep so late?” Even though she’d sent word to the town magistrate that there would be no school today because her house had burned down, she hadn’t wanted to sleep the day away.


    “I expect because you’ve had a heap of worry and trouble. You needed it.” She cinched the last lace. “There now. Let’s get you in this new dress.”


    While Sylvia unclasped the row of pearlescent buttons lining the back of the gown, Brenna slipped on the new stockings and clasped the top lace to the garter of the corset.


    “I hope it fits,” said Brenna, stepping into it. “Thank you, Sylvia. I can button it up.” She didn’t like the idea of Sylvia waiting on her as if she were mistress of the house.


    Realizing it fit absolutely perfectly, Brenna shook her head. “How did he know my size?”


    “I’m not surprised. The duke knows everything.”


    Brenna pinched a face. “Of course.” She turned and opened her arms for inspection. “Well?”


    Sylvia’s eyes glazed. “I must say. The man knows what looks good on you. You look like a right princess, if I can say so.”


    “You may not. This is too much for a village schoolteacher. What could he be thinking?”


    Sylvia smirked, but made no reply.


    Brenna sat at the vanity, grabbed a brush and untangled her hair, then began plaiting, while her mind set to thinking too much per usual. She wondered what last night meant, whether they should let their passion take them where they wanted to be, tangled in his bed. What would the children think if they suspected? She didn’t want to confuse them with any ideas of this being a permanent home. She must speak to him about how they would go on while they remained at Winter Hill.


    “So the duke knows about your involvement with the Black Lily, does he?” asked Sylvia, tossing another log on the fire.


    “Yes.” She used her hairpins she’d put in the vanity drawer to coil the braid in a crown atop her head.


    “And he’s not tossing you to the crown, obviously.”


    “Not at the moment.” Brenna grew silent. She didn’t like deceiving Sylvia, who was her only true friend, but she wasn’t sure if Friedrich would be happy with her for spilling his secret that he was in fact one of the Black Lily’s greatest allies. Even more so than she was. Brenna wanted a thorough discussion with him about the subject as soon as she tracked him down.


    “There now.” She popped off the vanity and glanced in a long mirror on the wardrobe. The sweep of blue silk with delicate lace trimming the tight-fitted bodice was a far cry from her gray frock. She hardly recognized herself. She’d always dressed for expediency. No, that wasn’t true, either. She dressed to hide herself. After Elliott, she didn’t want to attract unwanted attention. It was better to keep her head down in her work and in caring for her children. And it had worked…until Friedrich took notice.


    “I’d better get moving and check on the children.”


    “Not before you eat something.” Sylvia nodded to the tray. “And I’d best get to my work,” she said, bustling out.


    Brenna made quick work of a slice of buttered bread, a poached egg, sliced cheese, ham, and a few wedges of orange. She washed it down with a glass of warm honeyed tea then stood and took a breath with a hand on her abdomen, her corset restricting from inhaling too deeply. Her normal breakfast fare was toast and tea.


    A maid servant dipped a curtsy as she passed her in the hall.


    “Oh, good morning,” said Brenna with surprise, nodding to her. She was being treated like a lady, which put her on edge.


    This notion that she was elevated somehow simply because the duke doted on her and had bought her a lady’s wardrobe racked her nerves. Other women had stayed at Winter Hill. She’d heard them brag about their overnight trysts as boldly as you please down at the baker’s or the milliner’s or wherever a gaggle of women gathered with one of his more recent lovers happened to be.


    At the time, she’d scoffed and turned her nose up at those women, offering their blood for a night’s pleasure and a few favors from the duke. And how was she any different if she followed through with what he wanted of her? What she wanted as well.


    Perhaps he’d shown special treatment by taking in all of her children. But it was temporary. And it was only necessary because he’d demanded she burn her house down. He couldn’t take the chance of her being found right under his nose, so close to his castle, which could throw his uncle’s suspicion in his direction once again. Especially after the whole town had seen him take an interest in her. He had to protect her and her family in order to keep from being associated with the White Lily.


    She walked toward the girls’ room, wondering whether she’d done any good with her messages to the people. The power of words was like magic, persuading people toward good or evil, depending on the wielder of the mouthpiece. She learned this long ago when her father would sit her on his knee by the fire at night with a cup of his special brew of cinnamon tea and read to her of great men and women of the past. Brenna had fallen in love with history, with people, and with the written word. And later, in those final years when his illness weakened him, she’d sit across from him by the fire, a quilt draped over his lap, and read those stories of old back to him, loving the gentle smile on his kind, grizzled face. That was what she missed most when he died. When she married Elliott, hoping for happiness that never came.


    To this day, the smell of woodsmoke, cinnamon, and dusty parchment still buoyed her, as if her father’s spirit might still be lingering nearby. Perhaps that is why when she moved away from Korinth in search of a new life in Terrington that she began writing her radical leaflets and signing them the White Lily. She had no desire to replace the one they called Arabelle, who led the resistance. Quite the opposite. She longed to aid her fellow sister of the revolution. In any way possible. And here she’d landed in the hands of the vampire duke who was aiding the resistance all along. Perhaps fortune had intervened, casting them together like two fateful stars.


    It was too quiet this late in the morning. The lot of her children were early risers. She heard rustling from the girls’ rooms. Stepping inside, she found Helena digging in the trunk of clothes.


    “What have you lost, dear?” asked Brenna.


    “I can’t find my cloak,” she said on a frustrated moan, half bent inside the trunk. “I don’t know where I left it.” She heaved a sigh and stood. “And now I’ll freeze to death.”


    She stood to face Brenna, her eyes widening at the sight of her. “Oh, my.”


    Brenna remembered her dress, glancing down. “It’s nothing. I was just tired of the gray and the duke had this one laying about.”


    She was such a liar.


    “You look so lovely, Mimi.”


    “Do I?”


    Helena beamed, meeting her at the door and touching the silk skirt. “Yes. He must truly adore you.”


    “Helena,” she started in a grave tone. “You’re the oldest and of an age where you must understand that a man giving gifts to a woman doesn’t mean there is affection tied up in the gift. It just means…well, it means that…”


    She frowned. She couldn’t well say that a man, especially a man like the duke, enjoyed bestowing gifts on his would-be lover. She cringed, feeling like a bought woman.


    “Well? What does it mean?”


    “All right. It may mean that he likes her. But that is a far cry from adoration as you put it.”


    “What about love?” asked Helena.


    Brenna shook her head, pitying sweet Helena so unspoiled from the bitter heartbreak of men. “No, my darling. A man giving a woman a dress does not mean anything like love. Don’t even mention that word again in regards to the duke. It will never happen.”


    “But what if it did?”


    Brenna let out a harsh laugh. “It won’t.” And yet a fluttering in her belly spun her nerves into a whirlwind. “Follow me.” She walked back to her bedchamber.


    “But what if it did?”


    “Helena,” she chided. “The duke is not the kind of man to fall in love with any woman. And certainly not a woman of lower class. Didn’t you even read my book?”


    “Of course I did.”


    “And do you remember the chapter on the high-born being raised to associate deep and abiding affection only for their own kind, those they deem worthy for such feeling? Equals?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then there it is.” Brenna opened her own trunk and began digging for her extra cloak. “Now you know.”


    “But, Prince Marius eloped with the peasant woman Arabelle who is leading the Black Lily. Everyone says they are truly, deeply in love.”


    Brenna frowned, feeling a sudden headache coming on. “Here we are.” She plucked her cloak from the trunk and handed it over, then turned her attention back to the near empty chest. “What in heavens—” She pilfered through what was left, a few undergarments, stockings, and her blue shawl. “Where are all my dresses?” she asked frantically, coming to a realization the moment she asked the question.


    She stood and stamped her foot. “Damn that man! He has no right to—”


    “What is it? Did the duke do something with your frocks?”


    He most certainly did, the arrogant bastard. He truly did it. She thought it an idle threat with his little missive this morning. Fiery heat singed up her chest and stung the tips of her ears. She spun to Helena.


    “Who does he think he is?”


    Helena stared wide-eyed with a shrug.


    “Oh, that superior ass!”


    Helena gasped then giggled. “Mimi, I don’t think I’ve heard you curse before.”


    Brenna stormed toward the bed, pacing to try and free herself of the anger singing through her blood. Brenna stormed to the bed where the gold counterpane was quite wrinkled and askew.


    “It’s him,” admitted Brenna on an exasperated sigh, straightening the counterpane. “He makes me do and say things I would certainly not if I could just control—” She bit her bottom lip and held her temper in check lest she say entirely too much, jerking the ends of the counterpane to smooth the surface of the bed.


    “What do you mean?” asked Helena. “Is he cruel to you?”


    Brenna snorted inelegantly. “Extremely.” She remembered the torturous things he did with his hands. His mouth. His tongue. The angry flush in her cheeks reddened further from a different emotion entirely. “Even though he has taken us in and offered us some kindness, it does not mean he has full control of my life. Including what clothes I wear.”


    She stomped around to the other side of the bed, a piece of blank parchment catching her eye on the floor. Leaning down, she lifted it and flipped it over, her breath catching in her throat. She stared down at a charcoal portrait of herself. The smoky lines hardened along the jaw and softened around her dark eyes. Her hair was drawn in long waves, framing her face in a way that could only be described as seductive. And quite beautiful.


    She knew without asking Helena that this was the sketch Friedrich was drawing with Izzy and Denny at her former dining table. The easy stroke of the pencil and sweep of the smudged charcoal to darken the lips…it was the loveliest drawing she’d ever seen. And he’d created it in mere minutes.


    Damn the man. “Is he good at everything?” she asked the wind.


    “What was that?” Helena had refolded a few things in the chest and closed the lid. “Oh, Izzy must’ve dropped that. She’s been carrying it around.”


    Brenna recognized the crinkled edges from Izzy’s tight grasp. “Where is she? And all the others?”


    “His Grace came and brought Izzy and Denny to his studio this morning.”


    “His studio?”


    “Yes. Mimi, do you think I could head into Terrington and purchase some fabric for a new cloak? I can’t just take yours all the time.”


    Brenna tore her gaze from the drawing and set it aside, trying her damnedest not to read into the way he smoothed sweet affection into the intense gaze of her face, as if that’s how he wanted her to look at him. Or perhaps she already had and didn’t know it. Clearing her throat, she strode forward with Helena back toward the stairwell.


    “What was that?”


    “Well, you have only this one thick cloak and your shawl. I’ll need a new one for myself.”


    “Helena, it’s too dangerous to go traipsing off by yourself.” She lifted her wool shawl where it lay over the end of the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders.


    “But I could bring Caden.”


    “No,” said Brenna firmly. “It’s not safe. Let me speak with the duke. If his guard can escort you then you may go. But we simply can’t take any chances right now.”


    Helena looked as if she’d protest then she nodded obediently, staring at the floor.


    “Come along.” She crooked her arm through Helena’s. “Let us find the others. I’m surprised Beatrice isn’t with you.”


    “She sought out Olog right after a hearty and elegant breakfast was brought to our rooms. She’ll be down in the kitchens for the duration of our stay, I imagine.”


    Brenna smiled as they came out onto the main floor near the servants’ corridor. “And where is this studio you spoke of?”


    “I’m not sure.”


    Raucous laughter echoed from down the servants’ hall. A familiar battle cry of “yah, yah” erupted.


    Brenna and Helena smiled at each other and followed the sounds through a long, winding hallway and out into a yard on the side of the castle. There, she found her boys, except for Denny, with a few of the duke’s guard surrounding Emmett in a fierce battle, who engaged the guardsman Dmitri. He was a tall lean vampire—as they all were—with short-cropped brown hair except for a lock that fell in his eyes as he dodged and parried Emmett’s sword swing, a twinkle in his pale eyes.


    Sylvia’s man, Grant, leaned against a post, arms crossed and watching with a lopsided smile. Brenna knew he was Friedrich’s valet, but he was truly far more than that, as he was so comfortably hanging in the yard in casual clothes that seemed more appropriate for one of the guardsmen than a valet. Come to think of it, he never seemed appropriately attired like a gentleman’s valet should be.


    She scanned the group, but there was no sign of Friedrich or his captain.


    Caden turned as they approached, beaming from ear to ear. “Mimi, come and watch! The duke’s guard is teaching us proper arms for battle.”


    “I’m not sure that’s wise,” she replied, though merriment leaked into her tone. These three brothers were highly active and always in need of exercise to release their boyish energy.


    “Oh, it’s absolutely brilliant,” said Caden excitedly.


    The duke’s personal guard must’ve numbered near forty with about half encircling the swordplay now. Brenna found it strange that while they were all fierce and grave in appearance, none of them made her afraid as the vampires she’d encountered in the city of Korinth. Perhaps because these vampires didn’t proposition her to be their bleeder as so many did back in Korinth. Even as a married woman, perhaps especially so, she was frequently propositioned by the Legionnaires and mercenary soldiers who flooded the city. That was another reason she decided to pack up and leave. With her father dead and Elliott gone, there was no reason to stay. Catching sight of the advertisement that the northern village of Terrington was in need of a new schoolteacher was the blessing she needed. Her passage to a new world and a new life.


    She glanced around the yard, still seeing no sign of Friedrich, wondering if he could still be with Izzy and Denny.


    “Miss Snow, may I be of service?”


    She started. Grant had made his way silently around the circle to her side.


    “Oh, um, no. That is…”


    “The duke set out this morning with Captain Mikhail and other guardsmen. But he should be returning soon.”


    “Thank you, Mister, um, what is your name?”


    “No titles are necessary,” he said kindly, though bitterness seemed to tighten the lines of his face. “You may call me Grant.” He gestured toward the gray stone stables that extended toward the gardens. The hedges were dusted in snow. “Would you like me to show you to the studio where Izzy and Denny are?”


    “Yes. Thank you.”


    She and Grant walked on while Helena stayed behind, watching the boys with her arms crossed. No doubt disapproving of the vampire guard giving them encouragement in the sport of swords and battle.


    Pulling the ends of the shawl tight around her, she ventured to question the pensive man at her side. “Sir, from what I understand, you knew all along that I was trying to pry information about the duke’s dealings with the Black Lily these past months.”


    His reserved countenance cracked a smile. “I’m afraid so.”


    She shook her head. “I feel so foolish now.”


    “Don’t think of it. The duke is a very intelligent and perceptive man.” He lowered his voice a notch. “Though I was the one who spotted you nosing about first.”


    She laughed. “He’s lucky to have a servant who keeps his secrets as you do.”


    He said nothing at that, but gave a polite nod.


    “May I ask how long you’ve known the duke?”


    He tucked his hands deeper into his coat pockets. “My mother served his parents. I was born and raised here.”


    “And so you and the duke became friends as children?”


    He laughed and slid a tilted smile in her direction. “Do you know how old the duke is?”


    She realized then that she didn’t and shook her head.


    “He’s seventy-eight.”


    “Oh.” She bit back more surprise and watched a stableman pass leading a gray horse on a bridle. “I should’ve known. But I always forget they age differently than us.”


    It wasn’t that she’d actually forgotten. Only that Friedrich’s appearance suggested he was perhaps ten or fifteen years her senior. Not fifty-three. She’d never known a vampire so…intimately. The idea of their age difference suddenly made her uncomfortable, even though a vampire in his seventies was considered an age where he was entering his prime.


    “It’s easy to forget sometimes,” said Grant. “So you see, we were not childhood friends.”


    “And yet”—she challenged—“you appear to be close friends now.”


    Again, he lapsed into silence as they approached a door on the farthest wing of the stables.


    “Pardon me, Grant. But you are close friends, aren’t you?” She wasn’t sure why his answer was important. The man was obviously devoted to Friedrich, yet there was a hint of pain hidden behind his dark eyes.


    He paused at the door and settled his penetrating gaze on her. “I would die for him.”


    Her pulse tripped faster. He opened the door, but she remained frozen for a moment, contemplating this unusual servant. He didn’t speak like the others from Terrington. Even if he was born in the castle, he wouldn’t have been privy to an education for him to speak so well. Brenna took note of such things, for she herself was considered low-born. But her father loved literature and education, and so instilled that love in his only child. Brenna could always pick out those among her class who had a similar affinity. Their speech was always more correct than the peasants who worked with their hands.


    Brenna never looked down on anyone, of course. But she was pleased to find kinship with the learned among the working class. Grant, dressed like a field hand but who spoke like a gentleman, was a puzzle she couldn’t quite figure out.


    She followed him into a large square room, which had a stall door on the far side. With a quick glance around, she realized it was apparently at least two stalls wide but had been enclosed with proper walls except for the door leading into the inner corridor of the stables. The room was clean and white-washed with shelving lining one wall filled entirely with paints, brushes, sponges, and dust cloths. The sounds and smells of horses and hay wafted through the door open to the interior. Izzy and Denny sat on stools in one corner facing a large, unframed painting of Winter Hill propped on a shallow shelf lining the wall. Both of their heads were bent close to their easels, sketch pencils on their canvas until the door clicked closed.


    “Mimi! Come and see what we’re dwawing.”


    “Drawing?” She swept closer to stand behind them. “I thought you’d be painting.”


    “Not yet. Fwiedwich says we need to sketch first before we paint.”


    “Does he?” She glanced back at Grant, smiling at her familiar use of his first name. “I wasn’t aware the duke was so artistically inclined.”


    Grant smirked. “He is actually quite talented.” He pointed to the oil painting on the shelf, which Izzy and Denny were using as inspiration. “He painted that one there. And many others in the castle.”


    “Did he?”


    Brenna took a step closer, surprised to find yet another talent the beautiful man possessed. The painting was of Winter Hill in high summer, when the snows had finally melted away. A fountain stood in the right foreground, water spraying around the swan sculpture at its center, sparkling in the sunlight. Beyond were verdant green shrubs and manicured hedges encapsulating a pretty gazebo at the center of the painting. A domed ceiling of stone sheltered the gazebo, nymphs and fairies etched along the cornice. Thick, fluted columns encapsulated the pretty round structure, the interior open to the summer breeze, which Brenna imagined she could feel, even in the dead of winter as they were now. Beyond the gazebo, the magnificent castle of Winter Hill loomed, the stone shining brilliant white in the sunlight hovering in the right corner of the painting.


    The lines and colors weren’t simply beautiful. They were poetic—hard to emphasize the strength of the structures, soft to harmonize with the loveliness of the garden. She’d never been to Winter Hill in the summer. In her three years living in Terrington, the castle was a distant object of beauty to be admired. She’d never thought of even stepping foot on the grounds. Not until a few months ago when he condescended to visit the schoolhouse one day. The day he saw Izzy painting a black lily, arousing his suspicion. That was the beginning of her spying on the duke, in fear for the safety of her children and herself.


    “You both are doing a wonderful job.” She squeezed Denny’s shoulders.


    He cast a tender look up at her, then sighed and set his sketching utensil down. He stood and aimed a thumb over his shoulder toward the door with a tilt of his head and a questioning look.


    “Yes, of course you may go,” said Brenna.


    Grant studied the boy, his expression unreadable, his voice softer than the normal rough timbre when he spoke to him. “Would you like to go to the sparring yard? The guards are teaching your brothers new skills.”


    Brenna thought Denny would shy away as he tended to do with strangers. Instead, he smiled openly with a mute nod of his head. Grant ruffled his mop of dark hair. “Come on, then.”


    “I wanna go, too!” yelled Izzy, popping up and knocking her stool over in such a hurry to chase after them.


    Grant grinned. “By all means, ladies should learn how to use a sword as well.”


    “Weally?” she asked, taking his hand.


    He looked down at their hands, perhaps surprised at her open affection. Izzy often did that to a person. Then he curled his large one around hers. “Indeed,” he whispered. “Sometimes, I find girls learn to fight even better than boys.”


    Izzy giggled as she scurried off with them. Brenna followed slowly, closing the studio door behind her. She had a myriad questions floating through her mind for Friedrich as she sidled up to the sparring yard where young Jack was now at the center, wielding a wooden sword half his size. The guard offering him instruction had a kind face. For a vampire. Especially for one who was larger and broader than the others with pitch-black hair and dark-blue eyes. She wondered at how all vampires had blue eyes, but the myriad shades were as varied as the hues of a sunset from mid-sky to horizon.


    “Reposition his elbows, Gregorovich,” said Dmitri from the side.


    The black-haired guard leaned over Jack carefully, murmuring instruction as he squared his shoulders and pressed his elbows closer to his body. Jack nodded eagerly, staring up at his teacher with obvious admiration.


    She glanced around the group, seeing that Helena must’ve gone back into the castle, when the pounding of horses’ hooves sounded behind them. Coming up the snowy hill sloping away toward Terrington was Friedrich on his magnificent black stallion along with his captain and fellow guardsmen. His dark figure galloping up the snowy embankment sucked the breath from her lungs.


    She kept wondering if his ardor and intensity would diminish. But the potent expression he wore as he trotted up to the sparring yard where she stood, his otherworldly blue eyes flaring bright, charged the air more powerfully than ever before.


    A sinking sensation overwhelmed her as if she were standing in quicksand, knowing there would be no escape. Still, she smiled and welcomed her fate looming large and dark and formidable, leaping from his horse and tossing the reins to a stable boy, coming straight for her.

  




  
    Chapter Fifteen


    His body trembled with need at the sight of her. The entire morning, he hadn’t been able to think of anything but silken black hair, sultry lips, and milk-white skin, yearning to return to Winter Hill. To her. Finding her standing in the yard watching him draw closer, a tender expression of welcome on her heart-shaped face, constricted his lungs in a trap of her sweet making.


    He couldn’t think, moving on instinct alone as he leapt to the ground, tossed the reins, closed the distance, and wrapped her in a tight embrace, slanting his mouth over hers in a breath-stealing kiss. He swallowed her cry of surprise and groaned when she opened her mouth, teasing her tongue along his. He couldn’t let go even if someone had bludgeoned him over the head. He’d lost his bloody mind, his need for her bordering on insanity. After he’d stroked his tongue sufficiently enough to remind her what he wanted, to placate the beast within, he pulled away.


    Her eyes dropped, a smile lingering. She pushed her palms against his chest. “Please, Your Grace.” Her voice a brittle sound.


    He released her, noting the adolescent snickers in the yard. The guards had enough sense to disperse and busy themselves elsewhere. Grant stood to the side, arms crossed. With a shake of his head, he called to them. “Come on, boys. Let’s see what Olog might have for us in the kitchen.”


    Friedrich winked over Brenna’s head at Caden, whose boyish grin widened as they scampered off with little Izzy trailing them.


    “Come,” he said, taking her hand and leading her toward the wrought-iron archway marking the entrance to the formal gardens beyond the stables.


    She didn’t protest, a pink blush splotching her cheeks and ample bosom, more of it showing in the dress he’d had made for her a week ago. She fell in step next to him in swift strides. As soon as they’d passed through the archway and into the hedge maze, more white than green, she jerked her hand away and turned on him.


    “Friedrich. Do not ever kiss me like that again.”


    “I would apologize, but I can’t help feeling a touch aggressive at the sight of you.” He twined a lock of her ebony hair at the temples. “I’ll try to be more gentle next time.”


    She swatted at his hand teasingly. “That’s not what I mean and you know it. You can’t kiss me like that in front of the children. Never mind your entire personal guard.”


    Unperturbed, he slid both hands along her waist to her back, clasping his fingers to lock her against him. “Why not? Are we hiding our affinity for each other from the world?”


    “Affinity?” she arched a brow. “Your Grace, let me—”


    “What happened to Friedrich?”


    She scoffed, the heels of her hands on his shoulders as if to push him away though she didn’t. “I don’t know! You tell me. Has he lost his mind?”


    He dipped lower, sliding his lips against the soft patch of skin beneath her ear, inhaling her clean, night-flower scent. “Yes.” Unable to stop himself, he scraped his razor-sharp fangs against her skin, scoring lightly just enough to see red pebbles in a line. “He has lost his mind,” he whispered on a rasp. Her fingers curled at his shoulders. She sighed when he tongued the strip of blood away. “He has lost his body and soul, too.” He sucked her pretty earlobe, going rock-hard at her whimpering gasp. “You’ve gotten your claws in deep, kitten.” He trailed his mouth up her jaw, sliding his fingers up her nape and cupping her head to keep her where he wanted her. “And I’m bleeding inwardly.” Gently, he nipped at her bottom lip, sucking it between his lips and letting it slide out slowly. “I’m quite ready to die at your feet, if you’ll only give yourself to me.” He continued his torturous nibbles of her lips, never sinking in. Supping at her mouth with tender bites.


    “I’m not sure that’s a wise idea,” she said, a hand slipping up into his hair.


    “Yes. The wisest.” He firmed his lips against hers, sliding his tongue in deep, then he pulled back and skated to the other cheek. A growl rumbled in his chest. “I want all of you.”


    “I don’t understand,” she said breathily as his lips trailed across the apple of her cheek and caressed both eyelids.


    His leisurely exploration of her lovely face with his lips didn’t calm his nerves. Rather the opposite. Each press of his mouth lit a spark that heated his skin, flaring to life the fire he held for her, kiss by kiss. From the rosy pink blotching her skin, she seemed to be experiencing the same. He’d dreamed about being between her milky thighs all night. He’d thought the search and exercise all morning would ease his torment, blast the constant simmering heat from his blood. But no. Like a hypnotic drug, she intoxicated him, robbing him of reason, tempting him to the brink of sanity.


    “You don’t understand?” he asked, sweeping his lips at her temple, nuzzling a loose curl.


    “No.” Her voice dropped.


    “Then let me be clear.” He returned to her luscious lips. “I want to lick and suck you until all I can smell or taste is the salty-sweet of your skin, your lips, your thighs, your—”


    “Don’t say it,” she snapped breathlessly, arching a brow in warning.


    He smiled at her. The velvet-brown of her eyes ensnared his very soul. If she had any idea what power she held over him, she could unman him in a second if she refused him, denied him. For he was quite sure he’d fall to his knees and beg. God, what was happening to him? All these years of coldly blocking any woman from entangling his heart, and here he was throwing his vow of eternal bachelorhood into the wind. Despite his haunted past, he found himself wanting to open the door he’d bolted shut the night his parents died. Steeling his resolve, he crossed through, letting his heart guide him for once in his godforsaken life.


    “I want you. Only you and no other.”


    Her gaze remained warm while her words jabbed with challenge. “The Duke of Winter Hill, notorious lothario who chooses a different maid every week for a new flavor of blood and to warm his bed is vowing to be monogamous?” Her gaze dropped to his lips where his fangs were no doubt in plain view. “I find that rather difficult to believe.”


    She turned and walked briskly up the path toward the temple-like gazebo standing at the center of a square of hedges, the white sky and snow-covered garden creating a pillow around the strong stone architecture. He prowled slowly after her. Her remark should’ve cut him, for it was true he was renowned for being a seducer. But this was not new news. However, her stiff back, swift gait, and swinging arms declared her irritation about the topic. If he was a betting man, he’d say her vexation stemmed from jealousy.


    He understood that feeling all too well. The thought of another man looking at her or touching her pushed his primal instincts to the forefront. He wanted to maim and claw and savage any man who thought to take what was his. But she wasn’t his. Not yet.


    He sidled closer behind her as she stepped up into the cloister beneath the stone dome and moved with her into the shadows. While she trailed her fingers along the sculpted border of intricate vines, he wondered if she realized she walked willingly into this secluded space, like the doe picking her way from the sunlit meadow into the dark line of trees, unaware that the lion waited for her there.


    While his blood pumped faster, urging him to pounce with swift expediency, he held himself in control and finally replied coolly, “Believe it, Brennalyn. That is my wish.”


    She spun next to a fluted column on the far side, the shadow of Pearl Tower an indefinite haze over the garden. She set her jaw tight, her fathomless gaze growing distant as she withdrew farther from him. Damn her.


    “I can’t, Your Grace.”


    Raw anger sparked a fire in his blood. He tried to hold back his ire, but it was like wrangling a windstorm. “Back to Your Grace? Using my title won’t put enough distance between us, kitten. I know what you taste like.”


    Her dark lashes dropped, grazing her snow-white complexion in an obscene contrast of beauty that punched him in the gut.


    “Just because you’ve tasted my blood, my skin, it doesn’t—”


    “I’ll be tasting a whole lot more soon enough.”


    She glared at him, her lips pressed together. “Not if I don’t want you to.”


    His heart sank. He faltered, unable to speak for a moment then finally asked in one, shaky breath, “Are you saying you don’t want me? You don’t want what we’ve started?”


    “I’m not saying that at all. You’re not listening. I’m telling you I can’t promise myself to you.”


    “And why the hell not? You can’t tell me you’re considering dabbling with the mason?”


    “George?” she lifted her brows and her dark gaze in surprise. “Oh, heavens no.”


    “Good.”


    “I can’t be with anyone. Not like that.”


    Frustrated, he combed a hand through his hair. “Why the devil not? Before we were interrupted last night, you were quite eager to be with me like that.”


    Her mouth snapped shut as she jutted her chin in the air. “Yes. You’re right. I would’ve consented to a night’s pleasure. So what? Men do it all the time. You do it all the time. It doesn’t mean I’m in need of a man to take care of me. To own me.”


    “Perhaps not. But a little extra protection wouldn’t go amiss, especially since you seem so damn determined to put yourself in the line of fire like with this scheme of becoming the White Lily.”


    Splotchy color flushed her cheeks, her dark eyes glinting like ice. “Don’t you dare use that against me. Many of my people are putting their lives and their families’ lives in danger because of the vainglorious vampire monarchy trying to stomp us beneath their foot. Your monarchy.”


    He bent one leg leisurely and tucked his hands in his pockets as if they were discussing whether it would snow today or not. His casual demeanor belied his emotions, for he wanted to snatch her and shake sense into her. “You know as well as I do that I am not remotely in the same frame of mind as my royal relatives.”


    She paced to one side, throwing up her arms. “I know that.”


    “Then why throw it in my face?”


    “I’m just…just angry because…” She stopped pacing and stared back at him.


    “Because? Why is it so distasteful for you to be tied to me?” He couldn’t count the number of times women had betrothed their everlasting love to him in his bed, begging to become his one and only bleeder and lover. He’d never once considered acquiescing to their pleas. And here he was, pleading this small, low-born, schoolteacher to be his one and only paramour. Yet she wholeheartedly rejected him. It wasn’t enough. That was the problem. Lovers could leave.


    And that’s when a realization slapped him in the face. He didn’t want her as his lover. He wanted her completely. Wholly. In every way. And for the world to know it.


    “Marry me,” he blurted.


    Her head snapped to him as if she’d been struck. “What did you say?”


    He stepped closer but still kept his hands in his pockets though he itched to touch her. “Marry me,” he repeated more softly. “Please.”


    “Your Grace. Now I’m afraid you have gone mad. You know I can’t. I’m already married.”


    That reality had soured in his gut from the moment she admitted it was true. Another man had taken her as wife, vowed his love and protection to her till death do them part. Then he’d abandoned her because of the ridiculous idea she was flawed as a barren woman. He wanted to strangle the fool there and then for making Brennalyn believe anything other than the truth. She was perfect. In every way.


    “I’ll have it annulled.”


    “On what grounds?”


    “Does it matter? I’ll find a reason. Abandonment sounds good enough to me.”


    Her mouth dropped open at the reminder, but he was in no mood for flowery promises. The idea that she thought to stop what was happening between them before it had even gotten started galled him to the core. A tremulous sensation that felt an awful lot like panic twisted in his gut. He teetered on a cliff.


    “Why would you want to marry me? So you can have the privilege of telling me what clothes to wear?”


    With a casual shrug belying his inner turmoil, he said, “Among other things.”


    Her frosty breath steamed in the wintry air as she fixed a disbelieving expression upon him. She narrowed her eyes. “You can’t marry me. Law forbids it.”


    “Damn the law.”


    “It must be nice to flout the law and do as you please.”


    “It is actually.” He sauntered closer.


    “I’m sure your uncle would love that sentiment, you marrying a lowly schoolteacher. Especially one with a hobby of circulating revolutionary propaganda, which he would discover as soon as he was within sniffing distance of me.”


    “I’d never let my bastard of an uncle in the same room as you. Not without me at your side to protect you.” He recognized his beast growling out the words.


    “It doesn’t matter. This argument is pointless. A piece of paper severing my marriage to Elliott won’t change the fact that I have no desire ever to marry again. Not you. Not anyone.”


    It was Friedrich’s turn to feel the sting of an invisible slap. “You can’t possibly mean that. You would rather toil your life away in the schoolhouse and raise children completely alone rather than receive the protection and care of a royal duke?” He made a frustrated sound that sounded rather more than a little haughty. “I don’t believe it.”


    “Well, believe it. I’m sure it’s rather difficult for the almighty Friedrich Volya, Duke of Winter Hill, to comprehend that he can’t have everything he wants, but that, Your Grace, is my wish.”


    She crossed her arms, plumping up her beautiful breasts. His gaze caressed the milky slopes in a lingering sweep. She uncrossed her arms quickly, clasping her hands into her skirt.


    She cleared her throat and tried for a more civilized tone. “While we’re on the subject of ownership, Your Grace, I want my dresses back.”


    The piercing sting of denial melded into sharp superiority, pushing his hostility higher. He wanted to throw her over his knee and spank her for her defiance, then kiss the calm expression from her bewitching face. She might be right. He may very well be losing his mind, for he suddenly found a dark thrill in having taken her clothes and ordering new ones from the dressmaker without her permission.


    He chuckled, sounding both sinister and seductive. “Well, I don’t want to give them back.”


    She scoffed, one hand on her hip. “Why not?”


    “Because I hate the way they imprison you in a hideous, gray shell. Why do you wear dresses as ghastly as that?”


    “They’re not ghastly. They’re proper. And modest.”


    “That’s one way to describe them.” Behind his flippant words was the constant prick of pain she’d settled in his breast, a new unfamiliar feeling called rejection.


    “Whatever you think of them is irrelevant. I want them back.”


    She narrowed her eyes. He eased in close. She backed into the column of the gazebo, her anger throwing up a wall in front of him, which cut him deeper than her words. He hardly recognized his own voice when he spoke, the soft timbre a roll of tightly controlled emotion. “Fine. You can hide yourself behind drab dresses and the pretense that you are an independent yet lonely widow who needs no one in this world if it makes you feel better.” He swallowed the pain and gave her the honesty she deserved, not the prickly words of an angry, rejected suitor. “You know, I learned something that night in the carriage while I was drowning in the scent of your blood and your sex. You want to know what that is?”


    She didn’t answer at first, her breath coming in quick succession. “Wh-what?”


    His vampire senses burned like a bonfire, vibrating on the surface, scraping to be released. But he kept it all encased behind a calm mask, letting her see his sincerity, but not the pain she caused him.


    “I want you, Brennalyn,” he whispered softly. “Not for one night. Not for one week. But for as long as I draw breath.” With one last lingering look into those round, dark eyes that had enslaved him, he marched away to the castle.

  




  
    Chapter Sixteen


    If Brenna had any sense at all, she would’ve packed her things and the children’s and marched them down to the inn in Terrington. Though incensed by the duke’s declaration, she wasn’t a fool. The king’s huntsmen were still out there, and the safest place for her and the children was within the fortress walls of the castle.


    Still, she despised relying on his protection. He could use it as some sort of emotional blackmail to get her into his bed.


    No. He wouldn’t do that, either. He might be the devil in duke’s clothing, but he wouldn’t use that kind of coercion. He wanted her willing and eager. She noticed the look of pain in his eyes when she flinched away from him in the garden. She hated that look.


    This affair was all happening so fast. If there’s one thing she learned from the poets, a passion that burns too hot, can burn out too quickly and snuff out. But what do poets know anyway? Full of romantic notions and ideals.


    “Fools,” she muttered.


    She glanced at her gray frocks lined on her bed. They’d mysteriously reappeared when she was tending to Izzy’s bath.


    Damn the man. When he was arrogant and haughty, she knew how to handle him.


    The frightening part was that she knew her protests were feeble. She wanted to be back in his arms where she’d felt safe and cherished. She wanted to be in his bed. She wanted his hands and his mouth on her skin, longed for it so much her will was brittle to the point of breaking.


    But what good would that do her? She wasn’t the kind of woman to tumble in and out of bed without her heart tying her emotions into knots. She’d only ever been with one man. Her husband, who’d promptly left her when he discovered she couldn’t give him children like a proper wife.


    “Oh, hell.”


    She paced before the fire, noting the frosty chill coming from the open door to the balcony. Marching over, she shut it tight. Helena had helped her undress before the children went down to dinner. Sylvia had delivered another new gown as well as all new undergarments, including a silky soft nightgown and wrapper adorned with pearl buttons and cream-satin ribbons.


    The arrival of the new garments only stoked the fire still burning from their argument in the garden that morning. But then he’d made up for it by returning her dresses. His capitulation made her happy. Then it made her sad. Her emotions were so erratic, she’d refused to go down to dinner, telling Helena to escort the children down without her. Of course, she was only punishing herself. Her empty stomach rumbled as if to agree.


    She put a hand to her belly, wishing she hadn’t been quite so obstinate. Her determination in refusing to go down to dinner had more to do with her own fears, these roiling emotions she had for him, and less to do with teaching the duke a lesson.


    And what was she so afraid of? She tossed her hands in the air as she continued to pace, the silken folds of the skirt brushing her bare legs in luxurious waves. Truth be told, she’d never been given beautiful gifts such as these. Of course, she’d never been pursued by a vampire duke. And though she believed he believed he wanted her forever, she knew that was a lie. Even if their affair lasted longer than expected, she would begin to age, and he would long for a younger lover. Then he’d leave her.


    One thing she knew without a doubt, if she let herself care for Friedrich the way she longed to, she’d end up heartbroken and shattered even worse than before. She couldn’t allow herself to become embroiled in such a mess. Her children needed her now. They’d had enough instability in their young lives already. She must be strong and resist…for them. If not to save her poor, romantic heart from dreaming of happily-ever-afters that would never come true.


    A soft rapping came at the door. Helena said she’d bring up a tray. Brenna hurried to the door and swung it open, her breath catching at the sight of Friedrich filling the doorway.


    Holding a covered silver tray in one hand and a crystal carafe of red claret in the other, he was dressed in evening wear, except he’d cast off the coat, waistcoat, and cravat, leaving his dress shirt unbuttoned at the top. His warm gaze skirted down her frame, then he closed his eyes.


    “Your Grace?”


    When he opened them, they glowed a brilliant blue like a sapphire held up to the sun. She’d seen the effect of his vampire senses rising to the surface when he was impassioned before—that night in his carriage, the day he discovered her printing press, and last night in his parlor. She wanted to take a step back. Or forward. She couldn’t decide so she didn’t move at all.


    “I brought you dinner. Since you didn’t come down yourself.”


    Rather than injecting accusation in his tone to make her feel guilty for avoiding him, his voice was appeasing and gentle.


    “May I come in?”


    “Of—of course.” She stepped aside for him to enter and closed the door, tightening the silk ties of the robe before she followed him.


    He set the tray on the sideboard near the window. “Please sit and I’ll serve you.”


    Feeling awkward, for it was highly improper for a duke to serve anyone, she sat on the chaise facing the fire and waited. Within a moment, he returned to her side and offered a large napkin. She unfolded it in her lap, then she took the plate from him.


    “I could’ve served myself.”


    “I know.” He walked back to the sideboard. The wine carafe clinked against the glass as he poured.


    She stared down at a plate of beef-rolled asparagus with a dollop of mustard, golden-crusted sweetbreads, grapes, cheese, sugary cream-stuffed pastries, candied almonds, and three bite-sized pieces of dark chocolate in the shape of nestling doves. The sweets equaled the portions of savory. Her mouth watered.


    He returned and took a seat next to her. “Aren’t you going to eat?” he asked gently. He leaned across her body and set her glass of wine on a circular marble table to her right. Instantly, her pulse tripped faster at his nearness. However, for once he didn’t crowd into her space. Though he did relax his free arm along the back of the chaise and stretched his legs in a manner that reminded her what a large, intimidating man he was.


    “Yes.” She stared down at her plate. She started with a beef roll. “It looks like someone has told you about my addiction to sweets.”


    “No one needed to tell me anything.” He sipped his wine, drawing her gaze to his seductive mouth. His voice even, steady, controlled, yet tempered with a softness she’d not quite heard before. Similar to the tenor he used before he left her in the garden. “I watch you, Brennalyn. I know what you like.”


    Just like that, the casual conversation flipped her mind to the things he did to her with that beautiful mouth. She turned away and took a sip of wine, then bit into a sweetbread with a juicy meat and herb filling.


    “You certainly have an expert cook,” she added lightly. “I believe Beatrice has taken a liking to him.”


    “The feeling is mutual. Olog is a bear in his kitchen, but he turns into a little cub when Beatrice is around from what I’ve observed.”


    Once again, it surprised her that he’d taken such an interest in these children he didn’t even know. He’d apparently ensured that Beatrice was getting on well with the cook.


    Brenna relaxed, smiling. “She couldn’t stop talking about all the things she learned today. She informed me she’d been rolling pastry dough all wrong,” she said on a laugh. “It’s wonderful to see her so happy.” She set the half-eaten sweetbread down and wiped her hand on the napkin. “If I am to be honest, they’re all quite happy here. I must….” She felt his fingers gently tugging on a lock of her hair, similar to the way he did the first night she sat in his parlor, frightened out of her mind. “I must thank you for taking us in. For being so kind to the children. If I’ve appeared ungrateful at all, I want you to know that I’m not. Quite the opposite.”


    His generosity overwhelmed her. He didn’t simply provide shelter for them but showed them unnatural kindness and care. The way he opened his kitchen to Beatrice, the way he offered his studio to Izzy and Denny who had a fondness for art, and the way he had his personal guard offer sword lessons to her boys. He could’ve simply ignored them. Left them to their own devices. Put them up in servants’ quarters and kept them out of his way. That’s what she would’ve expected Elliott would’ve done with children not his own. And all she’d done so far was dwell on the fact that he’d thrown out her gowns without permission and bought her new ones.


    She pulled her gaze from her plate and faced him. He was quietly observing her, a softer expression she’d never seen on his face.


    There was no comparing Elliott to this man, so vastly different, in every possible way. This man was more beautiful, more intelligent, more compassionate, more…everything. Which meant that if he broke her heart, there would be no recovery for her. Which is why she needed to keep her distance. Emotionally.


    “Your children are orphans of Terrington,” he said, his voice a sonorous melody in the dark. “It is my duty to be sure they are cared for.”


    Her chest tightened. “Of course, they are.” Duty, that’s what motivated him.


    “But because they are your children, I would care for them as if they were my own.”


    She was sure she stopped breathing altogether.


    He leaned away and switched his glass of wine into the other hand, the one no longer curling a finger into her hair. He was giving her space.


    “Please. Finish your dinner.”


    She sipped her wine and nibbled on the cheese. “You never did ask me about being the White Lily,” she murmured, staring at her half-eaten plate. “About why I did it.”


    “That’s because I know why.”


    “Oh, really.” She smiled mockingly. “And what do you think you know?”


    He wasn’t smiling now, assessing her with keen scrutiny. “You took the role of the White Lily because you have great courage but an even greater heart.”


    He tilted his head, gaze roving her face as if discovering secrets by mere physical observation, as if he could reach inside and divine her inmost self by willing it to him. “You see someone in need, and your first instinct is to sacrifice yourself, your own needs to help them. You see three orphaned brothers who might’ve been separated in a poor house, so you take them in and give them a home.


    “You see an adolescent girl who might’ve easily become a servant in a rich man’s house, her beauty possibly luring the lecherous sort, so you take her in as your eldest daughter under your guidance and protection.


    “You see another girl, plain but skilled, who could be abused by toiling in the kitchen of an unkind master, so you take her into your home as well. Then a precious little girl, talented but too curious to be obedient, comes to your doorstep. So you take her, too, knowing she would be a burden to someone less understanding than yourself.


    “And finally, you are presented with a frightened boy who doesn’t speak and might’ve been lost on the streets as a mute beggar who has nothing to offer the working world. Only a kind heart. And so again…”


    His voice roughened with heavy passion, the velvety timbre catching. He swallowed hard before going on, his heated gaze fixed and demanding her not to break from him. She didn’t. Finally, he went on. Softer. Hesitant.


    “And so again, you take him in. Why did you become the White Lily, risking your life to print rebellious words and inspire hope to the people of the north? Because you are Brennalyn Snow. A woman who has known loss and pain and the cold winds of bleak misfortune. A woman who yearns for something better. Not just for herself but for those she loves, and for those she doesn’t even know.” He shook his head gently, brow creasing in disbelief. “A woman I—”


    He stopped suddenly and stood, his chest heaving. Much like her own. He stepped toward the mantel where he set the half-full glass of wine and braced both hands on the white marble. Lowering his head, his shoulders hunched, he didn’t say another word.


    Brenna let it all sink in. Let him sink in, straight through her skin to her flesh down to the marrow of her bones, seeping into the very cells that made up her body where she knew he would remain forever. In that single moment, he’d let his façade of charm and cultured beauty fall away, revealing the tender soul beneath. Her heart hammered within her breast as neither of them spoke at all. She gulped down the last of her wine as time morphed the palpable tension into a thin thread twining from her bosom through his broad, unbending back and wrapping him in a tight hold. A fragile, delicate bond that kept them connected and yet still apart. Too far apart.


    When he finally lifted the fire iron next to the fire and shifted the logs, apparently unwilling to speak of what just transpired, she set her plate aside and cleared her throat.


    “So where did you and your captain go today?” she asked gently, hoping to lure him back to her side.


    She did. He set the iron back in its holder and took his place beside her again. “We rode partway to Ferriday to see if we could scent other vampires in the area. We combed through the woodland paths as well,” he replied, speaking in his carefree tone that told her he was in full command of himself once again.


    She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Probably best not to go seeking those tender parts of one another. Best to keep things easy and light and away from those dark places where souls were unraveled and hearts were broken.


    “And did you find any?”


    “No,” he responded coolly. “We’ll hunt the eastern road tomorrow. We want to be sure there are no others about.”


    “What happened to the one from the ball?”


    “He’s here. In my dungeon.”


    She set her napkin aside. “Here? That monster?”


    His mouth slid into a smoldering smile, recapturing his hypnotic charisma she knew too well. “We are all monsters here at Winter Hill.”


    “Don’t tease me.”


    “I wouldn’t dare.”


    “Friedrich, that vampire was a blood-lusting animal. What if he gets out? What if he finds the children? What if—”


    He slid closer. “Shhh.” He swept the mass of her hair over one shoulder to her back, the backs of his fingers trailing along her throat, the slight touch sending a sensitive tingle over her skin. “The dungeon cells here are inescapable. Trust me. My grandfather built this place, and he was a tough bastard who made sure his prison was strong enough to withstand the railings of the most powerful of vampires.” He glided the pads of his fingers along her nape, stroking his thumb up along the curve from neck to shoulder. “The one I’ve got down there now is newly made. His bloodlust may be strong, but he isn’t. And the longer he goes without feeding, the weaker he becomes.”


    “Why don’t you…you know, get rid of him?”


    “You mean kill him?” he asked, arching a brow, smiling wider, flashing his fangs. “I should’ve known my Brennalyn wouldn’t be squeamish about execution.”


    She didn’t miss the possessive my, but her senses were slowly being lulled into a dreamy state with the gentle caresses of his fingers. “I’m not like most women. I see a problem, I want to address it and amend it. I see a crime, I don’t mind justice with a blade.”


    “No, kitten.” His voice dropped to a velvety rumble, like the roll of gentle thunder before a summer rain. “You are not like most women. You aren’t like any woman I know.”


    He grazed his thumb along the edge of her jaw then angled her face toward his. She was sure he would kiss her, but then his arm reached across, brushing her breasts toward the plate on the side table. “I know you like chocolates. I picked them especially for you.”


    He lifted a piece to her lips and waited for her to open, his bright gaze heavy on her mouth. “Open for me.”


    And though he was referring to her mouth, there was passionate intent behind his soft bidding. He wanted her to yield, to succumb to him on the most elemental level. She felt a tug not just on her body, but on her soul, too. She couldn’t do that. Could she?


    His otherworldly blue gaze shifted from her mouth to her eyes. “Open for me, Brennalyn.” A gentle command reinforced with steel and might. He swept the chocolate along her lower lip.


    She parted her lips and slid her tongue out to taste. A guttural groan hummed in the duke’s chest.


    “Wider, kitten.”


    Unable to withstand his seductive, purring voice another moment, she opened her mouth and let him feed her. He slipped in his index finger with melted chocolate on the tip and she sucked it clean as he pulled his finger free and away from her mouth. The chocolate was decadent, but the man who fed her was pure intoxication.


    He leaned forward. She chewed and swallowed, and then closed her eyes, readying for his kiss.


    Nothing.


    No hands touched her. No mouth met her own.


    Opening her eyes, her stomach leapt at his nearness and the intensity of his shifting expression, from ravenous predator to ardent lover to fierce protector all in the blink of a moment.


    He reached into her lap and coiled his fingers around her hand, lifting them to his lips in a painfully slow motion. Grazing his sensual lips in a slow caress on each individual finger till he got to the pinky where he flipped her hand, gazing down at its smallness in the large palm of his own. For a long moment, he did nothing but stare, her breathing becoming more labored as he bent his head. His dark hair slid against her wrist as he pressed his mouth to the center of her palm, grazing one kiss, then another before gliding to her inner wrist. Nuzzling and inhaling her scent before he opened his warm mouth on her pulse, he suckled a soft, wet kiss. Too brief before he lifted his head again and swept an agonizing, hungry look over her face.


    “Good night, kitten.”


    He stood, and with a deep, regal bow, he turned, marched out, and closed the door behind him with a soft snick, leaving Brenna stupefied, breathless, aroused…and more in love with him than ever before.

  




  
    Chapter Seventeen


    After she awoke next to an empty plate, ravaged of every edible morsel in bed the night before when Friedrich had left her feeling vulnerable, she dressed—in one of his dresses, not one of her own—and coiled her hair in a braided bun at the nape of her neck, grabbed her shawl, then shuffled downstairs. The children were once more nowhere to be found. She didn’t know whether to be exasperated or pleasantly surprised.


    As she stepped out into the corridor below Pearl Tower, she glanced out the window, realizing the first heavy snow had fallen last night. They were settling into deep winter now. She sighed, thinking it fortunate timing. That is, if one could call the burning of one’s house coinciding with the winter break from school fortunate.


    The town magistrate, Mr. Figgs, had spread the word that school would be out until she had recovered from the fire, but now that the first heavy snow had hit, there would be proper reason to keep the schoolhouse closed for the coming weeks. Besides, she hadn’t even broached the topic of returning to teaching, but she knew that would be another argument she’d likely lose with the duke. He was insistent that none of them leave the castle walls for the time being. And Brenna agreed.


    “Oh, there you are,” said Sylvia, stepping from the hallway leading to the kitchen. “Did you want some breakfast? Cook has already started on preparations for dinner with Beatrice.”


    “No. I’m not very hungry. But maybe some tea. I’d like to see Beatrice, though.”


    “Oh, well come on, then.” Sylvia led them back down the narrow hall and down a short flight of steps. The aroma of savory herbs and roast lamb wafted up along with a wave of heat from the ovens. “I swear, that sweet girl loves to help in the kitchen.”


    Brenna smiled. “She’s always had an affinity for cooking. She wouldn’t even let me cook our meals back at our home.”


    A pang of wistfulness swept through Brenna, thinking of their cozy home that always felt overcrowded but full of joy. Since she’d arrived, she’d spent little time with her children, as they were scattered all over the castle grounds, cavorting from one place to another.


    As they stepped into the steamy kitchen, Beatrice stood alongside the beefy cook who did indeed resemble a bear with his height and girth. He was folding small triangles of dough around dollops of some sort of stuffing while Beatrice watched him carefully and repeated what he was doing more slowly.


    “No, girl. The bottom folds in first or the meat stuffing will cook right out and fall apart in the oven.”


    “Oh, I see,” said Beatrice, seeming to be fine with his gruff correction.


    Olog nodded with satisfaction at her next attempt as they strode closer.


    “Good morning,” said Brenna.


    Beatrice’s bright eyes popped up with a wide smile. “Morning, Mimi! I’m learning how to make proper trifold pastries. You know, like the pretty ones in Mr. Carol’s window.”


    “That’s wonderful, dear.”


    Beatrice spent many hours staring longingly into the baker’s window in Terrington. Not because she necessarily wanted to try his pastries but because she wanted to know how to bake them as lovely as he did.


    “Thank you, um, Olog, for your patience.”


    “Not at all,” he rumbled. “By the time you leave, she’ll be a proper cook for any house in all of Izeling.” He gave a sharp nod then pointed a flour-covered hand to the table. “You finish these up and I’ll make the butter-yolk glaze.”


    “Yes, sir,” said Beatrice, deep in concentration.


    Sylvia tugged on Brenna’s shawl, nodding toward the outer door, then they went out together. A wide path had already been shoveled to clear the castle yard and the path toward the stables, the new-fallen snow several inches deep.


    “And where are the boys? Playing swords in the yard again, I imagine.”


    “No, Dmitri and a few of the guard took Caden and Emmett riding on the grounds.”


    “Riding? They’ve never been on a horse in all their lives.” She scanned the distant field for riders, specifically a striking dark figure on a large, black stallion, but there were none in sight.


    “Well they have now.”


    “What about Jack? He didn’t go?”


    “No, he and Izzy were playing in the maze garden.”


    “And Helena?”


    “She was wandering around exploring the stables this morning. Denny was tagging along behind her.”


    “Yes. He does that sometimes.”


    Brenna shook her head, pulling her shawl tighter around herself. “Everyone knows where my children are but me.”


    Sylvia hugged her around the shoulders. “Oh, Brenna. They’re just being children. They’re in an exciting new place. A duke’s castle, for heaven’s sake. What do you expect?”


    Brenna shrugged, unsure why the frustration was creeping into her.


    “Go on,” said Sylvia teasingly. “Why don’t you wander back inside and find His Grace.”


    “Sylvia,” she warned, arching a superior brow. “I’ve got more important things to do.”


    Sylvia tossed her head back and laughed. “Aye. Sure ya do.” She gave her a playful wink then wandered back toward the kitchen entrance.


    That was odd. She was rushing off as if someone else—


    “What important things do you have to do?” asked Friedrich close to her ear.


    Brenna yipped and spun around. “Your Grace. You surprised me.”


    “I see that.” He perused her shoulders and bare hands. “Why are you out here in only that shawl?”


    She shivered, holding onto her shoulders. “I loaned my cloak to Helena.”


    “Here.” He shrugged out of his long coat and draped it over her shoulders. “Slide your arms in.”


    “But the sleeves are too long.”


    He sighed. “Just appease me.” He clenched his jaw.


    “All right.” She slid her arms through. She was completely encased in the solid warmth and rosewood smell of him. Her shivering subsided almost at once. “But now you’re cold.”


    He smirked. “I’m perfectly fine.”


    Dressed in knee-length leather boots, black wool trousers and a simple white shirt, unbuttoned casually at the top, he looked more like one of his guardsmen than the duke. Except for the regal lines of his face, dominant set of his jaw, the too-sensual mouth, and the gleam in his gaze that told her he was the master of his domain. Wherever that may be. No, he could never look like one of the guardsmen. Or anyone for that matter, except the noble Duke of Winter Hill.


    “What is it?” he asked, concern pinching his brow as he set both hands on her shoulders and moved closer.


    “Nothing.” She shrugged, pretending to be interested in one of her boots now kicking the snow.


    “Raise your arm.”


    “Why?” She glanced up.


    “Because I want you to.”


    “But why?”


    He tilted his head, demanding her to obey without a word. She heaved a sigh and raised her arm. He cuffed the sleeve, then rolled it once then twice so that her hand stuck out at the end. He wrapped his hand around hers.


    “Come with me. I have something to show you.”


    Last night had left her feeling strained and yes, she had to admit, wanting. She’d expected some awkwardness about it this morning. But no. He grabbed her hand like they were regular lovers, not constantly fighting or trying to resist—and failing—whatever this was between them every moment they were in one other’s company.


    He led her back toward the castle, following the narrow shoveled path past the kitchen door and around toward the servants’ yard. This was where the clothesline hung and where she had questioned Sylvia that fateful night when she stumbled into the Rose Courtyard and landed in the lion’s den. She thought he might be taking her to the south stables, but rather than continue on a forking path in the snow, for there were tall drifts in between, he tugged her toward an inconspicuous door on the back side of the castle. The thick oak door blended into the stonework of the walls, as it was painted the same shade.


    Brenna glanced up. “Does this lead up to the battlements?” For they were just below one of the four tiered battlements of the castle.


    “Yes.” He took an intricate key from his trousers pocket. “But it also leads down.”


    “I hope you haven’t decided to finally toss me into your dungeon.”


    He flashed a heart-stealing smile over his shoulder. “Tempting, but no.”


    The door swung open easily though it groaned on its iron hinges. She followed him inside where a torch was in its sconce holder on a landing. A stone stairwell circled up, obviously leading to the watchtower. A second spiraled down into the dark. Friedrich grabbed the torch and took the second. Brenna remained where she was, staring down into the dark. He swiveled and held out his hand.


    With a laugh, he said, “There are no monsters waiting down there.”


    She arched a brow, unsure about that.


    “Trust me.” His tenor deepened with sincerity, his smile fading.


    She took his hand, and he held her tight, guiding her down. “Careful. This basement hasn’t been used in years. The stairs are dusty. I still haven’t had time to get it cleaned up.”


    She followed as they wound down, the air musty but not foul. Just stale from obvious years of neglect. The truth was she couldn’t have walked away for anything, her curiosity always getting the better of her.


    “What was it used for before?” Her words echoed on the stone walls.


    “My grandfather had an apothecary on the castle grounds.”


    “What would a vampire need an apothecary for? Vampires self-heal.”


    He snorted a hard laugh. “My grandfather was a sadistic bastard. He liked to use hallucinogenic potions and poisons on his human prisoners.” He glanced back with a bitter smile, his face half in shadow. “And sometimes he let the apothecary brew medicine for his people. But that was rare.”


    So much pain in his voice, Brenna didn’t ask another question though she had many. It was known that his grandfather was killed by a traitor living in his castle. It sounded as if he was the sort of man to incite such hatred. But she never discovered what happened to his parents. The only thing anyone ever knew in Terrington was that the duke and duchess had been found murdered in their sleep.


    Brenna stared at the profile of their only son, this man who couldn’t engender hatred from anyone. Except perhaps his own uncle. And that sparked fear in her gut.


    They stepped down into a room already well-lit with torches. He stood beside her, watching her as she scanned the room. The walls were littered with dust-laden and cobweb-covered shelves of glass vials, bottles, and jars. And there off to the right on a large working table was a printing press.


    “Oh!” She ran across the room, her heart pounding in her breast. She laid both hands on it, not believing her eyes.


    Friedrich walked to stand behind her. “I did some digging in Terrington. Old Mr. Sellers at the post office had this one in storage in pieces. Thankfully, several of Mikhail’s men are handy with machinery. They assembled it down here. It needs some care, but I think we can put it back to work.”


    She couldn’t believe it. More than the fact it had been her father’s gift to her, it had become the one symbol in her life where she held power in a cruel and unforgiving world. The power to influence others with hope and courage. She tried to contain the emotions, but she couldn’t. Tears burst hot and sudden. Then she spun abruptly and wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing her damp cheek to his sternum.


    His arms came slowly then firmly around her, his lips pressing softly on the crown of her head.


    “I can’t believe you did this,” she murmured, his heart hammering fast beneath her ear. “Thank you.”


    “I wish we could’ve kept your father’s, but I couldn’t risk your life,” he murmured into her hair, rocking gently. “I realized its importance.”


    “Importance?” She lifted her head up to him.


    “Both to you. And to the Black Lily.” He cupped her cheek and swept away the trail of tears with his thumb.


    She pressed her hand over his with a wan smile. “Thank you for that.” But then her train of thought zipped to his second point. “How can it help the Black Lily? I thought printing the leaflets was too dangerous.”


    “It is dangerous. But now you’re here under my protection. No one can come in or out without my approval. And—” His full mouth firmed into a thin line, that stern furrow appearing in the middle of his brow. “We may need to take the risk.”


    “Why? What has happened?”


    “It’s time I told you more about the current status of the resistance.” He heaved out a sigh, as if he told her against his better judgment.


    “Tell me,” she said, clutching the front of his shirt and tugging. “Please tell me.”


    A half smile quirked one side of his mouth. “Always so curious, aren’t you?”


    “That should be no surprise, since it was the reason I got myself caught in your Rose Courtyard,” she teased.


    He grinned wider.


    “Now tell me. What’s happened?”


    He slid his hands to her waist, splaying his fingers and anchoring her close to him. It felt so right, so natural, she couldn’t pull away even if she wanted. She was learning quickly that she needed to be close to him, even if her mind warned her against such folly.


    “For some time now, we’ve had knowledge that my uncle, King Dominik, along with the queen has been invading and taking entire villages as…well, as slaves. The men are surely being transformed into vampires, probably infected with the blood madness by the queen herself, and the women and children are being used for their blood.” He clenched his jaw. “Possibly for other heinous reasons.”


    “Oh, God.” She swallowed hard against the fear for those poor innocent families. “So the queen is outright breaking her own laws between the vampires and the humans? She’s not even pretending to keep the peace? And what does the king say about it?”


    “Interesting that you should say that. I’ve been wondering the same thing and have reached out to my cousin Marius about it. We have no more people on the inside of the Glass Tower so we aren’t sure what has happened to his father, the king, at all.” His words were laced with cold menace.


    “What happened to those we had on the inside?” she asked, cold dread a lump in her stomach.


    “We had only one. The cousin of Nikolai, Marius’s former lieutenant. His name is Riker. They tortured and mutilated him to discover the whereabouts of Nikolai and his woman, Sienna, who were recruiting across the villages to the northeast. Then my uncle apparently used his own elixir to force him to give up their whereabouts, which had tragic consequences. Fortunately, Nikolai was able to save Sienna, but not before she was hurt.” A dark shadow filled his features as he clutched her tighter against him.


    “How terrible. But what is it about your uncle’s elixir that has power?”


    “Dominik’s elixir has the potent power of persuasion. It is nearly impossible to resist. Those who try fall under excruciating pain.”


    She gripped him harder, fearing for him, knowing his uncle would torture him, or worse, if they found he was harboring her. “You shouldn’t have taken me in. You’re only incriminating yourself and your people here.”


    He cupped her jaw and pressed a thumb to her lips. “I will protect you till death, Brennalyn. Don’t even try to convince me otherwise.” His scowl deepened. “Besides, I’ve been committing treason for many months now.”


    She glanced back at her new printing press and turned out of his arms. He let her go. Once more, she placed both her hands on the machine she loved so well, an object that had kept her from drowning in the sorrow from her father’s loss, the despair from her husband’s abandonment, and the brutal nights of loneliness before she moved to Terrington and adopted a family of her own.


    “So what is it you have planned? Somehow, I don’t think it’s printing leaflets of hope and inspiration.”


    He moved so near, the heat of his broad frame seeped into her back.


    “Actually, it won’t be far from what the White Lily was doing before. But I’d like to send out a more urgent message to the masses. Nikolai and Sienna did a fine job recruiting by word of mouth. But with this—” He covered her hands with his own, lacing his fingers between hers and curling them under her palm. “And with this—” He kissed her temple, nuzzling seductively into her wispy hair there. “With this mind of yours, we can reach far more people.”


    Her breath hitched. “Is that what attracts you? My mind?”


    He chuckled, lowering to her ear and nipping her lobe. “Oh, kitten. Everything about you attracts me.” He uncoiled one hand from hers and wrapped the front of her throat gently just under the jaw, tilting her head to the right, bearing her neck to him. “If you only knew how much I suffer.” He suckled a hot trail down the slender column. “You’d have pity on me and give me what I want.”


    Her brain hazy with the heady intoxication of his sultry kisses and his hard body behind her and his imploring, ardent words, she rasped in a whisper, the confession spilling before she could stop it, “I’m afraid.”


    His fingers tightened a fraction. “Don’t be afraid.” He trailed his hand from her throat lower to cup her breast. He squeezed, laving at her pulse with a groan. She let out a breathy whimper. “Trust me,” he growled. “Be mine, Brennalyn,” he said, the sharp tenor of desperation leaking into his voice.


    She clung to the printing press for dear life, needing something to ground her while Friedrich wove his erotic magic, seducing her further under his spell. If he’d asked anything of her. Anything. She would’ve given it then and there, if only to feel the continued pleasure of his attentions. This maddening desire engulfing her from the outside in. She was losing herself more and more, every time the man touched her.


    He gripped her by the waist and spun her around, cupping her face in a swift, fierce grip. He crushed his mouth over hers, no longer moving with slow, tender gestures, but invading like the conqueror he was. He may have been born into gentility and the dukedom, but this man wasn’t a soft-handed noble. He was a leader, a hunter, a taker. But he hunted with such stealth and quiet approach, that the prey had no chance to escape. Just as Brenna had none now.


    Her hands slid up, one clawing into his shoulder, the other clutching at the silken hair at his nape. She moaned into his mouth as he delved deeper.


    He gripped her bottom beneath the tail of his coat she wore, hauling her body up against his till she was on her toes. But it mattered little, since he supported her full weight, pressing the thick ridge of his erection to her sex, the thin layer of her day dress and chemise no match for his rigid length. God help her, she moaned louder, wanting even more, rocking her pelvis forward.


    He ground his hips against her, still tormenting her with his wonderful, wicked tongue, the sensation making her more pliant, more eager to succumb. No matter the cost to her heart.


    Then all at once, he stopped and broke the kiss, looking toward the stairwell. She did, too, but there was no one there. No sound of steps on the stone. Only her panting breaths in the chill air.


    “What is it?” she asked, recognizing the hoarse sound of passion in her voice.


    “Something’s wrong.” Rather than set her on her feet, he angled her and swept an arm behind her knees till she was cradled against him.


    “I can walk, Friedrich.”


    “This is faster.”


    And it was. He zipped upstairs to the landing in a blur, then he set her down and took her hand, tugging her out the door. With a swift clang, he locked the door and led her back around the castle toward the sparring yard. That was when Brenna finally heard it. Caden calling her name. And he was in distress.


    “Mimi!”


    They rounded toward the sparring yard where Caden held Denny’s hand. Denny was wide-eyed and crying. Emmett was right behind them, screaming out for Brenna, too.


    “I’m here, boys!” She was now running alongside Friedrich, but he reached them first taking Caden by the shoulders.


    “What happened, son?”


    “I don’t know,” said Caden, his pitchy voice high with worry. “I just saw him running across the field.” He pointed at Denny. “Emmett and I were sword-playing after our ride. And Denny was yelling as he came.”


    Mikhail and Dmitri appeared next to them then. Then Grant was in their circle.


    Brenna knelt in front of Denny. “Darling,” she swept his hair off his sweaty brow, his dark eyes wide with fear. “Please, if you can tell me anything. What’s wrong? Please, Denny. For Mimi. I need you to speak.”


    The problem was he never had. Not once since he had come into her home. He’d cried out with nightmares but had never spoken a solid word. Maybe it was his fear that finally did it. Maybe it was Brenna with worry bringing stinging tears to her eyes. But something made his trembling lips open.


    He whispered. “Helena.” Then he pointed back over his shoulder and across the field in the direction of their burned home. A tear slid down his face. “Vampires.”

  




  
    Chapter Eighteen


    “Why would she have gone back to your home?” Friedrich demanded while Mikhail had gone to assemble more men from the guard to accompany them.


    The look of terror on Brenna’s tear-stained face was like a knife twisting up under his ribs. He wanted to grab her, pull her close, and tell her it would be all right. But the truth was, he believed the exact opposite.


    “She went because of Reggie. The c-courier who helped me deliver the leaflets. Tonight would’ve been his day to stop by the house. If he’s alive, he would be coming there.”


    Mikhail appeared with twenty of the stealthiest men of his guard, all strapped with lethal weapons in shoulder sheaths. “Ready, Your Grace.” He handed over a harness with his short-sword.


    Friedrich strapped it over his shoulder, cinching the buckle at his chest, the blade falling at an angle along his back. “Grant!”


    Grant looked up from where he stood with the boys, then jogged over. Pulling him slightly aside with a hand on his shoulder, Friedrich said low, “Get Brenna and the children inside. Then direct the rest of the guard to barricade the castle, man every tower, and do a perimeter sweep of the grounds.”


    Grant nodded, clenching his jaw with a glance toward Mikhail and the others readying to go. Grant couldn’t go with them, though the fierce and hard set of his eyes said he wanted to. He couldn’t keep up with them. Not as a human. A pang of guilt settled in Friedrich’s chest. Grant had formed a fondness for the children and wanted to go with them to try and save Helena.


    “Brother.” Grant’s eyes shifted sharply to Friedrich. “I need you here. I trust no one else to protect her. To protect them.” It was the truth. While Grant may not have the speed or senses of a vampire, he was the deadliest man with a blade Friedrich ever known.


    With a hard nod, Grant strode to Brenna and placed a firm but gentle grip on her elbow, “Come along, Miss Snow. We need to get you and the children inside.”


    She followed with him, looking over her shoulder at Friedrich. He couldn’t manage a smile, so he turned and met Mikhail’s fierce countenance. “Let’s go.”


    At once, they moved, speeding past the stables and down the first hill then out in the open across the snow-covered fields. The drop in temperature combined with their wind-cutting speed brought tears to his eyes, but he didn’t relent. Not until they crossed out onto the western edge of Terrington and were on the lonely lane where the smell of smoke and ash still lingered in the air.


    They shifted down into a human pace then slowed to fan out in silence. Mikhail partnered with Friedrich, going straight to the pile of blackened lumber and stone where the house once stood. The pristine white snow dusting the charred remains of Brenna’s home made him wince in sadness, like nature trying to clean the remains of sorrow. He glanced away and focused on finding signs of Helena. Of vampires.


    Dmitri had already made the far perimeter and was on the outside of the partially fallen fence closest to the woods. He gave a high whistle with a wave. Silently and swiftly, they met him where he was bending down and touching his finger to a dark droplet in the snow.


    “Blood,” he whispered.


    “Fuck,” swore Friedrich, his emotions boiling to the surface. He’d kept himself under control for Brenna’s sake, but he feared Helena was already long gone.


    “Wait,” said Dmitri, sniffing the stain on his finger. “It’s not hers.”


    Friedrich crouched. “How do you know?”


    He cleared his throat, nervous agitation in the sound. “I know her scent.”


    Friedrich shot him a lethal look. “Excuse me?”


    “Your Grace. She’s eighteen. And beautiful. She has a”—he swallowed hard and spoke fast—“a distinct scent. Very strong.” Dmitri let his eyes fall to the ground, his sin of lust—for flesh or blood—written in the guilty lines of his face. Of Mikhail’s crew, Dmitri was the youngest vampire, his frank honesty refreshing despite the fact Friedrich wanted to throat-punch him.


    Friedrich felt his blood pulsing faster, a strange turmoil knocking him off balance.


    “Your Grace,” said Mikhail quietly. “Not one of us would ever touch her. She is an innocent though on the cusp of womanhood.”


    “I should hope not. Because I’ll slit the throat of any man who does.” He was acting as protective of her as a...well, as a father. When did he come to think of these children as his own? He wasn’t sure. The shock nearly knocked him onto the ground. He shook his head. He was giving threats and there was no promise they’d even get her back. Alive. That would break Brenna’s heart, and thus his own.


    “Your Grace!” bellowed Gregorovich in his bass voice. His thick frame was bent over the snow as he pointed out something to another guardsman.


    They joined him. Friedrich studied the impressions in the snow. Gregorovich pressed his broad hand into the hollow space and closed his eyes in concentration. Mikhail was at the duke’s side, whispering. “He can see flashes of memory when he touches the footprints where someone has recently stepped.”


    Friedrich didn’t know he had a memory reader in his employ. It was quite an advantage for a vampire on the hunt.


    “Or in this case,” said Dmitri at his side, “where someone has lain.”


    Friedrich clenched his jaw, swearing to eviscerate her kidnappers if they harmed her. For it was quite plain these deep imprints were the result of a struggle of bodies on the ground.


    Finally, Gregorovich opened his eyes, the midnight blue sparking with gold flecks. As if seeing the fear on the duke’s face, he said, “They did not molest her. At least not here. Three vampires. One in all black like the huntsman we caught in town. The other two in the garb of King Dominik’s royal guard.” He stood to his full height. “They bound and gagged her. She fought them. Clawed the huntsmen when he took a long whiff of her cloak. It’s his blood here.”


    Mikhail had touched his fingers to the snow and smelled them. “I can smell Miss Snow’s scent here.”


    “Bloody hell,” mumbled Friedrich, tightening his fists till his knuckles cracked. “Brenna said she’d loaned Helena her cloak. They think Helena could be her. The White Lily. Which way did they go?”


    He pointed over Friedrich’s shoulder. “Northwest.”


    Friedrich turned in that direction, a tic jumping in his jaw. “Toward Izeling Tower.”


    ...


    Mikhail dangled a newly killed lamb just out of reach of the prisoner, blood dripping from the slaughter’s neck onto the cell floor. The starving vampire was on his knees, fighting against his restraints, the chains clanging as he snarled and twisted to get free.


    “Whenever you’re ready to give me the information I need, you’ll have your meat,” said Friedrich.


    The creature cut his full-black eyes on Friedrich, seething malice leaking from every pore of the vampire’s body.


    “I can’t! And you fucking know it!” His lanky hair slicked to his skull, his cheeks sinking in from lack of sustenance. New vampires needed blood more often. And new vampires infected with sanguine furorem needed to feed almost constantly or they teetered near madness.


    “The pain of defying my uncle’s elixir is fleeting.” Friedrich leaned back against the bars, arms crossed. “Answer me one question. Just one. And we’ll give you the lamb.”


    Holding the lamb by the hind legs, Mikhail swung the bait in the air, a stream of blood spattering in an arc close to their prisoner. He howled and clawed with grime-encrusted fingers, touching one drop and bringing it back to his mouth with a doglike whimper before falling to his side, curling in on itself and body jerking with pitiable sobs. If Friedrich hadn’t seen the creature tear open the throat of that innocent girl in town, he might feel sorry for him. But he didn’t.


    Friedrich crouched down, well out of range should the beast lunge, but putting himself on a more intimate level. “One—question,” he compelled him with his dominant inflection, the tone that made bigger and stronger men flinch, knowing he wielded the power of Varis blood in his veins.


    The sniveling beast lifted his head, black eyes hollows of madness as he sought out the duke’s gaze. “Just. One?”


    “Only one.”


    Drool seeped out of his mouth onto the dirty floor, his yellowed canines so long from the smell of fresh blood they were cutting into his bottom lip. He squeezed his eyes shut and whispered in desperation, “Ask.”


    “Answer me quickly and the pain will be sharp but more fleeting,” commanded Friedrich. Though he’d never been a victim of his uncle’s powerful elixir, he knew well enough from those who had been that the elixir wore off over time. It was strongest at first bite. And it had been days, possibly even weeks since this creature had been marked by King Dominik. Friedrich also knew that the pain would still be severe, but if he limited the question to only one he could answer quickly, then the torment would dissipate just as fast.


    “Do you understand?” asked Friedrich.


    The pathetic vampire pushed up, leaning on an elbow, gasping for breath. The presence of the blood and the lack of feeding quickened his pulse. “Ask your question, Duke.”


    There was hatred in his eyes and in his words. Dmitri shoved off the back wall, aiming to correct the fiend with a blow. Friedrich waved him off with a flick of the hand and shake of the head.


    “Your instructions by the king were to seek out the woman whose scent you smelled on the leaflets of the White Lily.”


    He pulled back his lips, baring his sharpened canines and serrated teeth. Far more beast than man. The pain had already started zinging through his body before Friedrich had even spoken the question.


    “Ask your fucking question!” he screamed, spittle flying from his mouth as he jerked his chains, vacant eyes staring at the lamb.


    “What were your orders when you found a girl or woman with the scent of the White Lily? The scent on those leaflets?”


    “Bind her…” He hissed and writhed. “Bring her to Dragon’s Eye…unspoiled.”


    “Where is Dragon’s Eye?” asked Friedrich.


    “No!” He bellowed like a demon. “You said one question!” The creature shrieked before bowing his spine and crumbling into a whimpering mass of cries. “No more, no more, nomore, nooomoooore.” The beast howled in pain then fell unconscious.


    Dmitri stepped within range of the beast’s grasp and stopped. Pushed his shoulder with a boot. No movement. The pathetic vampire was truly out. Dmitri crouched and felt for his pulse at the throat.


    “Is he alive?” asked Friedrich.


    “Barely.” Dmitri shook his head. “Must’ve passed out from the pain. He may not wake at all.”


    Friedrich caught Mikhail’s gaze and nodded toward the creature. Mikhail tossed the lamb, which fell into the crook of his body where he’d curled in on himself. A horrific contrast of innocence and monster, wrapped together in death and silence.


    “We’ll get no more from him.” Friedrich headed out of the cell. “Even if he comes around, he won’t answer another question. Not after that.” They strode toward the stairs, Dmitri locking the cell behind them.


    Mikhail stepped in stride with him. “These huntsmen have been forbidden to harm the women whose scent they recognize as the White Lily.”


    “Yes,” agreed Friedrich, a spark of hope filling his chest. “This is fortunate for Helena, but unfortunate for any woman who has touched these leaflets and whose scent circulated back to King Dominik. The king knows not everyone who touched them is the White Lily, but he’s counting on one of the women his huntsmen kidnap to be the traitor he seeks.”


    His stomach dropped like a stone from a cliff, considering all these vampires were seeking Brennalyn. His beautiful, fair Brennalyn.


    “So Dragon’s Eye is the king’s fortress,” added Mikhail. “And that’s where we’ll find Helena.”


    “Most definitely,” agreed Friedrich. “And I’ll guarantee that it’s the center for his army as well. Where all the people from those villages are being held captive.”


    “But where?” asked Dmitri. “If we had even an idea of the vicinity, I could sweep the area and discover it without anyone knowing I was even there.”


    Dmitri’s speed could certainly do that. The problem was that of all the kingdoms, the north was the largest with the wildest, most rugged and mountainous terrain. And they needed to find Helena fast. Without an idea where this Dragon’s Eye might be, it would be like looking for a white hare in a field of snow.


    As they came out of the dungeon and clanged the door shut, Dmitri locking it behind them, Friedrich rounded. “Mikhail, I may have a plan. Join me in my parlor. Dmitri, please send for Grant and Miss Snow. I leave you in charge of the night watch. We need to make continuous perimeter sweeps. Understood?”


    “Yes, Your Grace.” Dmitri snapped to attention with a sharp bow and spun away, vanishing in a blur.


    He and Mikhail made their way up to his parlor in silence. Friedrich steeled his resolve for step number one—convincing his tigress of his plan without her clawing him to death. Somehow, he didn’t think he’d get out of this next battle unscathed.

  




  
    Chapter Nineteen


    “Leave?” Brenna felt the blood drain from her face, her stomach churning with anxiety. “I’m not leaving. Have you lost your mind?” She planted her hands on her hips, squaring herself in front of him. “I need to find Helena.”


    She ignored Grant, smirking off to the side, leaning against the bookshelf. Mikhail remained stone-like and silent near the door. And Friedrich stood with his hands casually in his pockets, staring down at her with an odd expression of bemused severity.


    “Brennalyn, I will find Helena. But in order to do that, I’ll be leaving here. And I’ll need my men. Half of the guard will take you and the children to the Black Lily’s hidden training camp far to the southeast. It’s the only place where you will be safe from these huntsmen roving the northern territories. I simply can’t leave you here at the castle. It’s too dangerous now. These last huntsmen were too close.”


    Tears stung her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. “But Helena. What if she needs me when you find her? I’m her mother.”


    Friedrich read the desperation in her eyes. She could tell the way the lines turned down around his eyes and the tight line of his mouth softened as he gazed at her.


    “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “This is the safest course for you and the other children.”


    She paced away from him then back, crossing her arms. “So what’s your plan? Let me hear it.”


    He rubbed his index finger with his signet ring across his chin as if considering.


    She scoffed. “Don’t even think about withholding information from me, Your Grace.” She narrowed her eyes in warning. “This is my child. I want to know what the plan is.”


    Grant chuckled. Friedrich shot him a look, then he strode to her with long, powerful strides.


    She backed up, bumping her bottom on his desk and gripping the lip with her hands. He stopped within an inch of her, eating up her space the way he liked to do, leaned close, his arm reaching behind her where he snatched a piece of parchment and stepped back, holding it out to her. Her heart rate tripled with that little episode. She took the parchment, recognizing it at once.


    “It’s an invitation to a ball at Izeling Tower. My uncle’s castle.”


    “A ball?” she asked, lowering her gaze to the thick-woven paper with perfect filigree in the corners and silvery ink that shimmered by the candlelight.


    “Yes. When my uncle was here last, he mentioned it so I was expecting the invitation. Apparently, my grandmother, the queen, plans to make some sort of royal announcement. And that has my teeth on edge as well.”


    Brenna tilted her head, considering. It was never good when a woman dangled a secretive proclamation like a minnow to a crocodile. Especially a woman like Queen Morgrid.


    “So you plan to go to the ball and then what?”


    “We managed to get the prisoner in the dungeon to tell us Helena has been taken to my uncle’s stronghold.”


    Brenna stepped forward in eagerness, clenching her hands into her skirts as she often did when she was nervous or agitated. “So you believe she’s alive.” Her voice broke but she held her emotion in check.


    Friedrich nodded deeply. “Yes. We are sure of it. One of the Bloodguard has the ability to see flashes of memory. He saw that she was taken away unharmed. And our prisoner downstairs verified that any captive with the scent they were seeking was to be brought back to my uncle’s fortress unscathed.”


    She moved to the settee and sank down, whispering on a heavy exhale, “Thank God.” Her gaze snapped back up. “Then why did he kill Marianne at the town ball?”


    “That was a mistake on his part. The blood madness got the best of him.”


    Brenna shuddered at the memory of the poor girl on the dancefloor, red pooling around her pretty dress and golden hair. Shaking the vision away, refusing to believe Helena would end up the same, she asked, “So you believe she’s being held at Izeling Tower?”


    He moved to sit in the chaise across from her, keeping his distance. “No. We believe she’s being held at a fortress where the other villagers are also being held captive. The people he’s enslaved to feed his growing army. Likely it is also where he’s doing the training of his new vampires.” He leaned forward, clasping his hands casually and speaking on an intimate level. “But we need to discover some idea of where this fortress is. The north is too vast and we’ll waste too much time if we go searching without any clues to its whereabouts. But a ball will be filled with vampire royalty, soldiers, and human aristocracy loyal to the crown. With the overflow of wine and merriment, it is likely I’ll be able to get the information easily enough.”


    Brenna glanced down at the invitation. “The ball is in just three days’ time.”


    “Correct,” interjected Grant, from his position now next to the hearth, “which means King Dominik will almost assuredly be overseeing preparations at Izeling Tower rather than interrogating prisoners at his stronghold, wherever that may be.”


    “King Dominik oversees his balls? Since when do men care about such things?”


    Friedrich nodded to the invitation still in her hand. “Because his mother, the queen, will be there for some kind of an announcement. I need to be there regardless, or it would be suspicious.”


    She folded the invitation in her lap and straightened her posture. “Right. So you, the wayward nephew who has been under suspicion on occasion, plans to somehow divine where this secret fortress is right under your uncle’s nose. That’s your plan.”


    A scowl pressed between his eyes as he shifted back on the sofa, draping an arm along the back as he was wont to do. “Yes. You have another plan?”


    She skated her glance to Grant and to Mikhail, who still held silent but who certainly absorbed every word. “What you need is someone who is unknown to your uncle and the vampire royalty, someone who might be able to distract a royal with her feminine assets and get the information—”


    “No.” His blue eyes silvered to flint.


    “Consider it, Friedrich. I could wear an alluring dress. You could tell me the best target since you’ll know everyone. I could—”


    “No.” He shot to his feet and paced toward his desk.


    “I’d be the perfect bait. I could play the role of one of your favorite bleeders, a vapid noble lady only interested in balls and parties.”


    He turned and scoffed, hands low on his hips. “You couldn’t play a vapid lady if you tried.”


    Brenna arched a brow at him before inhaling a deep breath, wiping her expression clean of anxiety. She relaxed her posture and walked toward him, swaying her hips seductively, smiling at him with sex in her eyes. “Oh, darling,” she drawled, “I just adore your castle.” She reached him and placed both hands on his chest, molding her frame against his side, petting over his pectoral and down his abdomen, a simpering smile in place. “It’s so hard and strong. Just like its owner. I’d do just anything to stay within your safe protection, Your Grace.”


    Friedrich stared at her, speechless, an unreadable expression hardening his regal face.


    Grant let out a bark of laughter. “She’s good.”


    “Very good,” added Mikhail, clearing his throat.


    That seemed to break the spell. Friedrich gripped her by the waist and lifted her away from his body.


    “Regardless of how well you can use your charms, you’ve forgotten the most important factor.” Simmering fury radiated from the taut line of his body and the sharp angles of his face. “Your scent, Miss Snow.”


    Her gut clenched. She had forgotten.


    “The second you step into the ballroom, my uncle will recognize the scent of the White Lily in his presence.”


    “Well,” interjected Mikhail, stepping closer. “Not necessarily.”


    Friedrich shot him a daggered look. Mikhail didn’t flinch but had the temerity to raise his brow in a way that told her Friedrich wasn’t being entirely truthful.


    “What does he mean, Friedrich? There’s another way, isn’t there?”


    “Oh, there’s another way,” said Grant, sounding like the devil with a delicious secret.


    “There’s no time for that,” Friedrich snapped to them, turning his attention away from her. If it was possible for the man to tighten his posture anymore, he might break in half. “The ball begins three nights from now and there’s a half day of travel.”


    “You’re a Varis,” said Grant, shoving off the shelf and heading for the door, his expression dark and grave. “There is time.” He paused when he swung the door open. “I’ll ready the children. They’ll need to leave tonight. No time to delay.”


    “Tonight?” Panic gripped Brenna. Everything was happening so fast.


    Mikhail stepped forward, facing Friedrich. “I’ll assemble the team who will escort them, Your Grace.”


    “Thank you, Mikhail. I need you and Dmitri with me. Gregorovich will lead the children’s escort party.”


    “Yes, Your Grace.” He snapped a bow and left, closing the door behind him.


    Brennalyn faced him, his hands clasped at his back. Electric tension rippled between them though his expression remained hard and unyielding. Afraid to ask, she did it anyway.


    “What did they mean? How might I go with you?” She swallowed hard, but there was no saliva left in her mouth.


    He studied her with those flinty eyes, yet heat simmered behind his shuttered coolness. “There is a way I could mask your scent.”


    “There is?” She swallowed again. Still no saliva, her throat gone bone dry. She wasn’t quite sure she wanted to know the answer the way he seemed to be coiled so tight, a predator gauging when to pounce.


    “If I mark you as my own, no vampire would smell anything but me on your skin and under it for that matter.”


    She licked her lips. “I see.” His gaze flicked to the movement. “And h-how do you make that happen?”


    He chuckled darkly. “Oh, not just me. You must be a full participant as well.”


    “So you mean sex.”


    His grin broadened, and she felt it like a caress against her skin. “No, kitten. Not just sex. I mean complete and absolute submission. No holding back. No withdrawing emotionally. Physically. No walls erected between us.” He sauntered closer to where she was frozen still. He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “And that’s not all.”


    She blinked hard then asked, “What else is there?”


    “Normally, this type of marking occurs between a vampire and his mistress over a few weeks or months, sometimes years of being lovers.”


    “But, but we only have a few days,” she sputtered.


    “Correct.”


    “It’s impossible.”


    He tucked his hands in his pockets and ambled toward the hearth. He stared down in deep concentration as if divining something in the flames.


    “No. It’s not. Grant’s right. Varis blood runs through my veins.” He turned, pinning her with a potent stare. “If you open yourself entirely to my body, and my bite, it can be done, though it would most probably take the next two days up until the time we must leave.”


    “Two days!”


    He faced her, his smoldering smile having replaced the iciness. “Oh, yes. Two whole days. And nights. In my bed.”


    She tried to let that sink in. Two whole days—and nights—of Friedrich’s hands, body, mouth, teeth. And no barriers of any kind. Her pulse quickened with trepidation. She’d been doing her damnedest to keep the vampire duke at arm’s length, to keep him away from her soft, tender organ beneath her ribcage. The crushing pain she’d felt when Elliott abandoned her would be nothing compared to what she’d feel if she opened herself to Friedrich and he did the same. Fear skated up her spine, dampening her brow in a cold sweat.


    He stepped closer, capturing her gaze but keeping his hands in his pockets. “I would rather send you with Gregorovich and the children to the Black Lily.” He studied her, shoulders tight once more before he inhaled a deep lungful of air and exhaled heavily. “But you’re right. The king will likely be watching me. You would be able to move around the ball and speak to important allies of his more freely. More easily. My uncle knows me. I never entertain the same bleeders for very long. He recently chastised me for not having my own Blood Harem.”


    Brenna winced. The idea of him having several women housed at Winter Hill to satisfy his lust for flesh and blood felt like swallowing a bramble of thorns that happened to lodge in her throat. “And do most royals have a harem?”


    “Oh, yes. My uncle’s is quite large. He’s always found me odd for not keeping one.”


    “And why haven’t you?”


    “Because I find the practice repugnant.” There was anger behind his words. Rage, even.


    “If you’re going to demand that I drop all barriers, then I demand that you do the same,” she said softly as she stepped within an inch of him, placing a gentle hand on his chest. “Why do you find it so repugnant when it is a common practice for royals?”


    The bite of anger and pain flickered over his face. He clenched his jaw before grating out, “Because my father kept a harem. A large one that he continually refilled with new beauties.” He exhaled a weighty sigh. “And I saw what it did to my mother.”


    She slid her hand up to his neck. “And will your uncle think it strange for you to have marked someone? As your—as your own?” She could hardly get the words out, much less absorb their meaning.


    “My uncle has always thought me strange, so it matters little. You simply have to do your best acting job in that you’re nothing more than another aristocrat leeching onto a vampire duke for his riches and power.”


    She winced at that, but kept close. “That sounds rather awful.”


    He cupped her face, fingers threading into her hair. “You’ll need to blend in with the other nobles, talking about nonsense, talking about yourself, condescending to servants, snubbing your nose at anyone less titled. You can’t be Brennalyn. You can’t reveal the caring, compassionate, beautiful person you are within. Or they’ll know. He will know.” His thumbs brushed along her cheekbones, stroking tenderly but his firm grip demanded her focus. “Can you do that? Can you push aside everything you are?”


    “For Helena. Yes. I can do anything.”


    He leaned forward and pressed his lips to her forehead, releasing a ragged breath. “Doing it this way, in this time frame…it may be exhausting. Overwhelming for you. But I will make the experience as pleasant as I can. As gentle as I can.”


    She wanted to laugh, knowing somehow that this marking would be anything but gentle. It would scrape her down to her soul to lay herself so bare—physically and emotionally. And she knew there would be pleasure. Of that, she had no doubt. Anticipation had her pulse thrumming faster. She let the sensation of Friedrich’s promise wrap around her like a warm cloak as she banded her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek into his sternum, hearing his own rapid heartbeat. Perhaps, he was a little nervous, too.


    “I trust you, Friedrich.”


    And she truly did.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty


    “We’ll miss you, Mimi,” said Emmett, throwing his arms around her waist in an uncharacteristic show of affection.


    Caden and Jack joined their brother, the three of them cocooning her in little boy arms and lanky bodies. Caden pulled back first, turning away with a hard swipe across his cheek.


    They stood in a circle of tall evergreens just beyond the exit of a secret passageway outside the castle. When Friedrich had led them down the cavernous tunnel from a hidden door in the kitchen, the boys had been excited about embarking on a clandestine mission. But now, at the time of parting, they were sullen and quiet.


    It was a bright, starry night, the near-full moon hanging above the tree line like an interloper listening in. The air still, but crisp.


    Beatrice stood to the side, wearing a brave face. Brenna went to her and cupped her cheek. “You’ll take care of the boys, won’t you, Beatrice?”


    Her eyes were rimmed red, but she didn’t let the tears spill. “Yes, Mimi.” Her voice was scratchy. “Olog and I made enough meat pies and pastries to last the journey.” She bit her bottom lip.


    Brenna pulled her into a hug and whispered into her ear as Beatrice was almost her height. “I’m sorry, my dear.” She smelled of flour and woodsmoke and sweet herbs, that distinct aroma that was only Beatrice. “I’m counting on you to keep the boys and the little ones in line. They’ll need you.” She needn’t add, because Helena isn’t here. Beatrice understood.


    She squeezed her tighter. “Don’t worry, Mimi. I’ll take care of them.”


    Brenna let her go and knelt down to Izzy and Denny, who were both sniveling. Izzy most of all. Her sky-blue eyes sparkled with tears. “Come here, both of you.” She pulled them into a hug. Denny practically choked her, squeezing her around the neck.


    “Denny, I didn’t thank you before, but I want to now. You were so brave when you told us Helena was in trouble. I want you to work on your speech until I can see you again. Don’t let your fear keep you from becoming the young man you’re meant to be.” She pulled back and met his sweet dark-eyed gaze. “Do you understand?”


    He nodded, no longer sniffing. He wiped his face with his sleeve. “Yes, Mimi,” he whispered.


    She swallowed the lump lodged in her throat. “That’s my boy. I’ll be eager to see how much progress you’ve made when I come to meet you all.”


    Izzy piped in. “So you will come meet us soon?”


    “Oh, yes, darling.” She kissed Izzy on the cheek. “Very soon. The duke and I are going to get Helena. Then we’ll all be together again. So no more tears. All right?”


    Izzy exhaled a shaky breath then nodded.


    “That’s my big, brave girl.”


    Brenna gave them both one more hug then stood and surveyed her children. Minus Helena. Quelling the storm of fear and sorrow in watching her children leave without her, she forced a smile to her face.


    “Listen to the Bloodguard and all will be just fine. They are experts in covert operations and battle. You are well-protected on your journey.”


    She caught the spark of excitement shine in Caden’s eyes as he grinned at Emmett. She knew her words would move them out of sadness and remind them they were going on an adventure. Grant leaned over and whispered something to the boys as well, which made them smile even wider. It seemed they’d all formed an attachment to her children. But who could blame them?


    The circle of twelve guardsmen came forward. Mikhail and Dmitri had also come to see them off. Mikhail seemed to be giving a last few words of instruction to his men. They nodded in unison to his quiet words. This force of men was a well-honed machine. They seemed even more in tune than Legionnaires. Though admittedly, her only interaction with Legionnaires was back in Korinth, where they appeared to be little more than patrolling guards, meandering through the streets. She never trusted them, as they always seemed to be propositioning pretty women to become their bleeders.


    But this lot of the Bloodguard were different. She wasn’t even sure who they drank from. They were so discreet and private, following their own code of vampire etiquette. And though they were the fiercest crew she’d ever laid eyes on—especially now dressed all in black, their glittering eyes shining beneath the moonlight—she trusted them with her most precious treasures. She still felt a pang of loss at their leaving. But she also breathed a sigh of relief knowing they were in the safest care imaginable among these men.


    Gregorovich, the mountainous one Friedrich had put in charge, moved to Brenna. “Do not fear, Miss Snow. I will get them there safely. On my life.” He bowed then stepped toward Caden and crouched. “On my back, boy.”


    Caden grinned like it was Harvest Holiday and climbed on his back. Beatrice and Emmett also climbed aback the vampires assigned to carrying them. The smaller ones were lifted into the arms of their carriers. Friedrich had already explained to her that each child would have a carrier, and a guard was assigned to protect each carrier should they come under attack while in motion. They would move at vampire speed as long as possible, though the experience might make one or more of the children sick. At that speed, they should reach Hiddleston, a port village to the southeast where there were contacts of the Black Lily.


    Izzy stared up at the sharp-angled face of her assigned protector. “What’s your name?” she asked, bold as ever.


    “I am Aleksei,” came the melodious baritone of the man cradling her against his chest.


    “That’s a pwetty name. For a boy. Do you know we have the same color hair?”


    The vampire smiled as she pointed to a long strand of his blond hair falling over his shoulder. “Indeed. We do.” He grinned and joined the others in line, waiting for Gregorovich.


    Brenna shook her head. Already, Izzy had wrapped the fierce guardsman around her finger.


    Friedrich stepped up behind Brenna, placing a comforting hand around her waist. “Gregorovich. As I said before, I have reason to believe Marius and some of the Black Lily soldiers may be encamped near Hiddleston. Report to the Bull’s Head in Hiddleston. The bartender will get word to him if he’s there. Or he’ll get the person who can arrange passage, if not. I’ve already sent word to Marius what has transpired so he’ll know you’re coming.”


    “Yes, Your Grace.”


    He said lower, “This is an important mission. More so than any I’ve ever given you.”


    Brenna’s heart clenched. Friedrich was telling him that the lives of her children were more important than his own, for the only other mission of the Bloodguard was to protect the life of the duke.


    “I will not allow any harm to come to them,” he said, fierce determination written on his shadowed face, moonlight glinting in the deep dark of his eyes.


    Then he moved, blurring away so fast, Brenna sucked in a breath. A split second later, they were all gone, leaving Brenna alone with Friedrich, Grant, Mikhail, and Dmitri. Grant watched where they’d disappeared, then gave her a reassuring smile before reentering the long, man-made cavern back into the castle. Dmitri and Mikhail followed suit without a word. Friedrich remained still and quiet behind her.


    So silent. The pristine snow sparkled like fairy dust on the trees and ground. The cascade of stars across the inky night flickered in joyous harmony so incongruent with her heart, which seemed to be shrinking to nothing behind her ribcage. Pounding out a lament that only she could hear.


    “It’s so beautiful.” Her words sounded too loud in the serenity of the still beauty.


    The tears finally fell. Friedrich turned her into his arms, pulled her against the expanse of his broad chest, and rocked her gently, rubbing his palm in slow circles below her shoulder blades. She sobbed. She knew not how long as he held her. Patiently. Sweetly. Murmuring soft words of reassurance, soothing the ache of loss that bloomed the moment her children vanished.


    After some time, he bent and scooped her up into his arms. She laced them at his neck and lay her head against his shoulder, letting the sadness well and release as he carried her through the dark cave and out through the iron door inside one of the kitchen’s pantries. Without releasing her, he closed the paneled shelf that concealed the door, hearing the mechanical cogs turn and notch into place to lock and seal the hidden entrance.


    As he carried her through the cold, dark kitchen, so different than the day she saw the smiling Beatrice dusted with flour rolling dough next to Olog, she asked, “Are we going to start—?” The what? The marking?


    “Quiet, kitten. I’m going to take care of you.”


    She settled deeper against his chest. The rhythmic, strong beat of his heart and his commanding hold reminded her that she was in the arms of a powerful Varis vampire who treated her like a treasure. Not a broken woman to be cast aside. She latched onto his promise and let him take care of her.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Friedrich let her soak in the hot bath for nearly an hour in the bathing chamber connected to his bedroom. While he wondered if this were the right course of action, to mark her under forced circumstances, the feral beast that was his desire for Brennalyn paced and snarled in his cage. Craving took on new meaning when he thought of her—a gut-punching, brain-hazing, soul-stealing enigma that burrowed inside his chest and wouldn’t go away. Not until he’d taken her. And not even then.


    Unable to resist any longer, he padded across his bedchamber in bare feet, wearing only his trousers. When he reached for the knob, the door clicked open. Donning her chemise and the silky pearl wrap he’d given her—for that was all he’d placed in the room for her to put on—she looked up from dark lashes, clumped together from the steamy bath. No sign of tears, but definite signs of trepidation. And for good cause.


    Her gaze roved across his broad chest, down his abdomen and lower, obviously noting the extent of his arousal despite the darkness of the room. The halcyon glow from the fireplace and the candelabra on the side of his bed were behind him, casting him in a dark silhouette. Whatever she could see in the shadowy corner where they stood, she liked. Her pupils dilated and her pulse leapt into a gallop as her gaze made a steady perusal.


    Pleased at her admiration, he took her hand and guided her to the foot of his bed. Without a word, he untied the sash of her robe and slipped it off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. She stood in nothing but her insubstantial chemise, trembling.


    “Are you frightened?” he asked.


    Those dark, soulful eyes stared up at him. “A little,” she admitted.


    His heart clenched. So honest. So vulnerable. He caressed his palms up and down her bare arms, warming the silky surface. Dipping his head low, he whispered against her lips, “Don’t be.” After a thorough kiss where he coaxed her lips wide and stroked his tongue over hers till she whimpered, he pulled back. “Turn around.”


    She obeyed, facing his enormous bed draped in silvery, sheer curtains and covered in a midnight-blue velvet counterpane.


    She gripped the thick bedpost, and the sight of her delicate, pale fingers wrapping the hard wood made him groan as he pulled the ribbons of her chemise at the shoulders and watched it sail to the floor, baring the lovely curve of her spine and perfect ass, her black wavy tresses brushing her hip and the two dimples at the small of her back. He’d fantasized about this for so long, he wanted to soak in every inch of her before he covered her body with his own.


    He crouched behind her. “Lift your leg.”


    She did, allowing him to pull away the chemise at her ankles. “Now the other.” He tossed it somewhere into the shadows but remained behind her on his knees, his hands caressing her ankles and up her calves in no hurry at all.


    She looked down over her shoulder, her grip tightening on the bedpost. He grazed the tips feather-light up her calves to the back of her knees. She quivered, a soft gasp escaping. His gaze lifted to her own as he opened his mouth and pressed a suckling kiss to the back of one milky thigh. She bit her bottom lip, partially suppressing a needy moan.


    “You are going to be my woman, Brennalyn Snow. After tonight.”


    He waited for her to protest, to refuse his claim on her, to say that she belonged to no man like she had multiple times before. But she didn’t. And that had sealed her fate. As well as his own. He was shaking with hot lust and the need to fill her body, but he remained on his knees, in supplication, worshipping her beauty from below.


    “Let go of the bedpost,” he commanded, his voice thick, fangs protruding.


    Hesitantly, she did. With gentle hands, he gripped her hips and turned her then nudged her to the center of the bed.


    “Lean backward and put your palms on the bed.” Moving much slower, she still obeyed.


    He sculpted his hands along her sides, dipping at her tiny waist and up to the ridges of her ribcage, ghosting past the swell of her breasts then back down, letting his hands and eyes feast on the exquisite loveliness of this woman. Her black, wavy hair fell over her breasts, a stark contrast to her moon-pale skin. He slid his hands over silky flesh, her full hips and thighs. She let out a choked sound, breath becoming ragged.


    He kissed the front of one thigh, trailing slow, open-mouthed nips higher. Her legs trembled.


    She pushed up off the bed. “Friedrich,” she protested on a whisper.


    He gripped her hips tighter. “Hands on the bed, kitten.”


    He nicked her skin with a fang high on one thigh, piercing just enough to give her a thread of his elixir. She jumped. He licked the tiny blood drop, healing the scratch instantly. She leaned backward with a sigh and flattened her palms on the bed as he’d told her. Every time she obeyed him—his wild, fierce tigress—she burrowed deeper inside of him. So strange. He thought her obedience would give him more control over her and these emotions she stirred. And yet, it had the opposite effect. It was as if she’d coiled a rope around his ribs and each sweet acquiescence of hers cinched the rope tighter, binding him closer. He wished he could just toss her on the bed, fuck her hard, then let her go like he did all the others. But he understood before he ever entered her body, right down to whatever the essence was that made up his soul, that once inside her, he’d be lost forever. And he didn’t fucking care. Nothing could stop him now. And knowing this would be a marking—a long ride of erotic pleasure where she must bend to him in every way and he to her—made his cock thicken and harden even more.


    The scent of her arousal blazed into his lungs, making him flex every muscle of his body with restraint. He slid his hands up to the apex of her legs and opened her cleft with his thumbs. He set to work on her sweet center. She flinched at his intimate kiss, her breath catching on each exhalation. He swept his tongue in long strokes before honing in on her engorged nub, closing his lips and sucking with gentle tugs. She clenched a fist in his hair and rocked her pelvis forward, giving him better access to the sensitive bud. He needed her body languid and loose. For she was small, and he was a big man.


    “Friedrich…please.”


    She squeezed her grip in his hair tighter, stinging his scalp. He chuckled but didn’t let up. He kept his mouth where it was, sliding a long finger inside her and pumping in gentle strokes.


    “You’re going to kill me with that mouth of yours,” she said on a breathy gasp.


    Then her sex clenched hard at once, pulsing with a swift climax. She was so tight. His cock throbbed. He could take no more. Pulling his finger out and laving in one more hard lick that made her whimper, he stood, catching her by her soft thighs and spreading them wide.


    Gripping her hips, he pulled her bottom to the edge of the bed. She stretched her arms out and clenched her fists into the velvet as he slid his cock up and down her slick folds, readying himself. Planting his other hand above her shoulder, he leaned over her. Instantly, her hands went to his chest, sliding delicate fingers over the grooves of his abdomen and up over his pectorals. She skimmed her palms over his hardened nipples and he hissed. She grinned, then did it again.


    “How does a duke become so muscular?”


    He slowed his movements below, having become entranced by her soft exploration of the planes of his chest and abdomen.


    “I’m not so muscular,” he bit out between heavy breaths.


    “You’re built like a blacksmith or something.”


    “Have you been eyeing the blacksmith, Miss Snow?”


    “No, Your Grace.” Her fingers trailed lower toward his hips. “I only have eyes for you.” Her gaze dropped and her mouth opened wide in surprise.


    “You’re—” she started and stopped on a labored breath.


    Keeping his feet firmly planted on the carpeted floor, he nudged the head of his cock at her entrance and squeezed her fleshy hips, loving her soft curves.


    “Don’t worry, kitten.” Leaning over her and bracing his weight on one arm, he nudged in an inch, her tight heat taking him in. “I’ll fit.”


    “I’m not so sure,” she rasped.


    He pushed in a few more inches, then she stopped talking altogether. The lines of her body arrested his ascent, stealing his breath—the lovely arch of her neck, her rosebud lips glistening and parted, her arms spread outward, fists clenching, her full breasts and dusky pink nipples peaked, the downward slant of her abdomen, her milky legs bent and spread wide. He could hardly fathom the beauty of her in full rapture, until he had her at this moment, open all the way for him and so unbelievably beautiful.


    “For heaven’s sake, Friedrich.” She gripped his shoulders and dug in her nails. “Move.” He surged forward on a long glide till his pelvis hit her inner thighs, her body sealing around him like the tightest glove. Restraining a moment longer so that she stretched for him, sweat lining his brow, he slid his thumb into her thatch of hair, finding her swollen nub.


    “Oh, my.” She smiled again, vixen-like.


    He bit back a curse and lowered himself till his chest met her breasts. “My sentiments exactly, darling.”


    Sliding his lips against hers, he pumped back in, loving the whimper he pulled from her throat.


    “Less talking, more moving,” she demanded.


    “You were the one who—”


    She cupped his face and kissed him deeply, flicking her tongue sweetly, one of her heels sliding up the back of his thigh.


    He rolled his spine and gave his tigress what she wanted, tunneling in and out of her sweet body like they were made for each other, finding the slick, sliding rhythm that was all their own. She panted out little cries even as she rocked up to meet his powerful thrusts. Her beautiful breasts jolted with each deep plunge. Then she wrapped her legs around his lower back, locking her ankles. Her shy gaze shifted, boring into his like she owned him. Because she fucking did.


    “Fuck,” he muttered. With an urgent need, he scooped his arms behind her back and swept her torso up against his. His thighs braced against the bed, but he held her weight easily. Lifting her upright in his arms, she took possession of their tempo and ground in a circle. Cupping the cheeks of her beautiful ass, he showed her what it meant to be a vampire’s lover. To be his lover. Her full breasts pressed against the wall of his hard chest, her taut nipples sliding against him as he stood there and fucked her senseless using every muscle in his body.


    She tossed her head back and laughed, setting her nails below his shoulder blades and clawing upward. He groaned and pumped harder, filling her with his scalding heat. She clenched a fist in his hair again, pulling his face to her arched neck. He needed no further instructions.


    With a lick of her salty-sweet skin, he plunged his fangs deep, drinking in the ambrosia that was Brennalyn. Dark and sweet, his night-flower’s taste saturated his senses.


    “Friedrich!” she screamed his name as she came, her sex pulsing in wild vibrations, milking him hard.


    He groaned, sucking her blood deep, drinking his fill and pumping even harder till his cock thickened to bursting. She cried out again, her orgasm rolling into another as his own came crashing inside her.


    He dropped his head back, feeling a trickle of blood escape his lips and slide down his chin, unable to do anything but strain and keep his cock buried so deep he never wanted to let her go.


    “Oh my God,” she whispered into his ear, her head falling to his shoulder.


    Keeping a tight grip on her, unwilling to separate from her body, he crawled on his knees onto the bed and up to the pillows, falling down with her then rolling to his back with her on top of him. Both of them panting, she went to ease off of him.


    “No.” He caught her at the hips. “Not yet.”


    She propped up with one hand on the mattress. “You’re truly strong.”


    He grinned. “You noticed?”


    That got him a full laugh. His chest swelled at the lovely sound. “You’re truly beautiful.”


    Her smile dimmed. She shrugged a pearly white shoulder. “I’m a little plump.”


    He frowned. “Are you out of your goddamn mind?” His hands roamed over the round globes of her bottom and squeezed lightly before trailing up the indention at her lower back and along the curve of her spine. “I adore your body.”


    She opened her mouth to say something, perhaps protest, her dainty fingers circling a pattern on his chest. She could lull him into a trance with those tiny fingers, but he needed her to understand something loud and clear. He rolled her over, pulling his cock from inside her. She gasped as he hovered above, planting a heavy thigh between her legs, his arms straight so he could see more of her.


    “You’re the most beautiful fucking woman I’ve ever seen.”


    She rolled her eyes. “You’ve probably seen dozens, maybe hundreds of women naked. I can hardly believe you’re telling me the truth.”


    “I may be a pompous bastard and an arrogant prick on occasion, but I am not a liar.”


    “Friedrich,” she said sweetly. “I agreed to come to your bed. You don’t have to flatter me anymore. I’m short and plump and well aware of it.”


    He slid down till she could feel he was ready for her again. “You’re petite. And perfect.”


    “Oh,” was all she could say when he pushed inside her slick heat again. “I didn’t know that—”


    “Yes. I know you didn’t know. Because you’ve not yet been with a real man. Now you’re with me. And I’m going to lavish so much pleasure on this beautiful body, till you feel like the goddess you are.”


    He pumped slowly now, giving her a nice long glide of his thick cock with a hard grind when his pelvis met hers. She tangled her fingers into his hair, her eyes sliding to half-mast.


    “You want to know something I’ve been fantasizing about for quite some time?” he whispered against her lips, sucking her bottom lip and dragging his teeth too softly to break the skin.


    “What?” she asked, planting her feet on the backs of his strong thighs and rocking her hips up to meet him.


    “I want to lick every luscious inch of you. And I won’t be satisfied until all I can smell or taste is your musk and honey.”


    She breathed a nervous laugh against his lips, unable to meet his gaze. “You say the naughtiest things for a duke.”


    He arched a brow. “How many dukes have you known?”


    She glanced up as if trying to remember. “None but you.”


    He grinned, rolling his spine in a languid tempo. “Then perhaps all dukes say naughty things.”


    “No.” Her tone had fallen, somber and sincere. Her dark eyes—deep brown-black pools of loveliness—could’ve pulled him into hell and he would’ve gone gladly. She whispered haltingly, as if she wasn’t sure she should say her next words too loud. For they were the kind of words that could soften hardened hearts. “There is no one like you.”


    He closed his eyes and nuzzled into her raven hair, driving deeper inside of her until he was lost in sensation alone, floating somewhere he’d never been and from a place he never wanted to return. He thrust and ground while she pushed up and forward, finding their perfect rhythm, a harmony like no other. He fell deeper under her spell, all the while, whispering her name and feeling the invisible rope around his ribs squeezing him tighter till there was no need for air that he didn’t share with Brennalyn.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Brenna stared at the man stretched out beside her who happened to not be looking into her eyes but everywhere else. He reached for the plate next to her on the counterpane yet again.


    After their first two couplings, he’d let her sleep for a short time. She’d awoken to being carried into the bath chamber and set into a second warm bath. This time, he’d taken care to wash her body himself—gently and thoroughly. He left for a while and returned to assist her back into her robe and into his bed. He’d brought back a glass of water and a plate of cold beef, soft bread, and sweetened winter berries of deepest red and purple.


    And he’d insisted on feeding her. Rather than fight the obstinate man, she let him do so, for he seemed to be enjoying it entirely too much. When he popped yet another berry into her mouth, she savored the cool sweetness before chewing and swallowing. He seemed fascinated by the movement of her lips, jaw, and throat.


    “Where in the world does Olog get these berries? Even winter berries can’t grow when the snows are this deep.”


    “He has a small garden in a hothouse next to the southern stables.”


    “Another secret of Winter Hill.”


    Dark emotions swirled in the blue depths of his gaze. She must’ve touched a sensitive chord with the mention of secrets. Their intimacy in the soft candlelight made her brave.


    “Will you tell me about your mother?”


    He reached for the glass of wine on the nightstand behind him and handed it to her. “Drink.”


    She did, then handed it back. Waiting. Hoping he would open up to her.


    “She was a kind, compassionate mother to me when I was young.” She noted the distinction when he was young, but didn’t say a word to interrupt. He used the bottom of the wine stem to edge the flap of her silk robe open, then set the round bottom on the flat plane of her stomach. The cool glass felt intimately wonderful on her bare skin. “When I was ten, my father didn’t like me spending so much time with her.”


    Brenna frowned. “What do you mean? How can you spend too much time with her? She was your mother.”


    He met her gaze with a sardonic tilt of his mouth. “At that age, he meant for me to learn the skills of a man. To become a man. He felt her love was making me soft. So I was removed from my bedchamber in Pearl Tower near hers, to the farthest side of the castle. My days were filled with fencing, fighting, and learning the art and politics of the royal realm. And in my free time, I could read but never practice my art.” He glided the edge of the glass’s bottom up the center groove between her ribs and breasts, further opening the flaps of the robe. She sucked in and held a breath. “Drawing and art was a hobby for boys. Not for men, you see.”


    “Oh, Friedrich.” She cupped his jaw, the scruff of a day’s growth scratching her fingertips.


    He leaned back to the nightstand, pulling away and setting the wineglass down before rolling back and scooping her closer by the waist. Giving her his full attention, revealing the sadness that often weighed him down, he went on.


    “What many people don’t know is how all of this led to the tragic end of my parents’ lives.”


    She kept very still, thinking he might change his mind and not unburden the tragedy that so obviously still haunted him.


    “My father kept a well-stocked Blood Harem, as I’ve said before. He made no efforts to hide how often he visited, taking a new woman to his bed nightly. But only after we’d had a respectful family meal in the dining hall together. He’d give my mother a chaste kiss good night, send her off to the Pearl Tower, then wander down his corridor where he kept his women. I was young, but not a fool. Our ‘happy family’ was a farce.”


    He pulled on a long lock of her hair that fell over one shoulder, twining it around a finger. So gently. She remained quiet while he strolled down the cold halls of his dark past.


    “I noticed my mother became more and more withdrawn. You have to understand that theirs was not a love match. Though my father appeared to dote on her, he continued to build his large harem from the surrounding villages. My mother couldn’t go into Terrington without people whispering about the poor Duchess of Winter Hill. But I think it was the farce that he forced us all to play that drove her mad in the end. I learned later, after their deaths, that she’d only ever been happy when I was born.”


    He paused, closing his eyes, letting his hand fall to the counterpane by her shoulder. Though Brenna longed to soothe and comfort, she was afraid any touch would jar him to the present. And he needed to purge whatever sin so often clouded his gaze. Then she could assuage the pain.


    “When Father took that one joy away from her, she retreated within herself. She became depressed, her eyes so vacant at dinner that I couldn’t wait for every meal to be over. I also learned later that she’d cut him off from visiting her bed, when those rare moments struck him.”


    He traced his thumb over the curve of her shoulder.


    “Then one night, she went to him after having drunk a vial of melted gold and seduced him into bedding and biting her. They were both found dead the next morning, the blood drained onto the pillows and sheets shimmering with flecks of gold.”


    “Oh God, Friedrich.” She pressed a light hand to his chest, smoothing her palm across the wide expanse. “I’m so sorry for what you’ve suffered.”


    “Not just what I suffered. But what I caused.”


    “How can you even think that?”


    “Don’t you see? I neglected her. I ignored the fact that she needed me. I could’ve defied my father. But I didn’t. I was so wrapped up in my own little world, unconcerned for anyone else but myself.”


    Brenna somehow managed to leverage up and push him to his back. Laying on top and straddling his torso, she cupped his face in her hands.


    “You listen to me, Friedrich.” His clenched jaw felt like unyielding stone between her palms. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s children. You were a child. The only son of a dominant and demanding father. All sons want to please their fathers, whether they hate them or not. So you did as you were told. You had no hand in the death of your mother or your father. That was a fated tragedy beyond your control. Do you understand me?”


    Angry heat flushed her cheeks and neck, drawing his gaze to wander. His hands slid beneath the shimmery silk of her open wrapper to her hips, fingers curling tight. A well of sympathy and affection and adoration poured out for the boy who’d thought he’d killed his parents and for the man who carried their sin as if it were his own. And now she knew why he didn’t keep a Blood Harem like every other royal she’d ever heard of throughout history. He wouldn’t repeat the mistakes of his father. The charming rake of a vampire duke was even more noble than she’d originally thought.


    A nudge of understanding poked at her. If he were eschewing this royal practice, then that meant he’d planned on one day having a wife. A wife he’d devote himself to. A wife who wouldn’t wonder if she were enough for him. A wife—even if fated to be barren—would know she was loved and cherished within his embrace.


    The realization slapped her hard. Before she could even allow herself to become shy about her brazen behavior, she pressed her body to his wide torso, hovering close.


    “I see who you are, Friedrich. If you’d had the power to help your mother, to stop the tragic end of her life and your father’s, you would have. But you weren’t. You were a boy. A dutiful son. Stop carrying the weight of their deaths on your shoulders.”


    He said nothing as she pressed closer then nipped and coaxed his firm lips apart with her soft ones. A slow, sweet kiss rolled into a hard, deeper one. Her keening, desperate sounds stoked them both into a frenzy of need. His grip tightened on her hips as he lifted her and rubbed his shaft into her cleft. She helped him, rocking with new fervency, ready for him.


    “Hear me now, Brennalyn,” he said between deep, tongue-slicking kisses.


    “Yes?”


    “I was gentle for our first time.”


    Times, she corrected in her head as he sucked on her tongue then released her.


    “But I need to cover you in my scent. Fill you up with all of me.” He notched the head of his shaft at her entrance. “I’m going to fuck you and bite you till there’s no doubt by anyone who you belong to. Including you.”


    She whimpered, gripping his shoulders, arms together in a way that plumped her breasts.


    His hungry gaze dropped. “Hell, woman.”


    He thrust inside her till his hips were flush against her bottom. Planting his feet on the mattress, he raised his pelvis and ground in a circle. The force of his thrust launched her forward. She caught herself, grabbing the top slat of the headboard, her long hair shadowing them in a wispy black curtain. She closed her eyes, the intensity of him filling and stretching her, his strong hands holding hard, his powerful body thrusting inside so deep she couldn’t hang onto reality, her mind wandering away in an erotic haze.


    His tongue flicked her nipple. She jumped, which only made him lift higher and clamp his mouth tight around the taut nub, sucking hard as he drove up into her body. The mewling whimpers grew louder into a rhythmic keening of cries that invited his hot, wet mouth to torture her into oblivion. And so he did, nipping her puckered nipple with teeth and suctioning till she felt the tug low in her belly, pooling more heat around the slickness of their bodies sliding together. He groaned long and loud, the vibration humming from his mouth to her sensitive nub. He continued to work with torturous licks and sucks. She rocked and ground against him, trying to match his upward thrust. But to no avail.


    “Come for me, kitten.” He pumped faster. Harder. Jarring her body in a way that sent her full breasts swaying. “Let me hear you.”


    The weighty push of his dominant command rolled into the tide careening toward a powerful crash. A pulsing wave rippled from her sex, rolling outward and up her spine when she obeyed and cried out her pleasure. He held himself deep inside her, whispering guttural curses though he remained rigid and thick as the second when he first entered her.


    When she slumped forward, he lifted her off of him, the shock of his body exiting hers drawing a sharp gasp. He set her on the counterpane. She leaned back on her hands, panting and watching him as he gathered two fluffy pillows and set them in the center of the bed.


    “Come. Lay on your stomach, the pillows beneath your hips.”


    Still trying to catch her breath, she began to roll her body, but he had to help her haul herself into position. She should’ve been embarrassed by displaying her bottom in the air, but she was too languid from her orgasm to care. He swept her hair away from her neck. Then he caged his body over her from behind—his wide chest pressing against her back, his thick thighs spreading hers wider, his long arms stretching along hers where he laced his fingers with hers, pinning her to the bed.


    He nuzzled into her neck, licking at her pulse, his heavy cock rubbing against her slit between her parted legs. “This is how I’ve wanted you for so long,” he rasped with a groan as he pushed inside her a bare inch. “Yield to me, Brennalyn.”


    “I’ve already surrendered,” she breathed.


    “No. You have not. You’ve given me your body.” He scraped his sharp fangs along her shoulder, abrading the skin so that a sliver of his elixir seeped into her blood. The potency of all that was her duke pumped in a hot, erotic surge through her body. She bowed her spine, which pulled him inside her another inch. He hissed in a breath.


    She’d wanted him for so long and had rejected him because of an old hurt, needing to protect her heart for fear she’d never put herself back together should she fall for him. That’s what it meant for her to yield to him in all ways. To give up her right to protect what she wanted to keep whole.


    “Yield to me, Brenna.” He punctured his fangs lightly in a line up her shoulder toward her vulnerable neck, tiny pinpricks, releasing pulses of elixir into her body. Slivers of pure pleasure rocketing through her blood.


    “It’s not fair,” she cried, squeezing his fingers that curled into her palm.


    “I know. Just trust me.” He thrust inside her deeper, her sex so wet, pulling him in. “Yield,” he commanded, slamming his cock so hard he jarred her upper body pinned beneath him. “You’re mine, Brennalyn. Only mine. From now on. Do you understand?” He withdrew and thrust home again. “No man will ever have the right to touch you again. And if he does, I’ll break every fucking bone in his body.”


    The possessive violence in his voice should’ve scared her. Should’ve warned her he wanted too much. Elliott had never said such things. She was sure he never felt such things. Not for her. But Friedrich? He caged her in a wall of masculine power and strength, molding his body over hers in a barricade of dominance, possession, and protection. The seduction of such yearning was more than she could withstand. More than she could possibly resist.


    “For fuck’s sake, yield to me, Brennalyn,” he growled, his voice rolling dark and fierce like she’d never heard before.


    “Yes,” she whispered, closing her eyes as a tear leaked into her hair. Not for sadness but for the overwhelming emotion threatening to burst her heart in two.


    “Yes,” he echoed on a whisper, pistoning inside of her with long, deep thrusts, starting slow then pumping faster. “Yes.”


    In a savage move, he scooped his arm around her waist and reared up onto his knees taking her with him, still buried deep. He molded one hand over her breast, tweaking the taut nipple. His other tunneled in the folds of her cleft, his forefinger slicking around her swollen bud. She reached back and gripped his hips to hold on.


    “Kiss me,” he growled.


    She arched her neck backward and opened her mouth as he crushed his own against hers, pounding into her body as he stroked and pinched and nipped her everywhere else, overwhelming her with the force of his body, his hands, his mouth, and tongue. He could’ve commanded her anything at that moment and she would’ve done it. Anything.


    On a sudden suckling release of her mouth, he sank his fangs into her neck, pouring a hot river of elixir into her body. She screamed his name, coming in a violent torrent of crashing lust. As her body milked him, he slammed inside of her so hard, so deep, still clasping her body tight—one hand clutching her breast, the other still gripping her mound. He pummeled till she was nothing but liquid flesh and bones, his rigid body softening her further into a pliant, willing creature, wanting his pleasure to match her own. She arched her spine even further, allowing him to slide in deeper. He pulled his fangs from her flesh and arched his own body into hers with a howling bellow that echoed off the roof and walls, his hot seed spilling inside of her with throbbing pulses. He groaned and groaned, circling his pelvis against her bottom, clasping her tight.


    When his cock stopped pulsing, both of them trembling, he still didn’t let her go, grazing her neck, bruised from his fierce bite, with soft, hot licks. He nuzzled into her hair, heavy breaths blowing sweaty tendrils sticking to her damp skin. “Yes,” he whispered, gentling his touch and melting her into a woman who wanted to yield to him. To surrender. Who wanted to be his.


    She reached back and wove her fingers into his hair, his head bent while he laved sweet kisses on her tender skin.


    “Yes,” she whispered again. “Only yours.”

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    And there it was. Those two soft words she spoke into the sex-hazed air completely, totally, irrevocably captured him. He was now her slave. Would do anything for her. Kill for her. Die for her. Slay the whole fucking world for her if she asked him to.


    He tucked her against his body, knowing she needed a brief rest before he’d take her again. He’d ordered everyone—servants, guards, and Grant—to stay off the second floor where his wing of private quarters extended. He didn’t want anyone near them. Least of all Grant or the Bloodguard with their own lusty appetites. Not that any of them were a threat to Brennalyn, but the beast inside needed complete and absolute territorial reign. It was a primitive craving, reducing him to a less civilized creature. But he didn’t care.


    He combed his fingers through her hair, her body cocooned against him. Within a few minutes, her breathing evened out as she fell into a deep sleep. The act of marking her in such a short time period demanded that he be more brutal than he’d like. He winced at causing her any harm. He’d immediately sealed his bite marks so she would heal quickly. But she would bear bruises from his fierce taking no matter what.


    And though he wanted to be gentle, his lusty body did not. He’d had a stiff cock from the second he saw her escorted from the Rose Courtyard into his private parlor. He’d thought finally bedding her would calm the lust-crazed monster inside of him. But he was wrong. So wrong. He was hard again right now after the most intense orgasm of his life. Insatiable. That’s what she made him. A maddened animal.


    He knew he wouldn’t sleep, but he forced himself to lay his head next to hers and let her rest. He eased the beast by allowing himself to caress her cream-soft skin. He trailed his fingers down her slender arm. One full breast jutted above the coverlet. As he grazed slow caresses up and over the curve of her shoulder and down her slender arm, gooseflesh pebbled her skin. Her rosy nipple puckered. Sweet and responsive. The effect was immediate and jolting. His fangs extended and mouth watered. His cock throbbed, yearning to be inside her wet heat once more.


    By God, he was going to lose his mind. Her husband was such a fucking fool. What sort of man would have her as wife then leave? A mindless imbecile. Because she was barren? Look at what a mother she was to the seven children she’d taken into her home and her heart—kind and loving with a gentle but firm hand. Friedrich was strangely thankful for her husband’s idiocy. He’d set her on a path to Terrington. And to him.


    He wove his hand into the thick mass of her dark locks, admiring the stark contrast against her porcelain skin, which was so fine it would make a sculptor envious of its perfection. His night flower. God had wrought a goddess in the form of a small, exquisite woman with lovely rosebud lips, a sweet, heart-shaped face, and fathomless dark eyes that could steal his soul. Who was he fooling? They already had. He could stay in this bed forever. Gazing at her. Touching her. Worshipping her.


    He feared taking her to Izeling Tower. He feared leaving her behind. The safest place for her now was at his side. And if they were to get Helena back, he had to go to the ball and see what he could discover. She wouldn’t stay behind even if he demanded it. He’d have to cage her in the dungeon to make it so. He was tempted. Hell, the woman tempted him at every turn. But in this, she was right. They’d have a better chance of discovering the location of her uncle’s stronghold if she used her feminine wiles to seduce them from some drunken, lusty vampire at the ball.


    The thought of another man touching her sent his blood to a rolling boil. He wanted to tear flesh and crack bones at the mere thought of another man’s hands or—God help the fucking fiend—his lips on her skin. For the first time in his life, he felt the itch of his beast’s claws yearning to surge forward. Only the most beastly of vampires felt the prick of the monster’s claws. And his extended fangs thirsted for the blood of this unseen enemy.


    Suddenly, his cock was a steel rod. He ached to take and claim her again. And again. For the next two days, he’d do just that. Maybe then, he could form a coherent thought without the constant driving need to be inside her. Something told him it would never be enough. Now that he’d tasted her and sank into her luscious body, he’d crave her even more. She was his addiction, his obsession, his all-consuming weakness.


    With a heavy groan, he lifted the velvet counterpane up to her neck, needing to hide every exquisite part of her so he didn’t go mad. He’d let her sleep.


    Just for a little while.


    ...


    Brenna awoke to an empty bed. The candles had long burned out. The first gray light of morning sifted through the sheer drapes at the casement, the heavy velvet curtain cinched open. Golden light beamed from the open doorway of his connecting parlor. Sliding from beneath the warm counterpane, she didn’t see her robe and grabbed his linen shirt that had been tossed on the floor. With his size, the hem of his shirt hit her almost at the knees. Crossing her arms at the chill, she tiptoed into the parlor, finding a nude Friedrich standing before the fire.


    She froze. One arm propped on the mantel at the elbow, his body set at an angle, revealing the shadowed ridges of his chiseled abdomen and the expanse of his finely sculpted chest. Cocking one leg, he leaned his weight on the other, tensing his muscular buttocks. His heavy manhood hung thick and long, even at rest. The pensive expression he wore did nothing to mar the regal beauty of his face—the sharp lines of his jaw, straight slash of nose, the seductive set of his blue-fire eyes, and the overfull mouth, a mouth that had done wicked things to her body. And would do more. She had been captivated by his beauty from the first day he’d casually strolled into her schoolroom for an informal inspection. The same day he’d caught Izzy painting a black lily. But even so, she looked on him now as if for the first time, seeing the stark wonder of his masculine form. Her heart staggered and leapt into her throat.


    “Are you going to just stand there and ogle me or come and join me?” He lifted his gaze, the ever-present smirk creasing that beautiful mouth.


    Clearing her throat, she sauntered forward with false confidence. “I wasn’t ogling. I was…admiring.” The confession fell teasingly from her lips, adding levity to the tension steadily building. A tension of the dark, sensual variety that always built the closer she drew to him.


    She perched on the chaise at his back, not quite brave enough to take the overstuffed leather chair on the other side of the hearth facing him.


    “You were ogling,” he said definitively before turning to her, unabashed by his nakedness. “But I don’t mind. I did my fair share while you were sleeping.” He held out a hand.


    With a shy smile, she stood and placed her hand in his, letting him pull her into a soft embrace. He held her close, studying her with concern marking his brow.


    “How are you feeling?”


    She scoffed out an inelegant snort. “I feel…pleasured. Sated. But also, hungry…again.” She let her lashes fall, focusing on the soft line down his sternum. She said more softly, “And I feel afraid and desperate and furious.”


    He pressed her cheek to his chest and whispered into her hair. “We’ll find Helena. We’ll get her back. I promise.”


    She clung to him, curling her nails into the sinewy muscles of his back. “What if we’re too late?” she whispered.


    “We won’t be. Which is why we need to make this work.”


    “Make what work?”


    “This.” He let her go and guided her to the overstuffed chair. He knelt before her and started on the row of buttons.


    “I think your scent is probably well and truly beneath my skin,” she admitted, though she had no vampire senses to test her theory. She only knew that she’d definitely given over to him, yielded body, heart, and soul. As much as that still pricked and stung, the fragile fear of being abandoned ever present.


    His dark-sapphire gaze flicked from the slow descent of his hands, her breathing becoming heavy.


    “I’ll not take a chance with your life, sweet kitten.” He parted the shirt, leaving it on but agape and rocked back, drinking in what it revealed.


    “Now who’s ogling?” she teased.


    He pressed up onto his knees, his shadowy silhouette with the fire behind him engulfing her. “Darling, I’ve ogled you every second you’re in my presence.”


    She chuckled. “Not very noble. For a duke.”


    “As you pointed out”—he slid his hands under her knees, pulled her forward, then spread her legs—“I’m a naughty duke. Now lean back, kitten. And hold on.”


    She let her shoulders rest against the chair and dug her nails into the arms, preparing for his next onslaught. She wasn’t sure if a woman’s body could combust from being overly pleasured, but she was quite sure she’d find out.


    He feasted his heavy-lidded gaze on her intimate folds, which she knew must be glistening. She’d felt the telltale pooling of moisture the second she saw him standing before the fire like a sex god. He opened his mouth and slid his forefinger inside, wetting it thoroughly. Then he glided his slick finger over her sensitive bud. She flinched, as it had been well-used in the night.


    His gaze flicked up, watching her as he slowed his wicked finger to a tormenting, tender circle. Her mouth fell open. Her breath quickened. But his intent, rapturous visage spoke of a man truly caught. And she wondered, unable to hold back the question.


    “Are you mine?”


    His startled gaze sharpened on hers, his fangs protruding from his parted mouth.


    “If I am yours,” she said, asking again, “then are you mine?”


    He let his eyes close on a slow blink before fixing her with a startling look of vulnerability. “I’ve been yours from the very start.” Then he swiftly lifted her thighs over his wide shoulders, bent forward, and opened his hot mouth on her sex, ripping a desperate cry from her throat.


    Then they were both caught in a web of passion and seduction and utter devastation of longing and belonging. She could do nothing but rock and writhe against him as he tongued and sucked her toward a trembling, sobbing crash of pleasure that brought tears to her eyes. He kissed her with slow licks as the tears continued to fall. He nuzzled her creamy inner thigh with his mouth and nose. She threaded her fingers into his silky hair and clenched it in a fist.


    “Drink,” she commanded.


    On a heavy, soul-shaking groan, he opened his mouth and sank his fangs into her thigh. The orgasm she thought had ended pulsed again as she watched his head bent over her as in supplication, drinking like a dying man in need of sustenance only her body could provide.


    “Yes,” she whispered, clenching and unclenching her fist in his hair. “Drink from me. Take all you need. I will give you everything.”


    After another minute, he withdrew and laved the puncture marks, turning to her with such ferocity, it shocked her. But she was not afraid.


    He lifted up on his knees, bringing her body to meet his and thrusting inside her so fast, she sucked in a sharp breath, clawing into the armchair. She held on as he’d told her to do, losing herself in the sensation of Friedrich.


    She whispered his name. He fell forward, thrusting slower in long, slick glides. He buried his face in her dark hair and made a choking sound.


    “Brenna, Brenna, Brenna.” His raw timbre was of a man who’d known heartbreak and was expecting to feel it again. “What are you doing to me?”


    “Shhhh.” She cupped the back of his head, cradling him close as he continued to thrust slow and deep. “Come inside me, my dear duke.”


    It was an odd thing to say, seeing as he’d come inside her several times already. She’d capitulated already to this marking, to his thorough use of her body. And yet, her words resonated on another level. It wasn’t just the physical release she spoke of, but the more intimate connection. He’d crashed through her walls and left them to smolder in his wake. She knew this. She gave him the words, the invitation to step through and enter her in every possible way.


    “Come inside me,” she repeated against his ear, nipping his lobe.


    He scooped his arms around her back, holding her body still as he thrust so hard once, twice, and roared into her hair on the third time, emptying himself inside of her, obeying her command, panting and quivering.


    “Thank you, my love,” he whispered on a ragged breath.


    She closed her eyes, unable to broach the word “love,” but knowing full well that was what she felt tying her poor, bruised heart to his. She couldn’t say it. Not yet. But she held him close, turning to kiss his square jaw and hoping he’d wait till she could summon the courage he had in such abundance.


    ...


    The next day and night swept Brennalyn into an erotic and emotional maelstrom, until she was sure she’d been molded into a new woman altogether. The sensation of touch took on new meaning, her body primitively aware of Friedrich whenever he drew near. Fingers that had caressed every lovely line of him seemed to hold more strength. Limbs that had been wrapped and draped around his body in every conceivable manner seemed to bear her in a more confident stride. Lips that had kissed over his lithe, sculpted body let loose bolder words. Even more so than before.


    But it was more than this. It wasn’t just her nerve endings that were set aflame or her body priming for his touch when he prowled like the lion he was toward her. The recognition in his knowing gaze that he knew her better than any other had—better than any other would—catapulted her into a tempest of feelings she wasn’t sure she could ever contain.


    In between their constant lovemaking, he’d fetch plates of food and drink from the kitchen, call for another bath, or bring a bowl and cloth and tenderly clean her. She’d fallen into stupefied intoxication, one moment lingering and blurring into another that she wasn’t sure if it was day or night. Or even cared.


    Until early this morning, after he’d laid her across his dark mahogany desk in his study and kissed and licked her with sultry slowness from her ankles to her knees, lingering at her thighs and the juncture between her legs before gliding upward across her belly and ribs to both her breasts, down both arms to the tips of her fingers, to the hollow between her collarbones, up her throat to her jaw, cheeks, eyes, and finally landing on her mouth where he sipped at her swollen lips for what felt like an eternity. Only then did he say with husky reverence, “It’s time, my love.”


    And so it was that she awoke from her duke-induced stupor, bathed once more, dressed in a new gown he’d selected for their four-hour carriage ride toward Izeling Tower, and moved on swift feet to the downstairs parlor, the pretty, pastel one that had been his mother’s. Her new boots clipped quickly on the floor. She didn’t refuse any of his lavish gifts, because she needed to appear like a lady. He’d had Sylvia pack her trunk with her ball gown, shoes, and jewelry as well as more practical clothes for their escape right after. They’d both change into their evening attire once in Izeling. Grant and Sylvia would be accompanying them as their valet and lady’s maid. But only if she passed the test she was marching toward.


    She stepped into the parlor to find Grant seated on a chaise, Friedrich pacing by the window, and Mikhail and Dmitri standing at near attention. At the sound of her entry, they all eyed her at the door. Grant stood and whistled. She glanced down at the simple but fitted tailored black bodice overlaying midnight-blue silk that draped to the floor.


    “Now that’s a dress. If you don’t mind me saying so,” he said with a wink.


    “I do.” Friedrich growled.


    Grant chuckled. “I wasn’t speaking to you.”


    For the one hundredth time, Brenna noted that this man was not Friedrich’s servant. No servant or man in his employ spoke to the Duke of Winter Hill with such impertinence. She planned to find out on their journey to Izeling.


    “Enough,” clipped Friedrich, his impatience and anxiety a stormy energy filling the room. “Come and stand over here, Brennalyn.”


    As she moved toward the window where he’d gestured, he maneuvered himself in exact counterpoint around the chaise and toward the door. She stopped and watched as Friedrich affixed himself to the doorframe, crossing his arms and glowering at his captain and second of the Bloodguard. She wasn’t quite sure what they’d done to deserve his ire, or what she’d missed to cause Friedrich’s foul mood.


    “It might be best, Your Grace, if you step out of the room,” said Mikhail.


    “Not on your fucking life.”


    Brenna winced at the stewing anger permeating his entire frame.


    “This should be interesting.” Grant grinned.


    “Shut up, Grant,” snapped Friedrich. “Get on with it, Captain.”


    Mikhail heaved out a sigh as he approached with Dmitri behind him. And though they moved with agile grace and soft steps, her instincts told her to retreat. They would never do her harm, she was sure of it. Yet the feral gaze in both men’s eyes warned her she should run. And run fast. She fisted her hands and held her ground.


    “So. What do I do, gentlemen?” she asked in her emboldened voice, not quite sure what the test entailed. Friedrich had told her nothing, only that she must bathe from head to toe, dress in her new gown and freshly cleaned undergarments so there was no lingering scent on her attire, and report to the downstairs parlor. The one that had been his mother’s and was not filled with the scent of the man who owned and dominated this castle.


    Mikhail stopped before her, closer than she’d ever been to him. While she’d noticed his handsome features before, she’d not examined him so close with the pale sunlight shining through the casement behind her. The angles of his face were sharper than most vampires, almost as if his maker had taken a blade and cut his jaw, chin, nose, and cheekbones with too-swift slashes, leaving behind a touch of brutality to couple with his beauty.


    “Stand where you are, Miss Snow.”


    He spoke softly but there was a dangerous thread humming in the deep tenor of his voice. And his eyes. She hadn’t noticed before but one was blue and one was green. At the moment, they were dilated, as were Dmitri’s. Once again, she sensed an alertness that set her on edge and cautioned her to make small, slow movements or else the predators would attack.


    She glanced at Friedrich, who remained in place under his black cloud, leaning in the doorframe. She licked her lips, for they’d gone dry. Dmitri made a sound in his throat she wasn’t sure of but thought was a growl. Mikhail gave him a sharp glance.


    “If either of you men terrify her anymore, I’ll gut you where you stand,” said Friedrich, low and lethal.


    Grant laughed again from his vantage on the chaise, one hand tossed along the back much like Friedrich often did. “Vampires,” he said with a shake of the head.


    “Could someone please explain this test before we begin?” asked Brenna, her heart hammering faster.


    She didn’t understand why electric energy sizzled in the air. She expected to see sparks popping off Mikhail and Dmitri at any moment.


    “I apologize,” offered Mikhail, standing before her with his hands at his back. “You need do nothing, Miss Snow, except stand very, very still. Please make no sudden movements. But I must inform you that we must ask permission to get close to your person.”


    “How close?” she asked, her throat gone dry from their nearness already. She sensed danger like the mouse in the field who feels the hawk watching her but cannot see him.


    “Quite close,” said Mikhail, his unworldly eyes filling with more black of his pupil.


    She glanced at Friedrich whose scowl had deepened. “It’s all right, Brennalyn. They will not harm you,” he said—a warning to them more than a comfort to her. “I’m afraid they must get intimately close to test the marking. It won’t take long.”


    Mikhail sidled to the side and commanded with a gesture of his hand, “Dmitri.” That was when Brenna noticed how long and extended Mikhail’s fangs were.


    Dmitri cracked his neck to the side and released an audible breath, the intensity of his gray-blue eyes grazing her face, neck, and bosom a palpable, electric current swirling around her. He appeared to be preparing himself for some monumental feat, the moment stretching into a dizzying, tension-crackling daze. She breathed so quickly, her chest rose and fell in swift succession. His gray gaze flicked from the swells of her breasts to her eyes and she sucked in a gasp. Desire hot and hard affixed in his usually temperate, light expression. There was nothing light or mild about him now. She was looking at the beast within as he shifted closer.


    She longed to retreat and her feet seemed to shift of their own volition.


    Dmitri stilled.


    Mikhail hissed in a breath. “Miss Snow,” he ground out. “Do not move. In order to test His Grace’s marking, we’ve had to call our predatory senses to the forefront. Neither of us would ever hurt you, but it is easiest for us if you do not move at all. If you understand.”


    She did. The predator longed to pounce, especially when prey tried to run away. She gave a stiff nod. Unable to look at the vampire advancing into her personal space one second longer, she squeezed her eyes shut, her fists balled tight. His body heat surrounded her as he clutched her by the shoulder, keeping her still when his chest brushed her breasts. When he leaned close, his bristled jaw abraded her neck. She hitched in a breath, drawing a purring growl from the vampire. He trailed his nose and mouth up her neck then back down, settling against her pulse, nuzzling the skin for what felt like an eternity.


    Suddenly, his heat and touch were gone. She opened her eyes to find him standing behind the chaise halfway across the room. His chest rose and fell with deep drafts. Clenching his jaw, he kept his eyes forward, looking at no one, then gave a tight negative shake of his head. “No trace of her own scent. Only His Grace and…blood.”


    Mikhail nodded. “You’re dismissed, Dmitri.”


    The vampire simply vanished, having sped so quickly she didn’t see movement or even a blur. He was standing there then he wasn’t.


    She gasped. “He’s very…very fast.”


    “Yes,” said Mikhail with the semblance of a smile though it didn’t wipe away the hungry look in his eyes. “One more time, Miss Snow. Then we will leave you in peace.”


    “It’s okay,” she said, sparing a glance toward Friedrich, whose murderous countenance made her flinch. She swiveled back to Mikhail, who still stood with his hands at his back. “I trust you, Captain.”


    The vampire had always conducted himself in a professional manner, never giving her a hint of the man beneath the veil he wore for the world. But at that moment, his head tilted, one brow lifted in surprise but also pity as he revealed the potent, deadly predator in one heart-stopping blink of his hunter eyes.


    For some reason, she couldn’t look away or close her eyes this time, watching him draw closer. His gaze dropped as he lifted her hand in his before turning it over, palm up, and inhaled deep from her wrist to her inner elbow. He let her hand go, then circled behind her, not touching her, but his heat caressed her as he dipped his head low to her bare neck.


    She kept her eyes on Friedrich, who watched Mikhail, fierce rage lining every facet of his body. But he didn’t move, appearing like a fuming statue of the most impenetrable stone.


    Mikhail completed the circle. She couldn’t look into his eyes anymore, letting her shaky gaze rest on the vee of skin exposed by his unbuttoned linen shirt.


    “Do not fear me, Miss Snow.” His voice was a lethal whisper, like the assassin promising his victim that all would be well.


    She gave an almost imperceptible nod. He leaned in, hovering at her shoulder as he skimmed up the curve of her neck to just below her ear where he brushed his firm lips in a rough sweep. Brenna squeezed her fists so hard, her nails cut into the fleshy part of her palms. Though her body didn’t react to him in the visceral way she did to Friedrich, there was no denying his dark attraction and that any woman would be well-pleasured if he ever let go of the fierce passion he held so tightly in check. At the same time, she wanted to be free of proximity and this bone-shaking test.


    He inched away carefully, cautiously, like he was setting aside a fragile figurine that might crack should he use the force of his full strength. His breath ragged, he took two large steps away but didn’t turn toward the duke.


    “So?” Friedrich rumbled like thunder, still at the door.


    Mikhail cleared his throat, his gaze on the floor. “There is no trace of her true scent. Only the strong lure of her sweet blood. And you. Your Grace.” His voice was roughened and stilted, unlike the smooth, melodious tone she was accustomed to hearing from the captain.


    “Leave us,” commanded Friedrich.


    Mikhail disappeared in a blur and rush of wind. Grant sauntered out with a chuckle. Then Brenna was caught in Friedrich’s fierce grip and pinned to the wall with blinding speed. He crushed his mouth over hers with a bruising, breath-stealing kiss. She whimpered at the sudden intensity. Having been sniffed and touched by two vampires who so obviously wanted to sink their fangs into her neck—and who kept their exploration of her skin frighteningly slow—then to be swept up by Friedrich with dizzying speed tilted her world on its axis.


    She cried out when he bit her bottom lip with a prick of fang. He delved deep again, tongue stroking with unmerciful plunder. She gripped his shoulders, trying to push away to catch her breath, but it was no use. He was intent on swallowing every little sound.


    He broke to suckle hot, open-mouthed kisses down her neck. “Fucking hell, woman. I need to be inside you. I’m going to lose my fucking mind.”


    She was still raw from their two-day coupling in every imaginable position and on every possible surface. But his fervent need made her want to comply regardless.


    He pressed his forehead to hers and closed his eyes. “But I wouldn’t ask that of you. I just need…to hold you.”


    She wrapped her arms around his neck. He lowered his face to nuzzle at her neck. “I don’t understand what just happened. Why they were so…” She couldn’t think of the right word without sounding vulgar.


    “They let the primal side of their nature rise to the surface.”


    “But why?”


    “Because I asked them to.”


    “Wh-what?”


    He released a heavy breath, gripping her waist tight as if she could possibly slip away with his body still caging her against the wall.


    “In order to truly test how well I’ve marked you, they needed to call upon their vampire senses.”


    “You can actually do that?”


    A stiff nod. “Man and beast are at continual odds within the vampire. But we have the ability to suppress the beast and let the man rule. Or, we can do the opposite. I asked them to do the opposite. I needed to be sure that any vampire, including my uncle, couldn’t detect the scent that’s floating around on the leaflets by the White Lily.”


    She gripped the lapels of his jacket. “I see.”


    He took her mouth again. Gentler this time. Lazily licking and nipping at her mouth. Savoring her in a way that said he knew she was his.


    “What’s that frown for?” he asked.


    “I just thought of something.”


    “And that is?”


    “If your scent is masking my own, then how am I going to attract a vampire to want to confide in me at the ball?”


    He stared in confusion, obviously not making the connection.


    “Won’t your scent scare them off?”


    His frown smoothed and mouth quirked on one side. “Vampires are covetous creatures. They want what other vampires have. Especially a beautiful woman who is the lover of a royal.”


    She shook her head. “That makes no sense at all.”


    “That’s because you’re human.”


    She scoffed. “What is that supposed to mean?”


    “Easy, kitten,” he teased. “Vampires are hunters. Primal, carnal hunters. And they will prey on another vampire’s capture when the quarry is as delectable as you are.” His tone lost the humorous edge, falling somber. “I won’t let you stray too far, Brennalyn. You’ll stay within my sight at all times. Do you understand me?”


    He’d asked a question, but it was actually a command.


    “I understand,” she assured him, cupping his jaw with a soft caress. She glanced toward the window, the sun well up. “Now, let’s go. Helena is counting on us.”


    He smiled, but his eyes hardened to flint. “Time to meet the family, love.”

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    The carriage rolled slower as they entered the winding streets of Izeling. Friedrich opened the curtain just enough to see how the largest city of the north was faring. Brennalyn still slept against his shoulder. It would be another half hour before they were through town and headed up the incline toward the palace.


    Grant and Sylvia rode in a separate carriage behind them as most servants would. He’d noted Grant’s disdainful glare before they left. He needn’t say a word why. Grant deserved to get his wish to be changed into a vampire. And Friedrich would grant it when this damn war was over. But as it was now, he served as the perfect spy. Friedrich wouldn’t take the chance of drawing his uncle’s gaze to the man who resembled him so much—if one looked closely enough. After tonight, however, he could grant him his wish. For they’d all be on the run. And the crown would know Friedrich had become a traitor like Marius.


    The city streets buzzed with nightlife. Block after block of taverns, gambling halls, and brothels lined the main thoroughfare. A party of King Dominik’s Legionnaires lounged at the doorway of a brothel where two bawdy women flaunted their wares. Friedrich knew it was the kind of cathouse where whores were paid extra for their blood in addition to their bed. There were plenty of those in Izeling. Even so, there weren’t enough whores in all the north to feed the army his uncle was amassing by abducting whole villages.


    Once more, his thoughts turned to the whereabouts of the secret stronghold, Dragon’s Eye. He and Mikhail had visited their prisoner one last time before departure. The pathetic beast had never awakened from the crippling pain that sent him into unconsciousness, the lamb still untouched. His uncle’s elixir was powerfully effective. And apparently could be fatal when resisted.


    “Where are we?” Brennalyn roused. His heart clenched.


    This was all too dangerous. Too risky. But what choice did they have?


    At least by now, the children should be safe in the arms of the Black Lily. His last communication from Marius two weeks prior indicated they’d soon be sending parties of trained revolutionaries back to the mainland. They’d need to assess where the crown was strongest and where they might still recruit more for the coming war.


    For war was coming. No doubt.


    “In Izeling, kitten,” he said as casually as he could, hiding the thread of fear winding in his breast. “We’ll be at the palace soon enough.”


    Brenna sat up and edged toward the window to look out. He need not ask to know what she was thinking. She was from Korinth, but Korinth wasn’t a hedonistic pleasure city like Izeling. In the frozen north, the hot-blooded seeking to satisfy fleshly desires flocked to Izeling. And their king in his dark tower above them reveled in the excess of humans and vampires alike as they debauched themselves and each other beneath his approving eye.


    Friedrich had hated this place from the first time his father sent him here to learn to be a man from his uncle’s tutelage since he’d spent too much time in the company of his mother. During the day, the city reeked of poverty from the overcrowded and stacked tenement buildings, beggars on every corner. During the night, the truly evil stepped out of their shadowed corners to play. Vampires weren’t the only monsters who dwelled in Izeling. Fiends of all manner of human form took shape and slithered through the teeming streets, seeking new victims.


    He gave Brenna a reassuring squeeze. She swiveled her gaze from the window to him. “I’ve never been to Izeling.”


    “And never will again after tonight.” He closed the curtain as a stumbling drunk meandered too close.


    “How soon will we leave after the ball?”


    “As soon as you get the information we need, we’ll make a quiet exit and leave at once.”


    She stiffened, placing a hand on his chest as she stared up at him. “What if I don’t get the information? What if we don’t find someone who knows where Dragon’s Eye is? What if—”


    He stopped her with a sudden kiss. At first it was meant only to arrest the fears tumbling from her mouth, but then he softened and she opened for him. Unable to resist, he licked inside, stroking his tongue along hers, tasting her sweet essence with slow comfort. His marking covered her unique scent, but it did nothing to mask the overpowering sweetness of her taste. He laid his palm on her neck, his fingers curling at her nape as he leisurely explored her warm mouth, savoring the divinity of this woman. His woman.


    When he broke the kiss, she looked up at him with dazed eyes, the dark brown so soft he could drown there and die a happy man. He nuzzled his nose along the small bridge of hers.


    “I’ll find the right target. You’ll get the information. Then we’ll go get your girl.”


    Her eyes closed briefly as a soft exhalation of relief squeezed from her lungs. “You truly believe so?”


    “I do.” He pressed his lips to her forehead. “You just remember your role. And all will be well.”


    She pulled away and sat up straighter. “All right. Test me again.”


    “Who are you, my lady?”


    “Lady Brennalyn Silverton of Korinth.” She fingered the silver buttons of his vest. “Do you think it was too risky to use my real first name? What if someone who’s been to Terrington recognizes the name?”


    “No one will suspect you’re the schoolteacher of Terrington, kitten. And if any nobles at the ball have been there or visited Winter Hill, then they’d only know of the schoolteacher, Miss Snow.”


    “Right,” she said on a sad sort of smile.


    She was thinking of her lowly station again, which he would have none of.


    “No one will know that you are the schoolteacher who conquered the notorious rake, the charming but hard-hearted Duke of Winter Hill, and brought him to heel.”


    She laughed, merriment twinkling in her soulful eyes.


    He smiled and whispered more softly. “No one will know that she is more than the mistress in his bed. She is the mistress of his heart.”


    Her laughter died and eyes rounded. “You must stop saying such things. Aren’t I supposed to be playing the part of your favorite concubine? Just a toy and a bauble you’re enamored with for the moment?”


    His voice rumbled low and soft. “I can pretend as well as you, kitten.” She arched a teasing brow. But the honesty in his eyes couldn’t be ignored when he said, “I can pretend I am only bewitched by your blood and lusting for your flesh. I can pretend you have not reached into my chest with your lovely, porcelain hands and cradled my heart before pulling it from my ribs to keep for your own. I can pretend you have not looked on me with those eyes…” His hand drifted up to smooth away a wayward curl at her temple so that he could look upon the infinite depths unobstructed. “These eyes,” he continued in a desperate whisper, “that looked inside and captured my poor, lost soul, binding me to you so that I will follow you anywhere. Everywhere.” He brushed the pad of his thumb across her bow-shaped lips. “I can pretend like you.”


    She wrapped one of those delicate hands around his wrist, her eyes glassy with emotion, before she pressed a kiss into his palm. “Friedrich.”


    The carriage lurched faster. He kissed her hand then flicked the curtain aside just as they passed through the wrought-iron gates at the bottom of the trek to the tower. It was almost time to put on their show.


    “Let’s practice once more,” he said.


    “Go on.”


    “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Brennalyn,” he said, returning to his formal speech like any of the vampire aristocracy she would meet at the ball. “And who is your family?”


    Straightening her posture, she continued in a more imperious tone, “My father, Robert Silverton, is the Baron of Dover. We live at Pennington House in Korinth.” Her brows drew together into a frown. “What if someone knows there is no Pennington House in Korinth?”


    “They won’t,” he reassured her. “Trust me, the nobles my uncle surrounds himself with won’t have any associates in Korinth.”


    “Why’s that?”


    “He and his brother, King Stephanus, hate each other.”


    “Why?”


    “Because their egos are both too large to fit in the same room.”


    She laughed, a wonderful sound to break the ominous weight pressing on his chest.


    “I’ve only ever seen King Stephanus at the Harvest Parades that my father and I attended as a girl,” she added.


    “And what did you think of my uncle?”


    “He’s a pretty man. But didn’t seem all that imposing to me.”


    “Compared to his parents and to Dominik, he isn’t. Stephanus just wants to be admired. He does insist on the laws being followed in his land, however.”


    “Yes, I can attest to that,” she agreed. “He was a just ruler of Korinth. If a little distant.” Her brow scrunched together again. “What do you think will happen when war breaks out? Will he join the queen’s army? And King Dominik?”


    Friedrich had been pondering this for a long time. As well as King Agnar in the west. Stephanus might not like his brother. But that didn’t mean he would be willing to go against his powerful parents, especially since he seemed to enjoy the lap of luxury they’d set him in. Stephanus simply wasn’t the warring type. He’d likely lock himself in his castle till the bloody thing was all over.


    “It’s hard to say. Marius will reach out to his brothers when the time comes. If they refuse to stand by us, he’ll ask them to stand down and remain apart at the very least. He never was close to Stephanus, but he was to his brother Agnar, King of Pyros, who is nearest to him in age. Of all the queen’s sons, Agnar has remained apart from the imperial family most of all.”


    “Why is that, do you think?”


    “Truthfully? I believe he despises them. But he always had a soft heart for his baby brother, Marius.” He tilted his head down to capture her close. “There is hope yet, my love.”


    She smiled. Her lashes dropped, and he noted the galloping pace of her heartbeat. It happened every time he used his new endearment for her. He wouldn’t demand that she return the sentiment and speak of love. Not yet. But after they’d recovered Helena and he had Brennalyn safely tucked away from harm, he planned to explain to her that she would become his wife at once.


    Or beg her. Whatever it would take. For he couldn’t stand the thought of going one day without knowing she was truly his. There was the matter of going to Korinth and demanding the courts grant an annulment. He’d handle that after he’d gotten her consent. One thing he knew for certain; he’d never let this woman out of his arms. And he’d not let her think for a bloody second that she wasn’t worthy enough to become his duchess. For there was no woman in this wide world—high or low born—who could ever compare.


    “Friedrich?”


    “Hmm?”


    “Who is Grant? For he’s not just your valet.”


    He smiled. Always the observant one, his Brennalyn. “Grant is my half-brother. Son of my father’s favorite concubine.” She remained quiet against him. He went on. “When my mother killed our father and herself, his own mother took her life.”


    “Oh, Friedrich. How terrible for you both.”


    He gave her a comforting squeeze. “Yes. At the time, Grant was a rowdy adolescent. And an angry one. Ready to burn a hole in the world. I asked him to stay. Got him the education he deserved. He was quick with a blade. He trained with the Legionnaires appointed to Winter Hill. And later, he became my closest friend.”


    She laughed into his jacket. “No wonder.”


    “How’s that?”


    “From conversations with him, I knew he was both devoted to you but also enjoyed your discomfort. Like at the ‘test’ in the parlor.”


    “Oh, yes. Bastard that he is. He loves to see me thrown for a loop.”


    “But he loves you.”


    The two had never shared such words. But Brennalyn could so easily see the brotherly love between them. He pressed a kiss to her crown. “And I him.”


    They remained in silence as the carriage rattled the rest of the way up to Izeling Tower. Friedrich pulled a pocket watch from his vest. They’d arrived with enough time to settle in their quarters, refresh themselves, and dress for the ball. Everything was going as planned.


    Then why did he have this sinking sensation deep in his gut, a fledgling darkness that roiled and clawed the closer they came to their destination?


    Voices of guards could be heard waving them on. Mikhail’s sonorous tenor spoke to someone in passing. Friedrich made out the word “stable,” but that was all. He’d brought only Mikhail, Dmitri, and two others of the Bloodguard to escort their carriages. But the others would be waiting in nearby Izeling, blending into the city until later tonight.


    Friedrich was prepared to take flight with full armored guard as soon as Brennalyn had lured the whereabouts of Dragon’s Eye from one of the narcissistic vampire nobles attending the ball. He was more than assured they’d find one willing to spill their secrets to get a taste of his Brennalyn. He clenched his jaw. He’d never let one of them get that far, but the idea still churned acid in his stomach. He’d nearly lost his fucking mind while watching Dmitri and Mikhail test her for his scent.


    The carriage drew to a jolting halt. The coachman swung the door open. Friedrich stepped out first, then guided Brennalyn down as they stood before the grand entrance.


    “Lady Brennalyn. Welcome to Izeling Tower.”


    She tipped her eyes upward, awe affixed on her lovely face.


    “Oh, my.”

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Nothing could have prepared Brenna for the dark opulence of Izeling Tower. Made entirely of black stone with flying buttresses that flared out like great dragon wings, the spires pointed tall and long like daggers reaching to pierce the night sky. Horrific demon-like gargoyles crouched at every corner with fanged, gaping mouths and wide, watchful eyes. A round, yellow moon hung over the behemoth of a palace, giving it a ghastly appearance. So much so that she wondered if she weren’t walking into the bowels of hell.


    She suppressed a shiver as Friedrich escorted her up the wide front steps, made of shimmering white marble. The effect of the white entry leading into the black castle was striking and unsettling. She’d never laid eyes on King Dominik, only knowing him by rumor, but she feared he would match his fearful lair all too well.


    Friedrich lay his hand atop hers on his sleeve and gave it a squeeze. “Brave face on, love.”


    She thought of Helena, her sweet daughter. Any chance of saving her depended on Brenna’s success at playing her role well. She sent up a quick prayer that Helena remain safe wherever she was. For just a little longer. Hold on, dear one.


    She had no doubt that if anyone could save her, it would be Friedrich and the Bloodguard. But first, she had to become Lady Silverton and find the information they needed.


    She raised her chin, steeling her gaze, and cast her countenance into a vain facade. The stairwell and the foyer entry were lit by braziers of fire on long wrought-iron posts. As they made their way through the open double doors, murmuring voices echoed off the domed entry as others arrived, led by servants in red-and-black-livery up one of three giant staircases leading off the massive foyer.


    “Your Grace,” greeted a gaunt figure with a reverent bow.


    “Good evening, Carrow.” Brenna noted the haughty steel inflected in Friedrich’s deep timbre. He had indeed cloaked himself in full vampire arrogance for the occasion. “Are our rooms ready? Lady Brennalyn will need to rest before tonight’s festivities.”


    The butler carried himself as a man with full authority. And though he looked as if someone had removed all muscle from his body and simply draped his skin back on bare bones, there was a fiery strength in his gaze and demeanor that was menacing and powerful.


    “Yes, Your Grace,” he said with utmost respect. “You and your guest have been appointed rooms in the royal suites, of course.”


    “Of course. My valet and Lady Brennalyn’s maid will be following with our luggage.”


    “I’ll make sure they find their way then set them up in the servants’ quarters.” The skeletal man crooked a bony finger to one of a line of footman standing at perfect attention along the hall. “Harlon, show His Grace to the Silver Suite.” The man dipped another deep bow.


    Friedrich hardly acknowledged as he swept her away after the pretty-faced footman. Brenna couldn’t help but glance around at all of the footman and maids dressed in the telltale Izeling livery. All of them were young and handsome. Except the dreadful butler at the door who reminded her of someone who’d been buried once, then remembered he still had work to do so he crawled out of the ground to tend to his duties.


    When they’d finally made their way to the top of the white marble staircase and followed Harlon down a long crimson-carpeted hall, Brenna whispered, “The butler looks a hundred years old, but yet as strong as an ox.”


    Friedrich lowered his mouth to her ear. “Wait till we’re behind closed doors, kitten.” He pointed to the open doorways they passed. Brenna remembered herself. If they were in the royal suites, these would all be occupied by vampires who had exceedingly good hearing.


    She swallowed, though there was no saliva left in her mouth, and nodded. Only the swish of her skirts made a sound as they wound to the end of the corridor. Brenna noted the floor-to-ceiling paintings decorating the hall, framed in elaborate silver. One depicted a beautiful maiden, her gown fallen from her shoulder to expose a bare breast as she ran in fear from a demonic satyr. Another revealed a pool of bathers, all lovely, laughing fair-skinned women, voluptuous bodies on display. The scene would’ve been beautiful if it weren’t for a tall, dark figure watching them from the shadow of trees with glowing blue eyes—a vampire. The next was a depiction of a black-haired king on a throne—both frightening and beautiful—with a bevy of voluptuous women draped at his feet. Slaves adoring their master.


    “My uncle,” said Friedrich, nodding to the painting that extended along the wall from one bedchamber all the way to the next. Friedrich’s expression of hatred was unmistaken.


    Bile rose in Brenna’s throat. She turned and faced forward, refusing to look at one more sickly sensual scene. This place was drenched in dark sensuality and violence.


    The footman stopped and bowed before a door.


    “Thank you, Harlon. Be sure my man finds my suite.”


    “Yes, Your Grace,” said the footman, who could be no more than sixteen.


    Brenna breathed a sigh of relief when Friedrich closed the door behind them and she took in the two connecting bedchambers. The parlor joining the two bedchambers was appointed in white and silver from one end to the other. The windows were draped in heavy folds of white velvet, a fabric Brenna had never seen before. Silver damask covered the chaise lounges and white chenille the chair, which set in the middle near the hearth where there was a luxurious white rug, inlaid with silver flowers.


    The mantel and sideboards were decorated with dainty figurines—a prancing white pony, a maid dressed in white with a parasol, a cluster of three lambs. She scanned the walls and found only pretty paintings of flowers drenched in warmth and sunlight. The room was the antithesis of the rest of the castle.


    “Thank heavens he put us in this room. Did you see those paintings in the hall?” she asked.


    Friedrich swept her into his arms. “I’m thanking heaven that you have the chance to get accustomed to your surroundings before you meet my uncle.” His voice was neither mocking or light. “He’s a demon, my love. Though you wear my scent and are well-protected from detection in that regard, he can still smell fear. Readily. And there’s nothing that excites him more.”


    She licked her lips and exhaled a deep breath. “I understand.”


    “You don’t have to do this, you know. I can leave you here with my men of the Bloodguard to watch over you while I go alone. I can make an excuse for you.”


    She read the terror shining in his eyes and girded her resolve. “No. I will see this through. If my Helena can survive in whatever hellish cell she’s in, then I can do this for her.”


    He stared at her with an unreadable expression as if weighing a decision. Before he spoke, a knock came at the door. He marched over and swung it open to find Grant carrying Friedrich’s trunk and the footman Harlon carrying Brenna’s with Sylvia trailing behind them.


    Harlon nodded toward the far door. “That will be His Grace’s chamber. And this here is Lady Brennalyn’s.” Friedrich followed Grant into the bedchamber on the left, leaving her with Sylvia, who looked as terrified as Brenna felt. She gave her friend a comforting smile.


    Harlon marched into what was to be her room then back through and made a quick bow before exiting back into the hallway.


    “Shut the door,” she whispered to Sylvia, now terrified that someone might be listening around every corner.


    She did. Friedrich and Grant spoke in low tones in the next room. Brenna walked over and took Sylvia’s hand, knowing the ashen girl needed comfort and something to do, then guided her toward the other bedchamber off the parlor.


    “Come help me out of this dress.”


    “I’ve never been to a place like this,” Sylvia whispered.


    They both seemed to feel the need to speak in hushed tones.


    “Neither have I.”


    “Winter Hill is so much…different.”


    “That’s for certain.”


    If she had to compare them, she’d say Winter Hill was day and Izeling Tower was night. One was a smooth, clean monument to architectural beauty, the other was an ornate ode to phantasmagoric illusion. Brenna felt like she was floating in a dream. Not a pleasant one.


    Then she paused in breathless wonder.


    “Oh,” came Sylvia’s surprised reaction as well.


    The entire room had an incandescent glow of white. The bed—constructed of smooth white aspen—was draped in gossamer sheers and dressed in a white silk counterpane. The window was draped in pearlescent silk. Like the parlor, there was a white marble fireplace and mantel, soft silver-white carpets on the side of the bed and at the hearth. As this was a lady’s room, there was a dainty vanity in the same wood as the bed. A crystal chandelier hung at the center, casting prisms of golden candlelight on the wall and ceiling. The effect was nothing short of magical.


    “It’s like a wonderland,” said Sylvia.


    “Yes. It is.”


    The entire room was dreamily beautiful. But the most magnificent object of all stood on the far wall. An oversized mirror nearly double her size in height and triple in width. Brenna was pulled to it like the shaded flower to sunlight.


    The frame was painted in shimmering pearl, carved into tiny winged cherubs around the perimeter. Their mouths were open in little Os, and Brenna couldn’t quite tell if they were singing or screaming. Its beauty was both lovely and haunting.


    “Look, Brenna. They’ve brought you some tea and refreshments.”


    On the sideboard was a gleaming silver teapot with an overturned teacup and a tray of delectable sweetmeats, candied almonds, and orange slices. She’d perhaps eat a little after she dressed for the ball. Were they feeding Helena wherever she was being held? She scoffed at being surrounded by such luxury when her daughter was cold and alone somewhere.


    With a deep breath in, trying not to lose her composure, she called to Sylvia. “Come and help me change, please.”


    She must be resolute in finding her. That meant playing the game, playing the part of a noble lady.


    She moved toward her chest and opened it up to find the gown Friedrich had made for her to wear to the ball. She pulled out the scarlet seduction in silk and laid it on the bed while Sylvia tugged at her bodice strings, finally freeing her so she could shimmy out of the heavy skirts. Sylvia whisked it up and folded it over in the trunk.


    “The black satin slippers should be in there somewhere.”


    “I found them.”


    “Do you see a black corset in there?” Brenna started loosening her own laces. “The ball gown actually dips quite low and reveals some of the edging of the corset.”


    Sylvia pulled the black corset from the trunk with a look of shock and tossed it on the bed next to the red gown, eyeing the offending clothes on the bed.


    “That there gown shows your undergarments?”


    “It’s a new style. They say.” Her corset fell to the floor, leaving her in her translucent chemise. “Though I’m beginning to miss my gray frocks.”


    “Well, I’m not.” Friedrich stood in the doorway. His eyes locked with hers. “Sylvia, Grant is waiting in the hall for you. I’ll help Lady Brennalyn dress.”


    Sylvia curtsied and made a hasty exit, while Brenna remained enthralled at the way Friedrich gazed at her. He’d already donned his formal wear with a black silk cravat and long-tailed coat. Nevertheless, he prowled toward her with feline grace, the prisms of light catching his otherworldly eyes.


    Even as bare as she was, watching him draw closer, she tilted her head and said lightly, “Sylvia knows I’m no lady. No need to use the title for pretense in front of her.”


    He paused midstep, his gaze darkening to such intensity the heat of it caressed her. She dropped her attention to the floor, tiny points of light sparkling from the chandelier. He made his way slowly to her, gripped her upper forearms, and walked gently backward with her. She gripped his biceps to steady herself, his firm muscles bunching beneath the finely tailored coat.


    “Friedrich?”


    A palpable electric charge snapped around his body. He didn’t respond until he stopped and turned her to face the massive mirror. Her breath caught.


    “Look at you,” he ground out.


    And she did. Rather, she looked at them both and the picture they made together. Her petite form—pale skin as white as the sheer chemise, her rosy nipples and thatch of dark hair at the apex of her legs showing beneath. Her thigh-high stockings blending against her skin. Then the dark contrast of the man towering behind her. His dark, beautiful frame engulfed her own. His large hands and long, tapered fingers spread around her waist to splay across her belly and between her breasts.


    “Look at you,” he whispered, seeming to be lost as his gaze devoured every inch of her.


    The effect was immediate. His lusty gaze and velvet voice demanded her body react to him. And it did, heat pooling below.


    When she squirmed and shifted, he clenched her tight. “You are so fucking beautiful. The most beautiful lady I know.” His large hands moved in opposite directions. Brenna could do nothing but watch in breathless anticipation as one rounded over a breast, squeezing, and the other slid down her belly, his middle finger delving down the center of her cleft.


    She gasped. Even with the thin chemise between, his touch was electrifying. She clutched his forearms, needing something to hang on to. His tendons rolled beneath his skin as he stroked slowly.


    “Spread your legs wider, kitten,” he commanded, the rolling dark of his voice rumbling against her back as he pressed flush against her. His erection was evident just above her bottom. She did as she was told.


    His head lowered to her ear, his hair brushing her neck as he nipped her lobe none too gently. She jumped yet again, feeling the swirling heat between her legs.


    “Fuck.” He stroked his wicked fingers farther. “So wet for me, kitten. I can smell you. So strong its driving me out of my bloody mind.”


    She dropped her head to his shoulder, succumbing to the sensation of him dominating her body as he was meant to do. If she’d ever had a willful mind to walk away from him, all he need do is touch her and her resolve would break, shatter like a glass on stone. He was too big, too dark, too strong, too seductive…simply too much for her to resist. Even now as they were supposed to be preparing for a perilous mission among the most treacherous of their enemies, all she wanted was his hands and his mouth on her body. All she wanted was him inside her.


    Perhaps it was because of the danger, because of the risk, because of the despair that they might not find Helena…alive. She needed him. Desperately. She curled her nails deeper into his arms and exhaled a shuddering breath.


    He clenched his hold on her. “Open your eyes, Brennalyn. Look.” She’d never heard his voice rake against her very soul with such despairing need. Command.


    When she lifted her head from resting against his chest, she hardly recognized the face of the woman before her. Dark eyes swimming with passion, moist lips apart, a flush of scarlet splotching her chest and cheeks. All a picture of eroticism with his fingers working wicked magic.


    He nudged her forward with his stiff erection and pelvis. “Put your hands on the mirror. And don’t you dare look away or close your eyes.”


    She planted her palms against the cold glass. His gaze darkened, his mouth slackened, a flash of fangs protruding as he gathered the hem of her chemise with deft fingers till he tossed the material above her waist. She watched him as he looked down where he gripped the globes of her bottom, caressing in a circle before he squeezed and spread them.


    “Fuck,” he muttered, undoing the fall of his pants and freeing his thick cock.


    She watched. As he’d told her to do. He curled one large hand on her hip, the other gripping his rigid length. He caught her gaze in the mirror, holding her with him as he pushed inside her on a long glide. Her mouth opened wider on a gasp. His answering growl cocooned her in his dominance, abrading her nipples to tight peaks, which pressed against the frail fabric of her chemise.


    He panted hard, staring down where their bodies met. Holding himself deep, her tender sex stretching for him, he gripped her hips so tight she knew she’d have bruises. The thought pulled a throaty cry from her parted lips. His fierce gaze shot to the mirror again, a carnal possession rife in every line of his taut expression, his wide shoulders, his heaving chest.


    Then he started to move.


    “My lady.” The rough declaration rolled up her spine. She bowed in response to his gravelly voice, pulling him deeper. He pounded with hard, determined strokes, as if he needed to convince her who she belonged to.


    She knew. She’d known for quite some time, long before he’d ever taken her to bed. And yet, she still couldn’t admit to herself that it was more than her body he owned. A pang of knowing pricked the offending organ beneath her ribcage, the one now hammering hard for the man stroking her so deep she knew she’d feel him for days.


    “My woman.”


    He pistoned faster, their flesh slapping with each fervent thrust. For the first time, she heard her own keening cries. She’d never truly heard herself, always so overwhelmed by him—above, over, behind her, engulfing her with his unmistakable dominion of whatever space she tried to keep to herself.


    As she stared into the mirror, a fine sheen of steam framed her hands braced on the mirrored glass, her breasts swayed against her chemise, and the sight of the large, ferocious, beautiful vampire pounding into her body reached far deeper than the warm slick cave of her sex. The stinging pang in her heart stretched and expanded, opening a chasm for him to fill.


    He released her hips and fell forward, splaying one hand on the mirror outside of hers. His hard wall of chest, shoulders, and abdomen pressed down against her back. Flattening his palm to her throat, he gripped her jaw firmly but gently, keeping her head forward, watching, his mouth near her ear. He continued to spear her with deeper, darker thrusts. The fire in his sapphire eyes so bright, he could’ve set her ablaze.


    “My Brennalyn.”


    Without warning, her walls convulsed in a violent wave. Her mouth fell open in a scream of ecstasy.


    “Yes,” he grunted through her bone-shattering orgasm, still tunneling as she milked him even deeper.


    He released her throat and wrapped a strong arm around her waist, pushing in once more with a heavy groan, his face buried in her neck. His seed poured deep and hot with rippling pulses. He brushed breathy kisses along her shoulder. Though she was beneath him, her slight form hardly strong enough to bear his weight, it was he who held her up as he remained buried deep.


    His languorous mouth kissed a line up her sensitive neck to her ear, both of them panting. He captured her gaze yet again, holding her for a beguiling, enchanting moment before he whispered, “My love.”


    The chasm he’d opened in her heart cracked and gaped far and wide, swallowing any last doubt or resistance into the shadows, as he invaded the final space that she’d tried to keep closed to him. His domination was finally complete. She resisted no more, welcoming his love, regretting nothing.


    “Yes,” she whispered, a tear slipping down her flushed cheek.


    He straightened, pulling her body with him, sliding out of her on a hiss. Quickly turning her in his arms, he cupped her face with both hands, sweeping down with his lips to kiss the tear away before traveling lower to her lips. “Yes,” he murmured with ardent need.


    She wrapped her arms around his neck, clinging tight. “Yes.”


    He tipped her head back and angled to go deep, bracing an arm around her waist to lift her onto her toes. Their kiss was a violent clash of lips, teeth, and tongues. Neither of them able to lick and taste enough. The heady sensuality of this new, bright emotion igniting another bloom of heat in her belly. With shaking restrain, he eased away and pressed his forehead to hers.


    “We will talk about this more later. When we have time.” He pressed a gentler kiss to her brow. “But now it’s time for my lady to put on her gown and play her part.”


    “Right,” she breathed out heavily with a nod. “Lady Brennalyn Silverton.”


    “Lady Brennalyn Silverton,” he murmured against her lips, nibbling with luxuriating slowness as if he couldn’t quite convince himself to let her go. “Mistress of my heart.”

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Friedrich escorted Brennalyn into the ball, the room already whirling with waltzing dancers, the atmosphere still light and jovial this early in the evening. He didn’t miss the oversized red velvet sofas and black brocade chaises spread along the wall. In any other ballroom, it would’ve been an innocuous addition to offer extra seating to such a lavish room—brim with decorous tables on one side near the long, black-clothed tables bearing tray after tray of roasted meats and richly scented foods. But to Friedrich, who’d experienced his uncle’s parties and balls as a younger man, he knew the velvet seating was for later, when the wine had loosened inhibitions and the human nobility present offered their bodies and their blood to any royal or noble vampire they desired.


    King Dominik’s soirées tended to transform as the night wore on. Beginning as a proper ball with blithe melodies and dancing, it would slowly morph into a hedonistic feast of flesh and lust. Unlike at the Glass Tower, King Dominik didn’t form a receiving line for all the royals to greet his guests. Instead, he sat upon his black throne on the dais on the far side of the gargantuan ballroom, awaiting guests to pay him homage at his feet. And so they did.


    Friedrich wended their way around the dance floor, crossing between them and the full orchestra of strings on a second dais to the left. The quickening thump of Brennalyn’s pulse drew his gaze down to her as she drank in the sight of the place. He knew what she would see.


    The grandeur of the ballroom with its ebony marble floor shining like a sheet of flat lake water and the giant chandeliers, dangling black glass and ruby crystals interspersed to create an ethereal effect on the white walls and columns. Likewise, there were stained-glass windows with a myriad of colors, lit by braziers on the outside of the castle, adding their own rainbow of color to the room.


    The ballroom was unique in that there were tree-trunk sized columns crisscrossing the entire room with the exception of the space before the throne dais. Dancers whirled in, out, and around the columns crowned with grotesque gargoyles squatting near, clutching onto, and even fornicating with fair, nude maidens. His uncle was more than eccentric in his architectural desires. He was perverse, intertwining devils with angels at every turn.


    He glanced toward the balcony where Dominik’s Blood Harem lounged, sipped wine, and watched the festivities. Clad in obscenely revealing gossamer gowns of red, black, and white, Dominik liked to have them on display, exerting his prowess and power, dangling the beautiful, fresh bleeders he owned. And Friedrich did not doubt he owned them—bodies and souls—poor women.


    Friedrich pulled Brennalyn closer against him. With a furtive glance, he still thought it best to drape her in his uncle’s royal colors, especially since they were his own colors. It was a common enough custom. However, he didn’t know the powerful effect this gown would have on her beauty. The deep red gave her skin a luminescent quality, as if she needed help revealing the radiant luxury of her complexion. It would be a blazing fire to draw the most indifferent of vampires.


    If that wasn’t enough, the gown’s inlaid bodice scooped below her breasts so that her decorative black corset displayed her perfect, plump breasts. Though the gown was quite proper for such an occasion and she revealed even less skin than some noblewomen there tonight, the effect of the bodice accentuating her perfection beneath would give many a man dark ideas.


    He felt their eyes on her now. And while his instinct was to snarl and warn them off, he kept his focus straight ahead toward the dais, allowing them to drink in her beauty and imagine what it would be like to drink in her blood. It wasn’t lost in him that having had sex less than an hour earlier would mark his scent fresh on her skin. And elsewhere. To vampires, this was like a beacon, not a deterrent. Of course, that had not been his original intention. He simply couldn’t keep his hands off her.


    Alphas in the wild would mark their mates and keep other predatory males at bay. But this wasn’t so for vampires. Quite the opposite. A casualty of being more monster than man. A perversion of their DNA, making them to want to claim and take what others have, what was not their own. Of course, vampires had full capability to master their darker urges, to suppress what was considered uncivil. But at a place like this, in the heady atmosphere of Dominik’s ominously enticing ballroom, passions flared hot. And the beasts came out to play.


    They were nearly to the front of the dais when a flash of memory of an hour before and her breathy, heartfelt yes buckled his knees. He loved this woman so entirely that it punched the air out of his lungs. He’d do anything for her. Even dangle her in front of lecherous, lascivious men to gape at and covet. Because it was a means to an end, the only way to get her Helena back.


    He worried for the young woman, but trusted in his instincts that they’d keep her alive. Any prisoner related to the resistance would be fully interrogated by the king himself. And since the king had been entertaining royalty and nobility from across the north and even gentry he recognized from the southern provinces of Arkadia—for he’d noticed the Steward of Arkadia, Thorwald, conversing with a group of other southern gentry—there wasn’t time to question Helena yet. Also, he’d bet his life that if the huntsmen Dominik had employed were as dense and impulsive as the creature that had died in his dungeon at Winter Hill, then they’d be packing dozens of girls back for the king’s inquisition. Helena was still alive. And this was their chance at finding her before the king could get to her.


    Friedrich sauntered toward the dais, noting the queen sat upon King Dominik’s dead wife’s throne. The proper etiquette would’ve been to cover it in mourning cloth and add another suitable seat for Queen Morgrid to greet guests with her son. The wicked reminder that if the queen was here to reveal and celebrate a royal declaration, then something nefarious indeed was afoot. What could she possibly be announcing? Again, he wondered where King Grindal was. Why had he suddenly withdrawn into the Glass Tower in a way that he wasn’t even mentioned or seen outside the grounds. Friedrich knew his grandfather to be an avid hunter. Marius noted in recent posts that he’d not been seen for some time. They all feared the worst, though no one spoke of it. Marius still wasn’t sure how much his father was privy to in regards to his mother’s spread of sanguine furorem and her outright declaration of war against the peasantry by breaking her own laws of protection for humanity.


    Friedrich drew them both to a stop before his uncle and released Brennalyn’s arm, though the loss pricked at his anxiety.


    “Your Majesty.” He bowed regally. “May I present my companion, Lady Brennalyn Silverton. Daughter of Robert Silverton, Baron of Dover in Korinth.”


    She curtsied with perfect reverence. “Your Majesty.”


    “Well, well, Nephew. And I thought you didn’t care for close companionship.” His heavy gaze—startlingly brilliant and menacing while at the same time civil and indifferent. “But I can see why you’ve laid your claim on this one.”


    Brennalyn dipped her chin, gaze downward, as a familiar pink flush dappled her chest. This was her first time meeting his uncle and no doubt the effect was palpable. A shocking sting, much like when one slices a cut with parchment in the tender flesh between thumb and finger. The wound smarts before you can even see a thin line of blood has been drawn.


    “Yes. Her father is organizing the trade of imports and exports with his steward and my manager. He has allowed me her company for your illustrious event.”


    He swiveled his attention to the queen, her condescending gaze sharp and assessing. “Your Majesty. It is lovely to see you.” He bowed before his grandmother, feeling no familial affection at all.


    “Friedrich, it is pleasant to see you again so soon.”


    He couldn’t miss the reminder that they’d last seen one another on Marius’s one hundredth birthday, the day his uncle was meant to be married to Mina. And the day Friedrich was informed by Nikolai, Marius’s lieutenant, that the queen had been killing humans indiscriminately for her own pleasure. Friedrich had left the palace without proper farewells, but he wasn’t the only one. With the sudden cancellation of the royal wedding, the vampire nobility slipped out of the palace as quietly as possible, knowing the notorious temper of Queen Morgrid. He simply pretended to be escaping her wrath like the others.


    “Yes, Your Majesty. That was an unfortunate business.” He wore his look of casual concern.


    “Lady Brennalyn, how are you liking your visit to Izeling thus far?” King Dominik’s attention had never wavered from her. Friedrich refrained from showing any discomfort. His uncle thrilled in causing any kind of distress or pain to others. Sadistic took on new meaning with the bastard.


    Brenna swept her eyes up and around the room before returning with a true expression of wonder. “It is absolutely magnificent, Your Majesty. I didn’t know such splendor existed in all the kingdoms,” she gushed like a proper sycophant.


    His wide mouth cracked into a brutal crescent that should’ve been a smile but looked more like a tiger bearing his teeth at his dinner.


    “I am so pleased you think so. You are welcome here as long as you like.” One brow arched suggestively.


    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” She dipped a curtsy and, thankfully, another couple maneuvered in place to greet the king.


    Friedrich took her arm after a smooth bow and whisked her away toward the feasting tables. As soon as he’d corralled her onto the far side, plucking two glasses of wine from a passing footman, he pushed the stem into her hand.


    “Drink.”


    “Good heavens above.” She tilted the glass back and guzzled half its contents in one swoop. “I’ve never been so terrified in all my life. They are both so…so—”


    “Yes. I know, kitten. But you did well. I loathe the way he stared at you as if you were the juiciest morsel he’d ever seen.”


    “Calm, Friedrich. In this dress, I’ll be getting that look a lot tonight, I’m afraid.”


    He glared at the sandy-haired vampire sauntering by, his gaze fixed on her breasts. “You already are.”


    At that moment, Mikhail appeared at Friedrich’s side, dressed in full formalwear. Though he looked like a vampire at leisure, his focus was sharp, his posture tense, his gaze assessing the room as he spoke.


    “I’ve found some likely prospects.” He shifted his body to face them fully. “If you’ll follow a line directly behind me, you’ll see a gathering of men standing alongside Steward Thorwald of Arkadia.”


    Friedrich drained his glass while surreptitiously observing them over Mikhail’s shoulder. He recognized them at once, keenly listening to Lord Hamley, a human earl who lived in his own region of the dukedom, his three pretty yet frivolous daughters at his side in vibrant shades of red and white. Lord Hamley had tried to pawn off his daughters on Friedrich a number of times, seeking a more titled match and loftier alliance. He appeared to be doing the same, seeking favor with the southern aristocrats.


    Mikhail went on. “You’ll notice the two tallest of the group on either side of Thorwald. That’s Lord Maxim, Marquess of Saxony, and Lord Rathbone, Earl of Devonshire.”


    “Yes. I know them,” said Friedrich, having met them on occasion at the Glass Tower.


    “Then you’ll know that they are the two wealthiest and most influential men of the southern kingdom, next to Thorwald. According to my sources, they have been seen making frequent visits to Izeling Tower. My sources further say they’ve been holding more intense arms training with their Legionnaires. Even growing in numbers.”


    Friedrich shifted closer to Brennalyn, an automatic response with the mere mention of arms and potential battle. “So now we know the crown has allied with the southern kingdom of Arkadia.”


    “And,” Mikhail added, “you now know who Lady Brennalyn might lure information from.” He gave her a polite nod.


    “Well done, Captain. Might I ask who your sources are?” For Mikhail had never mentioned having allies in the south.


    He paused with a pensive crease pinching his brow. “The Bloodguard extends farther than one might think,” was his cryptic response.


    Mikhail and his men were completely loyal to Friedrich, but they kept their own secrets. While they were mercenaries for hire, the Bloodguard worked by their own code and with their own agenda. He was only glad that it seemed to include allying with the Black Lily. Their chances of success increased exponentially with the Bloodguard on their side, especially now that he knew the south had fallen to ally with the crown.


    “On that note, I believe it is time you and I dance, Lady Brennalyn.” He removed her empty glass from her hand and set both of theirs aside on a table.


    “Dance? Are you sure we have time for such pleasantries? Shouldn’t you take me over for an introduction to the gentlemen from the south?”


    “No, kitten. I’ll flaunt you first.” He offered her his arm. “Then they’ll come to us.”

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Brennalyn had never been in a room filled with more beautiful men in all her life. Nor more deadly ones. A heady concoction of lust and elation and desire swirled in the room much like the reeling dancers. It was dizzying and unsettling, yet she managed to hold her chin high and smile up at Friedrich when he took her in his arms for their waltz.


    At once, her nerves settled. His embrace engulfed her in his warmth and protection. She armored herself against what was coming when she would need to flirt and beguile to gain what she needed. With each twirl in his arms, she sensed her shield growing stronger, her courage sticking harder. Friedrich said nothing, simply held her firm against him and led her in a whirling waltz around the circumference of the dancers, his focus on her gaze saying enough with numerous emotions flitting across his granite expression. Adoration, longing, protectiveness, fear.


    As the orchestra drew the somber melody to a close, Brennalyn realized he’d managed to maneuver them directly in front of the throng of southern gentlemen. The music stopped, but he kept her in his arms, his hand on her waist sliding to the small of her back as his head drifted lower, his mouth close to her ear.


    “These men can look all they want, but one thing is for certain. They’ll never know the intoxicating pleasure of being buried inside your sweet body.”


    She hitched in a breath as he finally eased his tight hold. “Why do you say such things at a time like this?” For desire raced through her blood, humming a beacon of need along her skin.


    “First, because it’s true.” He released her from his embrace and offered his arm, tilting his head toward her. “And second, because now you have that pretty pink blush flushing your fair chest and cheeks. These men will be lost with the thought of tasting you.”


    She couldn’t ignore the way his jaw clenched though he kept his voice and gaze relaxed. He drew her close with a hand spanning her waist as he lifted her chin with a forefinger. She lay her hands lightly on his chest. He said nothing, holding her gaze and offering an encouraging smile. Her reaction was immediate, a warm smile spreading her own lips.


    “Your Grace,” came a smooth, deep voice behind them.


    They both looked to the man who’d spoken. One of the tall vampires Mikhail had pointed out to them.


    “Won’t you join us and introduce your lovely lady?”


    Friedrich swept up her arm and placed it in the crook of his, leading them over.


    “Lord Rathbone.” Friedrich greeted as the circle parted for them. “I must admit I’d considered keeping her all to myself.” A weighty chuckle rippled among the men of the group. “Lady Brennalyn Silverton, this is Lord Rathbone, Lord Maxim, and Steward Thorwald of Arkadia. And this is Lord Hamley and his daughters, Lady Ashlyn, Lady Augusta, and Lady Annika.”


    Brenna curtsied, as did the other ladies, while the gentlemen gave slight bows.


    Lord Hamley squinted beady eyes at Brenna for the attention of the noblemen had swiveled from his tittering daughters to her. “Pleasure to meet you, Lady Brennalyn. Your home is here in Izeling?”


    “No, my lord. This is my first visit to Izeling Tower. My home is in Korinth with my father, Baron of Dover.”


    “I see. And how did you have the fortune of meeting His Grace?”


    She smiled up at Friedrich who kept his banal facade in place. “My father consorts with His Grace on imports and exports and such. All manner of things I know little of.” She shrugged a shoulder and waved her gloved hand in a gesture to say it was beyond her knowledge as a mere woman. The lies slid from her tongue as easily as water over rock.


    “Oh, our father consorts with a good many noblemen and royalty across the empire,” said one of his blonde daughters, for Brenna wasn’t sure which was which.


    “Absolutely,” added the daughter in the middle with the most ample cleavage spilling out the top of her bodice. “Our father is a very important man.”


    The third giggled behind her fan, waving it furiously so that her golden locks twirled in the small tempest about her round face.


    The orchestra’s light-hearted reel ended, then they swung into a darker strain.


    “Lady Brennalyn.” Lord Rathbone stepped forward, offering his hand. “Might I have this dance?”


    She glanced up at Friedrich as if to ask permission. He eyed the comely lord as if considering whether to let her go, then stepped away with a permissive nod.


    “Thank you, my lord,” said Brenna, setting her hand in Lord Rathbone’s.


    He led her through the crush as the room continued to fill and gently swung her out onto the floor, his grip tight at her waist, her small hand enveloped by his. Though this was the plan all along, Brenna couldn’t keep her pulse from tripping faster at the nearness of a sure enemy, especially with the obvious expression of hunger in his dark countenance.


    She angled her attention away with the pretense of watching the dance floor but felt his intense scrutiny all the same.


    “How long have you been an acquaintance of His Grace, Lady Brennalyn?”


    Turning her attention to him as he capably moved them around another column, she said, “A few months, my lord. My father brought me to visit Winter Hill around Harvest Holiday.”


    “The north does know how to celebrate the harvest.”


    “They certainly do,” she agreed truthfully, for there was always a week-long feast. “I enjoy the northern celebrations very much.”


    “And I’ll bet His Grace enjoyed you as well,” he growled suggestively.


    Widening her eyes, she gasped with genuine shock, unprepared for such a blatant accusation. “My lord.”


    She tried to push from his grip, but he held her even tighter, his hand sliding farther down her back as he pressed her closer to his body on the next turn.


    “Release me,” she demanded, knowing he wouldn’t. She was right.


    “Don’t be offended, my lady.”


    “How can I not be? If you’re only intention is to insult me, I’ll ask you to unhand me now.”


    His heavy gaze swept her face, landing on her mouth. “That is not my only intention.”


    “What sort of gentleman speaks to a lady in such a manner?”


    “Not a very good one, I imagine.” He smiled, creasing his handsome face into what Brenna imagined a fallen angel might look like. “What kind of lady allows a duke in her bed, giving up her virtue, which she should keep for a husband?”


    This was one point of interest she and Friedrich hadn’t discussed. It was true that noble ladies were required to keep their virtue intact for the marriage bed. Only fallen women would allow a vampire, even a royal, take more than her blood. He was obviously admitting that he scented her recent coupling with Friedrich.


    She held his gaze as he smiled down at her like a charmed devil. Arching a superior brow, she replied matter-of-factly, “Not a very good one, I imagine.”


    A smooth roll of laughter broke his subtle smile into something quite beautiful. She had to shake herself to remember this man was a monster and servant to the enemy. How truly dangerous these vampires were.


    He lowered his head in an intimate fashion, twirling them more slowly, “Now I know why the duke snagged you,” he said, still chuckling though his gaze sharpened on hers, fangs protruding. “Forgive me, my lady. But you are by far the most stunning creature in this entire ballroom.”


    She rolled her eyes impertinently, receiving another chuckle from the pretty monster. “I imagine you say that to all the ladies. You had a bevy of beautiful blondes ready to slobber at your feet only a moment ago.” She nodded in the direction where they’d left the others but didn’t dare seek Friedrich’s gaze for fear of losing her glib composure.


    “They are physically beautiful to be sure. But you are”—his intense gaze roved southward before returning to her face—“intoxicating.” With a slow shake of the head and deep inhale, he whispered in a silky slide of hungry words, “You could make a man murder the whole world for a chance to possess you.”


    Brenna swallowed hard at his searing declaration, feeling his desire ripple down her spine as his hold tightened. He fixated on her throat. She looked away, wanting to flee into Friedrich’s arms, her heart hammering a frantic pace.


    He eased his grip, perhaps understanding he was frightening her. When he spoke again, his tone returned to the smooth lilt of an alleged gentleman. “Have you an understanding with His Grace? Or will you consider enjoying the company of another? I could show you the wonders of the southern region at my home of Devonshire.”


    She returned her gaze to his and tilted her head in consideration. “Tell me about your home. What delights might a girl of the east find in such a place?”


    “Much more than you will find in the frozen north,” he said with humorous contempt.


    She arched a brow again.


    “I see,” he said. “My lady would like specifics.”


    “Since it is apparent you’d like to dispense with the niceties and civility of proper nobility, then I’ll tell you openly, yes. I would like specific reasons why I should leave the company of a duke in the north for an earl in the south.”


    A frown creased his brow. “I did not think you were a woman chasing titles.”


    “I’m not, my lord. I’m chasing the most interesting diversion for a lady who detests sitting around having tea in quaint parlors.”


    The waltz ended. She caught the flash of disappointment in his gaze and sensed a small connection with the earl. She glanced toward the feast tables.


    “Would you accompany me to get some refreshment, my lord? I’m rather thirsty.”


    “As am I.” He placed her hand on his arm. She ignored the shiver his murmured reply gave her.


    With a flick of the earl’s hand, a footman stepped forward holding a tray of champagne flutes. He took one and passed it to her. “I believe we were speaking of southern delights.”


    “I believe you were going to dazzle me with the possibility of experiencing southern delights,” she teased, emphasizing possibility as if he had a test to pass before she acquiesced.


    His dark chuckle rumbled against her skin, raising gooseflesh. “That I was.” He tilted his head, considering. “Let’s see. No tea parties.”


    “No tea parties,” she confirmed, sipping her champagne but rather slowly so it didn’t go to her head.


    “In the south, when the spring primroses bloom, there is the most wonderful fragrance permeating the air. It is as if heaven has opened up and kissed the earth, touching the air with sweet aromas of paradise.”


    Her tummy fluttered at the poetic turn of phrase, but then she realized she’d heard it before. Read it herself.


    “Lord Rathbone. Are you quoting the poet Kalphus to woo me? Or are you trying to pull his words off as your own?”


    “Stars above.” He stepped closer, lifting her chin with his finger. “Intelligence to match her beauty? I believe you’ve just stolen my heart, Lady Brennalyn.”


    “Intelligence and beauty in a female surprises you, my lord?”


    “In a human lady bred for tea parties and balls, yes it does.”


    “Then you’ve misjudged me with what appears to be a prejudice against my sex.”


    “So it appears.” He smiled. His finger still held her chin, stroking a flaming line along her jaw and the side of her throat before falling away. “I did not expect to find someone like you in this frozen wasteland.”


    “If you detest the north so much, my lord, then why have you come to King Dominik’s ball so far from home?”


    His gaze narrowed as he seemed to be considering his response then finally answered, “We had business to attend with His Majesty.”


    She glanced toward the whirling throng on the ballroom floor and sipped her champagne. “I hope it has nothing to do with this nonsense about the Black Lily.”


    She felt him stiffen next to her as she continued to watch the dancers whirl.


    “What do you know of the Black Lily?” he asked, timbre deeper than before.


    She met his gaze. “Only that it’s disrupting the aristocracy abominably. People fleeing in the middle of the night. Tenants disappearing who would otherwise be working and paying their tithes to their lords. It hasn’t affected us as much in the east, but word spreads. It seems to be quite rampant here in the northern provinces. Have you not heard of this, my lord?” she asked innocently.


    “Yes, Lady Brennalyn. I’m on intimate acquaintance with the disappearances.”


    Stammering for what to say next, she took another sip, which dribbled. She licked the sweet tang from her bottom lip, watching his gaze fall to her mouth, his pupils dilating in an instant.


    “You missed a drop.” He pressed close and lifted his hand, brushing the pad of his thumb across her chin then her bottom lip, the angles of his face seeming to draw tight as he stared at her mouth with unwavering intensity.


    As horrifying as the prospect was, she realized she might have to find a quiet corner and allow Lord Rathbone a few liberties to discover more of what he knew, for he certainly was entangled with the king’s plans. “My lord,” she whispered. “Would you like—”


    She didn’t get to finish her request for the orchestra died at once and the sounding of a gong pulled everyone’s attention to the dais. Lord Rathbone released his hold on her chin, standing close behind her as she turned to face the front of the ballroom. He placed a firm hand low on her left hip.


    King Dominik stood before his throne, demanding everyone’s attention. Brenna quivered at the sight of the man, for he was fearsome to behold even from afar. When she’d met him up close, she thought her spirit might up and leave her body if she remained too close for too long. He was cut from a cloth both beautiful and brutal, cunning and cruel. And the rumble of his thunder-deep voice made lesser beings want to run and hide. At the moment, every pair of eyes was riveted to his form.


    “Lords and ladies, might I have your attention. For a brief but special announcement, which is the cause of our celebration this evening, I have the great honor of presenting my mother, the great Queen Morgrid, Empress of all of Varis.”


    An uproarious applause erupted. Brenna let her gaze slide to the back of the room for Friedrich, but he’d moved away from Steward Thorwald and Lord Maxim still holding conversation with Lord Hamley and his daughters. Sweeping the room, she found him on the farther side of the ballroom with Captain Mikhail but with a direct view of her and Lord Rathbone. His expression held a grave yet calm demeanor, but the murderous glare he flicked toward the vampire at her side could not be mistaken. She returned her attention as the queen took the stage.


    Queen Morgrid was the epitome of royalty in every way—her silver gown, diamond gems dripping from her throat, wrist, and ears, and the tiered crown that rested on her sleek, sable hair. She was both breathtakingly beautiful and horrifyingly untouchable. Her ice-blue eyes were soulless pits. Upon meeting her when they arrived, Brenna could hold her frosty gaze for only a second before wishing to cower into a corner.


    At the moment, she stood as regal as ever with several Legionnaires in the blue-and-silver colors of the royal guard flanking the right of the dais.


    “Greetings, lords and ladies. My son and I are pleased to see so many loyal gentry here at Izeling Tower.” She swept her glacial gaze across the wide crowd who remained perfectly silent under her wilting scrutiny. “I must speak first about a tragedy my son, the sovereign King Dominik, recently suffered. It is known that his devoted wife and queen, Lana, died in childbirth, doing her duty for her beloved husband and king.” Not a whisper could be heard in the pensive silence. “King Dominik has endured great pain at her loss, the mother of his precious daughter, Lucille, and the companion to comfort him as he bore the weight of his kingly duties.”


    Brenna couldn’t help but glance toward the balcony where nearly one hundred half-naked young women draped on lounges and chairs. The king had access to more feminine “comfort” than one man could endure. She then examined King Dominik in his domineering stance next to his mother. The man conjured a plethora of dark emotions, but loneliness and the need for comfort was not one of them.


    “This brings me to the royal announcement I am so happy to decree.” A smile spread across her porcelain face, giving Brenna the sensation of a snake slithering across her foot. “It is with great pleasure that the Varis Crown decrees that Princess Vilhelmina Dragomir of Arkadia will wed King Dominik.” Lord Rathbone’s hand flinched on her hip as the queen went on in a triumphant tone. “This union will unite the southern kingdom with the north and strengthen the nobility of the empire against its enemies.”


    She raised her hands to a roar of applause and shouts of praise. Bile rose in her throat and she swallowed repeatedly at the horrifying declaration. That poor princess. Reggie had carried rumors from the south that the princess had been held captive in her home of Briar Rose. That was one of the many topics she wanted to discuss with Friedrich and hadn’t gotten around to. Surely, the princess didn’t want to marry that monster of a tyrant.


    As the clamor of tribute rose and echoed, Lord Rathbone dipped his head close to her ear. “Forgive me, Lady Brennalyn, but I must return you to His Grace.”


    Without further explanation, he drew her arm in the crook of his and whisked her through the crowd with great haste toward Lord Maxim and the Steward of Arkadia. She stole a glance up at the vampire tearing through the throng, his handsome features suddenly shadowed and sharper than before. He didn’t like this decree. How interesting.


    Upon reaching their destination, Lord Rathbone swept the area, not finding Friedrich, who she knew was still across the room. Seemingly frustrated, for it wasn’t proper to leave a lady stranded, he turned his fierce countenance down to her. “I do apologize, my lady, but I must—”


    “I will be perfectly fine, my lord. Thank you for the lovely company, but my duke will find me forthwith.”


    A glimmer of disappointment strode across his expression before he dipped his head and swept a brief kiss across her gloved knuckles. Then he joined his party nearby and said, “Lord Hamley, if you’ll excuse us for a moment.”


    “Of course, Lord Rathbone. Girls, I see the Earl of Renley over there. Shall we?”


    Joyous applause and murmurings filled the room as the orchestra struck up a lively tune for the royal decree. Brenna inconspicuously maneuvered closer to Lord Rathbone and the other two with the pretense of searching the ballroom for Friedrich. She stationed her slim frame in front of the column directly between herself and where they congregated. While the happy throng continued to applaud and hurrah, the gentlemen spoke in hushed tones, probably thinking they’d not be heard while the room was turned in clamoring joy toward the dais.


    “—not part of the bargain,” Lord Rathbone finished saying.


    “The king’s omission was intentional,” said a deeper voice she didn’t know. Must be Lord Maxim.


    “If he thinks to take over Arkadia with this maneuver, he’s sadly mistaken,” said the voice she knew to be the steward. “Arkadia has been mine for thirty years. I’ll not allow—”


    “Arkadia has never been yours.” Lord Rathbone. “You are its steward, not its monarch. My concern is that he aims to do to the south what he’s done to his own northern villages.”


    “He wouldn’t dare wipe out our villages for his bloody war against the Black Lily,” rumbled Lord Maxim.


    “I believe he aims to do exactly that.” Lord Rathbone again. “As king of Arkadia, he’ll have the sovereign right to do whatever he likes. And you forget. We signed a royal contract. Though the ink isn’t even dry, he made damn sure we were roped in before his mother announced this little declaration to shift power to him.”


    “Why have us sign the damned contract if he planned to take over through this forced marriage?” asked the steward.


    “To solidify our support with a binding contract.” Rathbone again. “He already has our skilled craftsman, twenty Arkadian horses, and the promise of more to come.”


    “I say we go to Dragon’s Eye tonight and take back the horses, our men, and arms we’ve given,” said Lord Maxim. “We can withhold our forces as well.”


    Brenna caught sight of Friedrich and Mikhail darting through the horde, both scowling. She lifted one finger and waved it in the negative. He slowed, noticing her proximity to the southern gentlemen.


    “Too late for that,” said Lord Rathbone. “There’s no way to penetrate Dragon’s Eye without force and though it’s only half a league from here, we don’t have enough of our own Legionnaires to extricate our men.”


    “Then we return to Arkadia tonight,” rolled the menacing voice of Lord Maxim. “Cut our losses and regroup with the House of Arkadia.”


    Brenna knew that the House of Arkadia was a ruling assembly of the southern aristocracy. Without a proper monarch, for Princess Vilhelmina had never been granted authority over her kingdom, the House made joint decisions of government and law for the region. Brenna’s father had often explained to her the workings of politics in the four kingdoms, emphasizing that Arkadia was different than all the rest.


    “Agreed,” said Lord Rathbone.


    Then she could hear them no more and Friedrich was barreling toward her at full speed. He and the captain were at her side as she peered around the column, finding all three vampires had vanished.


    Friedrich had an arm around her waist, his right hand grasping hers, “Darling, you look a bit peaked. Perhaps some fresh air will do you good.”


    “Yes, Your Grace. Thank you.”


    He practically carried her into the corridor with the captain on their heels, the cacophony of music and voices dying as they made their way through the grand archway. She knew better than to give anything away as they passed a footman near the grand staircase to their suite.


    They passed a couple, the lady’s sleeve off the shoulder, the vampire noble at her side combing his hair back into place.


    “It’s been quite a long journey,” crooned Friedrich for their benefit, sounding like the perfect attentive lover. “Some privacy in our suite is all you need.”


    “Yes, darling,” she purred up at him.


    They marched quickly and silently the remainder of the way to their bedchambers. When he swept her inside with Mikhail behind them, she was shocked to find Grant and four other guards waiting for them.


    Friedrich released her waist but wrapped her nape with a reassuring squeeze as he said at once to the men waiting, “King Dominik is going to marry the Princess of Arkadia.”


    Grant scoffed. “The one the queen has been keeping prisoner in a bloodless sleep?”


    A bloodless sleep? Brenna wanted to intervene, but the conversation clipped by too quickly.


    “Yes,” snapped Friedrich.


    “So he’ll ally the north with the south, double his army and resources,” added Mikhail.


    “Friedrich,” cut in Grant, his expression tight with anxiety. “Remember Sienna’s premonition.”


    Brenna wondered at this, his expression tight with anxiety as he replied, “We need to warn Marius and Arabelle. Immediately.”


    “Wait!” Brenna threw up a hand, finally breaking in after this swift whirlwind of discussion. “I heard Lord Rathbone talking about Dragon’s Eye.”


    All gazes swiveled to her.


    “They signed some sort of contract with King Dominik, offering him resources. They were angry about the queen’s decree. Lord Maxim wanted to retrieve their men and horses from the stronghold a half a league away.”


    “What? Half a league?” Dmitri scowled. “That close?” he asked almost in disgust. “He isn’t hiding this fortress at all.”


    “Arrogant bastard,” muttered Mikhail before turning to Dmitri. “Go. Now. Do a radial sweep to ascertain the location then meet us outside the southern gate at the edge of the woods.”


    Dmitri was out the door so fast, she barely noticed it open and close.


    Friedrich gripped her by her shoulders, his warmth seeping into her bare skin, but he spoke over her shoulder. “Gavril and Yuri, you’ll stay outside the suite and guard Lady Brennalyn.”


    It didn’t miss her attention that he still used a title she didn’t own, but for some reason it warmed her inside. His gaze dropped to Brenna, voice roughened with heavy emotion. “I trust you’ll guard her with your lives.”


    “Yes, Your Grace,” said the dark-haired one, Gavril as the two guardsmen exited the room.


    “Mikhail, you and Grant meet me with the others at the southern wall. The guards are lax tonight with the revelry so it should be easy to cross in and out.”


    “Yes, Your Grace,” said Mikhail, the two of them filing out quietly.


    Friedrich took her hand and led her into her bedchamber, the candelabras still lit and a warm fire crackling. The golden light cast the white furnishings in an ethereal glow.


    Friedrich suddenly turned her in his arms and embraced her tight, his mouth pressed to the crook of her neck. She wrapped an arm around his waist and clutched a hand in his hair. For a moment, they did nothing but hold each other, their pounding heartbeats thrumming, chest to chest.


    “The two guards I’ve left are Mikhail’s most-skilled assassins,” he whispered in her ear. “It isn’t likely anyone will notice our absence from the ball. And if so, they’ll think we merely escaped for a tryst and shouldn’t come looking for us. Even so, I feel safer knowing they’ll prevent anyone from crossing the threshold with their very lives.” He pulled apart to look at her. “Helena is only half a league away. A distance we can cross in minutes. I’ll get her and then we’ll head onto Winter Hill and meet you there. As soon as Dmitri meets us with the location, I’m sending him back to get you. As planned, he will be in charge of getting you back to my castle. He’s the fastest. Lock this door when I leave and don’t open it until you hear Dmitri on the other side.”


    She nodded, knowing to change into her travel clothes he’d designated. Though she’d have preferred to travel in his arms, she noted that he’d assigned Dmitri to her out of his need to get her away by the fastest means possible. “I’ll be ready,” she assured him. “Don’t forget Sylvia.”


    “She’s already halfway back to the castle. As soon as she was seen as your lady’s maid and did her duty of dressing you for the ball, Mikhail had one of the Bloodguard carry her back at once.”


    She shook her head in surprise. She’d known that traveling and arriving to Izeling Tower in a luxurious carriage with large trunks and human servants was all a ruse to show they’d been prepared to stay at the tower for days like all the other royals. It would’ve looked suspicious otherwise. But the plan was to leave the moment they had the location of Dragon’s Eye. Discovering that it was so close was a slight variation in the plan, but they’d still leave in the dead of night while the nobility reveled down below. They’d regroup at Winter Hill then move on to Hiddleston and into hiding with the Black Lily.


    “Friedrich, what did Grant mean about Sienna’s premonition? She was Nikolai’s woman, right?”


    “There is not enough time, but suffice it to say, Sienna has a gift. And she has seen what could be a prophecy of a most dire future.” He wavered, gaze flitting over her face.


    “Tell me. Please.”


    “It is our belief that if King Dominik sires a son by a pureblood vampire royal, then the queen plans to sacrifice the child at its birth to wield dark magic that could blot out the world in shadow. In the kind of world the queen craves most.”


    “Oh, God, Friedrich. We must save her.”


    “We will. But first, Helena.”


    His desperate perusal of her face tightened her gut. When he lowered his head and pressed the sweetest, gentlest kiss she’d ever tasted from his lips, her knees wobbled.


    “Friedrich,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Please be careful. If anything happens to you—”


    “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry,” he murmured softly against her lips. “You get changed. Dmitri will retrieve you within a half an hour. I want you ready to leave at once.”


    He stared at her for a few more seconds then swept from the room and closed her door. Now she must do the most difficult thing of all.


    Wait.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    She turned the latch of the lock as she heard the outer door close from the parlor. Without hesitation, she stripped off her gloves and started unhooking the bodice at the front. One benefit to this unusual gown was the hooking at the front, instead of lacing in the back. Friedrich had thought of everything.


    Discarding the bodice and then shimmying out of the layers of silk, her stockings and chemise, she pulled her getaway clothes from the trunk with a smile, remembering their earlier conversation.


    “You want me to dress in boy’s clothes?”


    “Yes. It will be warmer and easier for travel. It’ll also be safest as you can hold onto Dmitri’s back so his arms are free.”


    “I’ll be riding Dmitri?”


    “If you say the words ‘riding Dmitri’ like that again, I may lose my bloody mind.”


    “Well, it’s your plan that I should ride him, not mine.”


    Then he’d tumbled her to the bed where she’d tried ineffectually to escape in a fit of laughter.


    Smiling, she slipped the thick muslin shirt over her head and then pulled on the trousers, her heart bursting at the thought of seeing and holding Helena soon. Pulling on her thick wool stockings—boys’ stockings—she cinched her boots tight and took a seat at the vanity. She removed the pins of her sophisticated coiffure and let her hair fall loose. As she brushed it through and braided into one simple plait, she noticed the servants who’d stoked the fire had also removed the silver platter of refreshments and replaced it with another.


    She tied a red ribbon at the bottom of her braid, noting that King Dominik certainly knew how to throw lavish parties and spoil his guests. Perhaps that was all part of flaunting his wealth and power, for the entire palace reeked of decadence and excess. Even the half-burned candles in her chandelier had been replaced while she was at the ball, so that the room never lost its mystical quality with the fairy lights dancing around the room.


    The tall, glossy, white clock in the corner bonged. Brenna jumped and stifled a scream. Then laughed at her jitters.


    She stood and strode over to the lovely piece of furniture, the silver hands both pointing up to twelve o’clock, the pearl-inlay pendulum swinging back and forth. As the clock tolled the hour, a carousel opened up inside the face of the clock where a thumb-sized silver rabbit swiveled out and bobbed while an open-mouthed wolf loped on its heels in mechanical tandem, circling and circling with each strike of the gong. Upon the final stroke of midnight, the rabbit pitched forward and the jaws of the wolf caught him, pushing his quarry inside his cave. The carousel doors closed with a soft snick. The last clang died and the crackling of the fire took precedence again.


    “Unusual,” Brenna muttered. And if she must be honest, rather morbid.


    It had only been ten minutes since Friedrich had left. She paced near the window, the night too dark to see anything below, the starless sky swathed in gray clouds. A sweet scent caught her attention, and she turned to the silver tray on the sideboard.


    She was wrong. It wasn’t piled with an array of refreshments but laden only with a carafe of red wine and a porcelain platter of glossy, red pomegranate halves opened and spilling over with juicy seeds. She wouldn’t dare touch another drop of alcohol, for she needed her wits about her, but the succulent pulpy fruit lured her with the scent of cinnamon and ginger and another scintillating spice she couldn’t identify. Her mouth watered. She’d never tasted candied pomegranate seeds before. It appeared there was no end to the wonders provided by their enigmatic and terrifying host.


    She lifted a small handful of six seeds and popped the first in her mouth. The sweet coating melted and a spiced flavor burst on her tongue.


    “Mmm.”


    She circled toward the fire, nibbling on her small repast. She hadn’t eaten a thing at the ball since her stomach was twisted in knots. And there hadn’t been much time. She wondered again about Lord Rathbone and Lord Maxim. They were allies with the king, but they were obviously displeased with the idea of the king gaining more power in their region with a betrothal to Princess Mina. She frowned at the thought of the poor princess waking from her bloodless sleep to find she was betrothed to the treacherous King Dominik. She wondered if Lord Rathbone and Lord Maxim might ally with the resistance against the king should it come to that. Doubtful they would ever be sympathetic to their cause, no matter how much they despised the reign of a new, power-hungry sovereign.


    She popped the last seed in her mouth. A spark from the fire caught her eye. The golden flames flickered more slowly, almost as if swaying and dancing in unison, their glittering sparks an eerie aberration. She backed away, shaking her head in disbelief.


    “What—?” Her back hit the sideboard.


    Then she felt it…an indefinable sensation coursing through her blood. Her heartbeat quickened, pounding in her ears. She lifted one of the glass-like pomegranate halves and inhaled the scent of the candied seeds, finding nothing menacing within.


    But it didn’t matter. For the blood rushing like wildfire through her veins, a quickening both arousing and terrifying, seeped through muscle, down to the very marrow of her bones. She staggered, watching as the pearlescent, cherub-lined mirror swayed and rippled.


    What is happening?


    Gasping for breath, her limbs gave way beneath her and she crumbled to the floor, the pomegranate rolling from her hand, the deep-red seeds spilling onto the white marble floor. Riveted to the silvery angelic faces, certainly screaming down at her now, she watched as the frame moved, her mind crashing with a haze of terror she couldn’t understand.


    “Mirror…mirror…” She heard her shaky voice trying to enunciate some unknown horror coming closer, as if her voice were disembodied of herself.


    The wall yawned open. No, not the wall. Just the gargantuan mirror itself, swinging wide to reveal the mouth of hell. And from its infernal depths stepped the devil himself. King Dominik.


    Paralyzed on the floor, she could do nothing but watch the terrifying figure looming toward her. Smiling.


    “No,” she muttered, shaking her head, which made the kaleidoscope of lights spin too fast. She squeezed her eyes shut, feeling him draw closer, like the electric sizzle on her skin before a giant thunderclap. A dark rumble of laughter vibrated from the monster in the room, licking across her skin like a leather whip.


    “Open your eyes, little rabbit.”


    She tried not to but a bone-crushing pain seared up her spine. She opened her mouth to scream but nothing came out, for the agony sucked the breath from her lungs. She snapped open her eyes and the pain receded at once. A wave of indolent pleasure rolled in its wake.


    “Oh, God,” she lamented too late, a tear slipping.


    The pomegranate seeds. They’d been laced with his elixir. His power of persuasion. That’s what now coursed through her blood. She’d recognized the similar flood of heat to Friedrich’s bite. But the effect of the king’s potion was entirely different. One was full of seduction and pleasure, the other was wrought with paralyzing pain and crushing dominance.


    She froze in utter fear as he crouched over her. He brushed the back of his knuckles across the apple of her cheek. Like a lover.


    “You are a pretty little rabbit, aren’t you?” He bared his teeth in a salacious grin.


    A shadowed figure moved in her periphery. Then another.


    “Shall I carry her, Your Majesty?” The cold request of a Legionnaire.


    “No, Kostya. I’ll take her.” He lifted her against his wide chest, the size of him as daunting as his potent presence. He carried her back toward the passage behind the mirror. “Little rabbit needs to get used to her new master.” He grinned at her again, all sharp teeth and cold menace. Piercing eyes cold as the winter snow. “My lady…my woman…my Brennalyn.”


    Her heart plummeted as he echoed the words Friedrich whispered in her ear when they made love in front of that mirror. He’d watched them. He’d heard them.


    He knew everything.


    As he carried her into the chilly tunnel, she opened her mouth to scream, to warn her guards.


    “Don’t.”


    His one-word command was like a hammer to the base of her spine. She swallowed her cry to stifle the pain.


    “Good girl,” he crooned close to her ear then carried her into the deep darkness.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Dragon’s Eye sat in the middle of a bowl canyon bordered by two peaks of the Belaya Noch range and thick forests. It would be easy to overlook, as no roads passed near here. The wind shear off the north side of Mount Noch was brutally cold, making this place impassable. Or nearly so.


    “Perfectly out of reach,” said Mikhail crouched on Friedrich’s left within the shallow tree line at the base of Mount Noch.


    Friedrich scanned down the line of twenty vampires of the Bloodguard as they passed Helena’s hair ribbon from one to the other. Brenna had brought it so that they could find her swiftly when the time came. Every vampire was strapped with the crisscrossing harnesses over chest and back, the leather straps lined with sheaths of daggers. No less than twenty per man. Perfect for throwing and weakening an opponent from afar. This wasn’t including the serrated longer variety of knives they carried at their hips and in their boots for more close-contact combat. Weapons thick and strong enough to sever windpipes and crush through chest cavities to a vampire’s heart.


    “The fortress wall will be easy to scale.” Friedrich noted there were few guards walking the perimeter at the top.


    “These walls weren’t built to keep vampires out but to keep humans in,” added Grant.


    “True.” The very idea rubbed him raw. His bastard of an uncle preyed upon the weaker species, the ones he was meant to protect. He turned to his human brother. “Let’s go.”


    The line to his right nodded. Then to his left. Mikhail lifted a hand and flattened it toward the fortress in a “go” signal. Without another word, the vampires bled into the darkness in such swift speed there would be no detecting them. Friedrich threw an arm around Grant’s shoulders and he did the same, then they blurred through the cold night. By the time they’d gotten to the only entry gate, two of the Bloodguard had dispatched the watchmen, their throats slit with such force the guards’ heads were barely attached.


    Once more, Friedrich was relieved to have the Bloodguard on his side. They knew how to kill their own kind with swiftness and silence. The plan was to enter at different points. Those who scaled the wall would eliminate the guards at each point so the rest could maneuver through the encampment without detection. They waited at the entry while Mikhail stared up at the perimeter wall.


    Within five minutes, one of his men dropped from the wall directly beside them as silent as a wraith. With a lopsided grin he motioned to move on.


    Damn, if these Bloodguard didn’t love killing just a bit too much. Once they’d freed Helena and joined Brennalyn and Dmitri back at Winter Hill, he planned to offer Mikhail a more substantial incentive to join the resistance. They hadn’t spoken about what would happen beyond this mission. Friedrich had hired the Bloodguard to replace the Legionnaries at Winter Hill. But after tonight, they’d be moving on from Winter Hill. The Black Lily could use expert assassins like them. If they would agree to align with human revolutionaries. But something told him with Mikhail having had a human mother before she was transformed to vampire, he might be sympathetic to their cause.


    One thing Friedrich knew for certain. While this bloody war may have begun by Arabelle and her peasant army of Sylus near the Glass Tower, it was no longer a war of humans against vampires. It was a war between justice and tyranny.


    Grant remained at the entry, keeping watch in the shadows. While he didn’t have the speed of vampires, his skill with a blade was unparalleled. Even Mikhail had remarked on it. But it was best he remained in a fixed position and watch their backs as they swept through the camp.


    They split, Friedrich and Mikhail skirting behind rudimentary log buildings with thatch rooves staggered toward the front of the fortress. There were no windows but the slats were loosely aligned, constructed roughly and quickly, allowing them to peer in at certain points. There were three vampire Legionnaires playing a game of dice-and-daggers in the first. In the second, the moans of a woman and grunts of a man echoed through the thin walls. Only silence from the third, but the slow, rhythmic heartbeats told him there were many vampires sleeping inside.


    They maneuvered more swiftly toward the back of the fort. Torches burned in braziers along the front path. As they crossed between two barracks, the stench of death wafted in their direction. Rank and putrid. He gripped Mikhail, who had already frozen as they peered through the narrow break between the buildings.


    Beyond the row of barracks was a line of five stakes in the ground. Impaled through five men. All of them disemboweled, their clothes in tatters, their mouths and eyes wide in ghastly death with the distinct carving of the word “traitor” on their chests. They appeared to all be human.


    So this is what happened to those caught in service to the Black Lily. He and Mikhail exchanged a furious look. It was an old tactic. Torture your traitors publicly, give them a gruesome death, then display them for all to see, instilling deep-seated fear to keep the other prisoners obedient.


    Friedrich looked beyond the dead men where there was line after line of windowless shacks. They were similar in construction to the barracks, except they were much smaller and the door was made of wooden bars. They extended far back into the keep. Prison cells.


    Without a word, they crept along the perimeter. There was little to be heard within the thin walls. Women and children whimpering, shivering, crying. Some making no sound at all to avoid notice from any passersby. Fury lashed at Friedrich with a stinging whip. They couldn’t free these people. Not even one more than Helena. They needed her disappearance to look accidental. They couldn’t take the chance to free others without a larger force. But now that they knew where this hellish pit was, they’d be coming back. With the army of the Black Lily.


    Slinking along the periphery and ducking when a night watchman came close, they moved with agile grace from one rudimentary cage to the next. And the next. But nowhere did he scent Helena.


    Mikhail stopped and grabbed his forearm, pointing with the other hand. Three rows of cages over, Friedrich could just discern the figure of one of the Bloodguard giving a signal behind him. Within a minute, they’d slipped through the shadows to join him near the southern wall. Their man pointed. Six more Bloodguard suddenly appeared at his side.


    When most vampires moved in hyperspeed, they disturbed the air and wind with a rushing sound or sudden gust. Not the Bloodguard. When they arrived to their destination, it was as if they’d emerged out of thin air.


    Behind the ramshackle cages were a second set apart from the others flush against the stone wall. And these were heavily guarded. They needn’t exchange words to know that these were special prisoners. They could house no other but those suspected to be affiliated with the Black Lily. Or the White Lily, thought Friedrich with a shiver, thankful Brennalyn would already be leagues away with Dmitri by now.


    Mikhail made silent hand gestures to the vampire who’d killed one of the guards at the gate. The other whose name Friedrich had never learned held up eight fingers. Mikhail pointed to him and three others. In less than a minute, Friedrich heard blades slicing flesh, blood spurting, and the cracking of bones, then the long slide of the dead Legionnaire guards being pulled into the shadows.


    No more guards, Friedrich moved swiftly, scenting the open doorways down the row. He ignored the soft feminine smells of the women beneath the dank, fetid odors of bodies living in cramped quarters. Fighting the urge to scream in impotent rage at the travesty of this place, he surged on until he finally smelled it. A whiff of honey and morning dew. Faint, but there.


    Peering through the wooden slats of the cage, he saw an insubstantial lump laying in the corner beneath an animal hide. Grabbing the door, he wrenched it from its hinges. The lump in the corner didn’t move.


    Kneeling, he pulled back the animal skin to find it was indeed her.


    “Helena,” he whispered, brushing her dark hair away from her face.


    Mikhail growled low in his throat behind him. She had puncture wounds at her neck. Several. And more along her frail arm. So thin. Her cheekbones cut sharply where her skin sagged. Her pulse was slow but strong. He swallowed the rage at her captors, his heart swelling with pride for this young girl and her strength to survive. Brenna would be so relieved.


    Wrapping her in the animal hide and lifting her in his arms, he said not a word as he ducked his head and shouldered his way out of that fucking nightmare of a prison cell. Then he sped lightning swift along the wall to the open gate. He stopped for only a moment. Grant immediately stepped from the shadows, a pile of three dead men behind him. Mikhail walked toward him. Knowing his brother was taken care of, he fled across the field, moving so fast the icy wind blowing in howling gales off Mount Noch cut into his face. But he never slowed down. Not even to see if the Bloodguard was with him.


    Soon enough he felt their presence like dark ghosts shifting in the draft around him. He stopped only within sight of the black spires of Izeling. One by one, they materialized at his side. Mikhail and Grant stumbled to a stop. Grant stepped close and placed his finger on the pulse in Helena’s neck, scowling.


    “Her pulse is strong,” he finally whispered, “but we’ll need to—”


    Mikhail and four of the Bloodguard whipped around, long daggers drawn the split second three vampires appeared among them. Friedrich’s stomach plummeted.


    “Dmitri,” he growled with slicing vehemence. Gavril and Yuri at his side. “Where the hell is Brennalyn?”


    The man’s pale, horrified expression scraped him on the insides. “I don’t know. We looked everywhere. Her room was empty, and she wasn’t in your room or the parlor.” He spilled his words in rapid succession, his pulse a thrumming hum in the air.


    A cold icicle of dread pierced his chest. “She didn’t just fucking disappear.” Friedrich practically tossed Helena into Grant’s arms and spun to flee back to the Tower.


    “Wait,” Dmitri grabbed his forearm before he could blur away. “I realized the same thing. There had to be another way out. It took us a while, but we found it.”


    “Where?” Friedrich didn’t even recognize his own voice, a malevolent growl from a dark place inside.


    “The mirror. In her bedchamber. The passage led down a flight of stairs. It opened into a library from behind a painting of the king’s sigil, a black dragon. But there was no one in the room.”


    Friedrich’s fists balled and cracked as he stared at the knife-like spires stabbing into starless night.


    “Dmitri,” he said evenly, the words flowing out in a monotonous stream. “You take Helena and two others and go to Winter Hill. If I don’t return within a day, take her on to the Silvane Forest near Hiddleston. A vampire named Nikolai lives there with his woman, Sienna. He’ll pay you handsomely for getting her to safety.”


    His countenance fixed and heavy, he vowed, “I will ensure her safety. With or without pay.”


    Mikhail pointed. “Gavril and Yuri, you go with him. Take the west road. Don’t stop.” His orders harsh and clipped.


    Friedrich faced the Bloodguard. “Your mission wasn’t to take on the King of Izeling. Whoever wants to leave may leave. No questions asked. Keep the coin I’ve paid you.”


    Mikhail scoffed with a sinister gleam in his eye. “Not on your damn life, Your Grace. Every man here owes the crown a slice of vengeance. I say we take it tonight. Aye, men?”


    A rumbling “Aye” echoed back.


    With a tight nod, Friedrich stepped out toward the castle. “Then let’s go get a slice together.”

  




  
    Chapter Thirty


    As they crept back through the servants’ halls, few were up and moving. It was well past three o’clock as Friedrich led them directly into the main corridor near the grand ballroom. Not a sound. No music. No noise from guests frolicking about.


    Friedrich had attended balls here in his younger days, and many lasted all night long. But the throne room was unusually quiet. And yet, the room beat with the electric energy of vampires. No one need say a word as they marched as one toward the arching entrance. Friedrich knew the tactic of walking directly into his uncle’s line of sight wasn’t the smartest, but at this point he didn’t care.


    King Dominik had Brennalyn. And the man was as sadistic as he was powerful. Friedrich had to take the most direct course to free her from his hands. No matter what the cost. For he was sure this had nothing to do with her and everything to do with him. The damn tyrant knew Friedrich loathed him. Knew that Friedrich detested every fucking thing about him. And for that, he’d punish him.


    Friedrich only hoped his punishment would be beating, torturing, and imprisoning him. Even killing him. As long as he set Brennalyn free first. Nothing else mattered.


    Upon entering through the arch of the grand ballroom, he noted the full square of red-and-black bedecked Legionnaires all the way around the room. One hundred strong. They stood at attention but with their broadswords drawn for close combat. The candlelit chandeliers had burned down to almost nothing. The tripods of braziers, even the ones outside the stained-glass windows, had guttered to nothing, casting the room in dim light and long shadows.


    Flanked by Mikhail and Grant and the rest of the Bloodguard, Friedrich marched through the columns toward the front. The guests were all gone, the chairs and tables in disarray. The orchestra gone. The Blood Harem gone. Even the queen and her Legionnaires, all gone. Everyone except the king sitting atop his black throne, watching his approach. And his best fighters.


    Brennalyn sat on her knees at his feet, head bowed.


    A jolt of relief shot through him, and then fury. Not faltering, he met King Dominik’s smug expression. Tension stretched tight as a bow string. By the time he’d reached the front of the ballroom and squared himself to face the king, he’d clenched his jaw so tight something popped. The king’s large hand rested on Brennalyn’s slender nape, the braid of her long hair over one shoulder, his black claws extended. He’d called his beast forth, though he relaxed on his black iron throne like a sovereign at leisure.


    She was dressed and ready for her escape. An escape that had never come. Clenching his fists, he waited for the king to speak, trying like hell to quash the galling fear rising in his gut.


    “Nephew. So good of you to come,” bellowed his mocking, barbed voice. “You and your lovely lady left the party too soon.”


    “What do you want?” Friedrich didn’t recognize his own voice, so full of malevolence and strain.


    “What I always want. The truth.”


    Friedrich snorted in disgust. “That is never what you really want. And we both know it.”


    He smiled in response and leaned close to Brennalyn. “Eyes up, little rabbit. Time for your inquisition.”


    Friedrich flinched when he caught her gaze. He saw no bite marks or bruising on her exposed skin or signs he’d even handled her roughly, but the stark terror in those haunting brown eyes gored him deep.


    “We’ve been waiting for you, Nephew. In the meantime, my lady has learned the importance of answering every question and obeying every command with the utmost honesty and obedience.”


    Tears streaked down her face though she didn’t make a sound. Friedrich tried to convey with his expression that it was all right.


    Dominik pulled her long braid across her back and wrapped it twice around his forearm and wrist, fisting his hand at the base of her neck. Friedrich was going to fucking kill him.


    “What is your real name, pet?”


    “Brennalyn Snow.” Her voice shook, but she kept her chin high, even as it trembled.


    “And what is your occupation, Miss Snow?”


    She closed her eyes. “Schoolteacher of Terrington.”


    “Do you know the whereabouts of the one who goes by the name of the White Lily?”


    “Yes.”


    “Tell me,” he ordered, leaning forward on his throne, holding her hard.


    A slight hesitation. Her brow pinched together in pain. “I—I am the one called the White Lily.”


    He grinned, sparing a glance down at her. “I thought you might be, my pet. You have no idea how much it pleases me to hear you say so.”


    True fear—stark and harrowing and chilling to the bone—raked Friedrich from head to toe. A sheen of sweat dampened his skin. For he’d seen that look on his uncle’s face before. Countless times when he’d honed in on a treat he planned to savor with pain and sadistic pleasure.


    “Dominik—” he started, using neither the affectionate title of uncle or his sovereign one.


    The king sliced his hand in the air. “You’ll wait, Nephew.” He tightened his grip on her hair. She gasped and winced.


    Friedrich went rigid, every muscle tight with strain. A droplet of sweat trickled down his temple.


    “Did Friedrich know you were the White Lily?”


    Here’s what he wanted to know. Was Friedrich truly a traitor to the Varis Crown?


    Her eyes shot open, her entire frame trembling as she bit her lip, refusing to answer. Her back bowed. She screamed, the piercing cry reverberating off the ballroom walls.


    “Yes!” yelled Friedrich. “I’m a traitor!”


    She continued to writhe and cry, but the king kept his grip in her hair. “That’s not how it works, Nephew,” he said calmly over her. “She must answer.”


    “Brennalyn!”


    Her gaze shot to his, excruciating pain contorting her fair face.


    “Answer him!” he ordered. “Now.”


    “Yes, yes, yes,” she murmured, crumbling against the king’s throne and his leg on a sob, for he wouldn’t release his relentless grip. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


    She’d endured the razor whip of Dominik’s pain, all to try and protect him. To keep him from harm. Friedrich gathered his love for this woman and let it settle in his chest, fortifying his armor against the evil bastard holding their fates in his hands.


    “Brennalyn,” he said with coolness and calm. “Answer whatever he asks truthfully.”


    His uncle laughed. “There’s nothing more to ask.”


    He stood, abruptly dropping his morbid humor. Brenna gasped and went up on her knees as he pulled her head against his thigh. Every wince, every gasp of pain gouged out another chunk of Friedrich’s heart.


    “I knew you were a disloyal bastard. Betraying your own kind. Your own blood!” The king sniffed in disgust. “Just like your mother.”


    The room crackled with sinister energy, roiling like waves on a violent sea. The soldiers at arms awaited the signal from the king. The Bloodguard and Grant appeared at ease, but their grim observance of this sickening display had charged the air. Every time he pulled at her, hurt her, Friedrich sensed a cataclysmic shift within himself, like notches falling into their dark place where they belonged. His canines, top and bottom, protruded with wicked sharpness, ready to draw blood, to chew through sinew and bone. Claws pricked and unsheathed from beneath his nails.


    And now the mention of his poor mother.


    “That’s right,” he finally said, voice guttural and thick with loathing. “I am just like my mother. I despised the likes of my father. But not nearly as much as I hate you, Uncle.”


    Dominik’s eyes narrowed, but Friedrich went on quickly.


    “Still,” he emphasized, drawing his uncle’s icy gaze. “I know what you want of me.”


    “And what is that?” Disdain dripped from his tongue.


    “You need another Varis to populate your vampire army. And though it disgusts you, I am a descendent of your bloodline. I’ll stay. I’ll help you transform all the men you need…” Grant shifted behind him. Mikhail, too. They didn’t understand. They didn’t know what his uncle was truly capable of. “As long as you release her right now. Let the Bloodguard take her safely away.”


    Brennalyn tried to shake her head, but the fist in her hair kept her still. She whimpered then bit her lip again, sinking into silence.


    “I don’t need you,” sneered his uncle.


    “Yes, you do. There’s only so much blood you and the queen can spare at one time. Your brothers obviously aren’t assisting you in your venture of wiping out entire villages. Perhaps King Grindal is helping, but no one knows, for he hasn’t been seen in quite some time.”


    Dominik huffed, narrowing his gaze. Transforming a human to a vampire could only be done by drinking the blood of a pure Varis descendant. And there were only so many of those with that power.


    “All that is left is the son of the sister you despised. And while you may believe you have enough soldiers already, you don’t. The Black Lily grows daily.”


    The king grunted with disdain. “And you would betray Marius? The resistance? All for this girl?”


    He’d betray the whole fucking world for her. That should’ve struck fear into his soul, marked him with sorrow, regret, but it didn’t. At that moment, he knew one thing above all others. A truth that burned brighter than the nearest star. There was no world without her in it.


    His gaze shifted down to Brenna, holding her as gently as he could from a distance. “Yes.”


    The king perused the men at his back then returned to him. He tugged gently on Brennalyn to rise. She clamored to her feet, steadying herself with a hand wrapped around his forearm. When she stood, she released him. Dominik unwound his wrist from her braid, slipping his fingers loosely around her nape and massaging.


    “You are a pretty little rabbit,” he crooned down at her. His head snapped to Friedrich, seething rage reeking from him. “But I think not. Traitors die.”


    With a whip of his claw through the air, he sliced open Brennalyn’s throat. Red spurted a fine line of spray as her limbs buckled beneath her and Dominik dropped her with sadistic glee.


    “No!”


    Glass shattered. A giant brown hart wolf leaped onto the ballroom floor, snapped his jaws over the head of a Legionnaire and ripped his head from its shoulders. The headless body fell to the floor as other fighters flooded the room. The Bloodguard blurred. Soldiers swung swords. But Friedrich dove in a blinding rush toward Brennalyn’s bleeding form.


    The king leaped from the dais, blocking him with a punch to the chest. A demon broke free from Friedrich. Swiping with brutal force and speed, he clawed the king’s cheek and jaw, lacerating down his throat. Blood sprayed. Dominik twisted away with bellowing rage, barreling backward into the hart wolf as he clutched at his bleeding throat in disbelief. The wolf spun and gnashed teeth at the king, corralling him away from Friedrich. The ferocious beast lunged and latched onto the king’s thick arm. He roared in rage and pain, clawing deep on the wolf’s shoulder. They tumbled away, locked in combat.


    Wasting not a second, he sped to her side and gently scooped her in his arms. She gagged and choked, blood gurgling out of her mouth and bubbling at the laceration in her throat where the windpipe was severed.


    “God, no. Please, Brennalyn.”


    Two men in battle, moving in vampire speed, slashed and cut with clanging blades, grappling onto the dais toward them.


    Cradling her to his chest, he murmured against her temple, “I’m going to get us out of here then take care of you. Hold on, my love.”


    Speeding out of the ballroom was more of a feat than he’d thought. Maneuvering through the mayhem, he caught sight of Marius swinging a broadsword, removing a Legionnaire’s arm with a deft slice. Near him was his wife, Arabelle, leader of the Black Lily, wielding a long, thin saber, her blonde braid cutting through the air in counterpoint to her blade, her expression deadly. Other brawny men, human warriors not vampire, held their own with the fierce soldiers, fighting alongside the mighty warriors of the Bloodguard. The Black Lily had arrived. Blades clashed, steel against steel. Grunts and cries of fury and pain echoed off the walls of the king’s grand room of pleasure, filling with death and blood.


    But Friedrich had one razor-sharp goal. Finally making it through the melee, he shifted faster, barreling into the first room he found off the grand foyer. A parlor. Empty. Carrying her to the chaise, he nuzzled her close, whispering in her ear.


    “There’s only one way to save you, kitten. And I’m going to do it whether you want it or not. You surrendered to me, remember?” He brushed a kiss on her brow. “I can’t let you go.”


    She couldn’t form words, a stream of blood slipping from her mouth, her dark eyes drifting shut.


    Without pause, he lifted his wrist to his teeth and opened his vein with a savage bite. His lifeblood poured forth. He thrust the wound to her mouth, letting it drip down her throat.


    “Drink, Brennalyn.”


    Her eyes closed, she didn’t move, seemingly lifeless.


    “Your children need you,” he murmured. “I need you.”


    No movement. Nothing. His blood dribbled from the side of her mouth, mingling with her own.


    “For fuck’s sake, drink, Brennalyn,” he commanded in the duke’s dominant voice.


    Her eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. Her lips slid wider and she sucked, her throat muscles working. A sob of relief escaped his throat. He watched with savage possessiveness as the woman who owned him heart and soul, the first human he’d ever allowed, drank his vampire blood.


    And she drank deep.

  




  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Brenna lounged on a sunny shore, utterly naked, her pale skin gleaming in the glorious heat of the sun. She basked in its lovely warmth, but her throat was dry. So very dry. Friedrich stepped out of the waves dressed in full formalwear, untouched by the sea. His beautiful mouth lifted into the charming smile that had seduced her from the start, his gaze admiring her nude body. But then he said the oddest thing.


    “You need to drink, Brennalyn.”


    She roused from the wonderful dream to find her body…whole, hearty, strong. And thirsty. An aching knot in the pit of her stomach. Her throat a scratchy, dry desert.


    Reality slammed home hard as she tried to make out her surroundings. The king cutting her throat. A battle. Friedrich. Her hand flew to her neck, the smooth skin unmarred.


    “How are you feeling?” came the familiar voice she adored.


    On her left, Friedrich held her hand in both of his, sitting beside her where she lay in a warm bed covered in a lovely green, blue, and pink pastel quilt.


    “Where am I?” she asked, her voice raspy.


    “You’re in my home.” Brenna twisted her head to the right, finding a beautiful red-haired woman sitting on her right. She smiled. Angels would weep to be as lovely as she was. “My name is Sienna. And you’re safe,” she assured her.


    “The children?” she asked Sienna.


    “They are here. And safe as well.” She scoffed with a laugh. “Those men in the Bloodguard insisted on building them their own cottage nearby.”


    Puzzled, she tried to sit up. “How long have I been asleep?”


    “Five days,” answered Sienna.


    She shifted to sit up farther. Friedrich helped her, placing a pillow behind her back. Her gaze returned to him as she asked on a helpless plea. “Helena?”


    He smiled and nodded. “She’s all right. Still recovering, but she’s doing well.”


    “Recovering? What did they do to her?” Brenna swallowed the panic rising in her chest.


    Friedrich’s expression hardened.


    “Please tell me,” she whispered.


    He took her hand. “They fed from her. And she suffered malnutrition. But otherwise…she was untouched.”


    Brenna stifled a sob.


    “She’s strong,” said Sienna. “She’s looking better by the day. And her spirits are up.”


    “But where is she?”


    “Mikhail put his men to work when we arrived,” said Friedrich. “They constructed a brand-new cottage, two stories like your old home, in a matter of days. Sienna here helped acquire furniture from Hiddleston.”


    “And a new printing press,” added Sienna with a kind smile. “Though that was harder to find.”


    Dawning on her, Brenna asked, “We’re in Silvane Forest?”


    He nodded, expression grave. Almost fearful. “I’ll take you for a walk. When you’re able.”


    Her fingers fluttered to her throat as she remembered what the king had done. The agonizing pain. His poisonous elixir lacerating down her spine. His sharp claws slicing through her skin.


    “But how did you heal me?”


    Her memory was so faint and hazy. Friedrich holding her body as she drifted in and out of cold darkness.


    “I think I’ll give you two a few minutes alone.” Sienna smiled sweetly then stepped around a tall dressing screen.


    A moment later Brenna heard a door open—masculine voices outside, one of them laughing—then the door closed, steeping them in silence again.


    Friedrich clasped his hands together, the knuckles white, his lips pressed into a flat line.


    “What is it?” she asked, pulse quickening at his pensive stare.


    “There was only one way to save you.” He opened his mouth to continue but couldn’t seem to do it.


    A glimmer of a memory. His voice. Drink.


    She caught the unmistakable thump-thump of his strong heart beating in his chest, the strong alluring scent of rosewood and masculinity that was Friedrich, the softness of the sheets against her skin beneath the covers. She’d never sensed her surroundings like this before.


    “I’m a…vampire.”


    He swallowed visibly. “Yes.” He watched her. Waiting.


    “I feel different. Stronger.” She lifted her arm, admiring the glow of her skin. She’d always been fair, but the porcelain quality had taken on a luminous sheen. “But, I also feel the same.”


    He made a sound of surprise. “You’re not angry with me?”


    Laying her arm back at her side, she asked herself the same question. Then smiled.


    “I would’ve died otherwise, wouldn’t I?”


    “Yes.”


    “I would’ve left my children motherless?”


    A tight nod of his head, eyes blazing.


    “I would’ve left you here? Alone?”


    Pain sharpened his brow as he closed his eyes. Then nodded.


    She reached out and wrapped her fingers around his thick wrist, the tendons bunching beneath her touch. She felt his heartbeat, strong and clear, pounding through his skin like a thunderous drum. She gasped and pulled her hand away, marveling at the intensity of her sense of touch. And sound.


    “No, Friedrich. I’m not angry. How could I be?”


    He dropped his head between his shoulders on a heavy sigh. Reaching up, she combed her hand through the silky strands of his hair, the sensation beyond pleasurable. He snatched her wrist and pressed his lips to the center of her palm, opening his mouth and planting a warm kiss.


    She sucked in a breath. A coil of need pulled in her womb. His eyes dilated at her erotic response.


    “It feels so…” She watched his mouth travel up and nip at each fingertip, forgetting what she was saying.


    “Good?” he finished for her with a devilish grin.


    She laughed. “I thought such a transformation would hurt. It doesn’t hurt at all.”


    “No. But you will be tired.” He enveloped her hand between his. “The transformation takes a toll on the body. And yours has had to heal itself as well. That’s why you’ve been asleep for so long.”


    She touched her throat. “Your uncle? Is he—?”


    “Still alive, I’m afraid. He fled with the men he had left. Then so did we before he could return with more soldiers.”


    The outer door opened and closed. Brenna smelled the human from behind the dressing screen—steel and leather and a masculine musk. She’d have to get used to these overpowering senses.


    “Well, well,” said Grant, rounding the corner and standing at the foot of the bed. “It’s good to see you’ve come around.”


    Brenna noted a definite shift in Friedrich’s mood, the pinch of a frown between his brows. Grant grinned like a boy with a secret. She remembered he’d been there that night, standing to fight alongside Friedrich and the Bloodguard. For a mortal man, he exuded unwarranted courage.


    “Hello, Grant.” She smiled. “I’m so happy to see you well.” A sudden worry shook her. She sat up straighter. “Friedrich, how many men did we lose at Izeling Tower? I remember the fighting starting. But then I lost consciousness. I remember”—she tucked her hair behind her ear, puzzling out the sound of animalistic snarls and the snapping of teeth she’d heard—“was there an animal in the ballroom that night? Or did I dream that?”


    Grant laughed. “A hart wolf, my dear.”


    Friedrich squeezed her hand. “His name is Dane Godric. He is one of the protectors of these woods. Hart wolves are actually, well, human. Or half, I should say.”


    “What?” she asked, incredulous.


    “My Uncle Marius, his wife Arabelle, and a troop of Black Lily warriors joined the fight that night. Dane has suffered loss at the hands of the crown’s Legionnaires and has joined us. So our numbers grow. We may even find allies in the clans of the hart wolves if negotiations go well.”


    “But how’d the Black Lily know to come to Izeling?” asked Brenna.


    “Apparently, they were already en route to Winter Hill after my last correspondence. They were in Hiddleston when my post arrived ahead of the Bloodguard with the children. They left at once. That’s when they came across Gregorovich and the children. Marius, knowing his brother is a ruthless bastard, changed their course directly toward us.”


    Brenna shook her head at their good fortune. Perhaps the stars were truly on their side. Maybe they would win this war after all.


    “Arabelle is here?” she asked in wonder, having admired the woman she’d never met from afar for so long.


    “Yes,” said Grant. “And I believe she’s fallen in love with your children. She wants to meet you when you’re up and around. Which reminds me why I came in.”


    He rounded the bed to Friedrich’s side. “Brother, I’ll need to use your chair. Unless you’d like me to crawl in bed with her.”


    Friedrich growled a rolling, ominous sound before lifting up and changing places to the foot of the bed.


    “What’s going on?” Brenna’s heart suddenly galloped ahead the nearer Grant came to her. The swirling scent of leather and steel made her mouth water. She honed in on the strong beat of his pulse as he rolled up his sleeve, grinning like a fiend.


    “Well, darling. I’m to be your bleeder. And though it was my brother’s idea, I do believe he’s a tad jealous.”


    Brenna’s gaze shot to the duke gripping the footboard, his knuckles white.


    “At the moment, I truly want to murder you.”


    Grant threw his head back with a throaty laugh, shaking his head before moving even closer to the bed.


    “You were the one who kept me human, brother. It happens to be your fault I am the best one for this job.” He swiveled a mischievous green-eyed gaze on Brenna. “But I am so very happy to help you in this matter.”


    Brenna’s pulse tripled, her gums throbbing with pricking pain. She lifted a finger to her mouth. Her fangs!


    “You mean, you want me to drink from you?” she asked Grant, a flush of heat crawling up her chest and into her cheeks.


    “You’ll have to,” answered Friedrich, his growly timbre still full force. “You can drink from me on occasion, as vampires may feed from other vampires. But we must all drink from the nutrient-rich blood of humans for sustenance. Especially you, since you’re newly transformed.”


    And now she knew why this experience was usually coupled with sex. Though she wasn’t aroused, her pulse, her skin, her mouth tingled and yearned for her to sink her teeth into him. Quite literally.


    Grant, still smiling, leaned his torso on the bed, one elbow holding his weight as he offered his other tanned arm, bunched with corded muscle. And beautiful, bulging veins. Brenna inwardly shook herself. Since when did bulging veins become beautiful? She gently took the weight of his arm in her hands, breath catching faster.


    “Be gentle, darling,” he crooned. “This is my first time.”


    “And mine,” she replied with a little laugh.


    “For fuck’s sake,” mumbled Friedrich.


    “Ignore him,” said Grant. “Take what you need.” He added the last more sincerely.


    She opened her lips over the fleshy part of his forearm just below the elbow and sank her tender fangs into his skin. The sweet tang filled her mouth, and she set to drinking in long draughts. The pleasure of his blood sliding down her throat was as delectable as the darkest, richest chocolate. She closed her eyes and sucked more, intoxicating pleasure infusing her muscles and limbs, down to her tingling toes.


    Grant shuddered and let out a tight grunt, opening and closing his fist. After a moment, she pulled away with a start and pressed her fingertips to her lips, wiping the bloodspot away.


    “I’m so sorry. Was that too long?”


    Grant’s eyes had dilated with barely hidden arousal. He rolled down his sleeve and stood quickly, casting a furtive glance at Friedrich. “Brother, I believe I’ll fill a cup for her in the future.”


    “Did I hurt you?” she asked.


    His temper had darkened. “No, darling. Not at all.” He gave her a wink, skirted behind Friedrich, and exited on swift feet.


    “I’m sorry.” Brenna wiped the back of her hand across her lips, the hum of Grant’s warm skin still sizzling there.


    Friedrich came to her side again, sitting on the edge of the bed facing her this time. “What are you apologizing for?”


    “I don’t know. That just felt…sort of…”


    “I know,” he assured her on a heavy sigh, brushing a long lock behind her ear. “You need to rest. Lay back.”


    “But I don’t want to,” she protested while sliding deeper into the covers.


    He bracketed both hands on the pillow on either side of her head, demanding her attention. He had it.


    “I know what you’re feeling.” The angles of his lovely face drew tight. “The act of feeding is intimate. If I’d planned this better, I would have been your first. But you need a human’s blood to get stronger.”


    “Friedrich. Are you jealous?”


    “Violently.” He crushed his mouth over hers, sweeping his tongue inside with deep, aggressive strokes. Her blood stirred anew, heating and thrumming straight toward the apex between her legs. When she let out a soft moan, he broke the kiss. Breath heaving, she caught a tender vulnerability spark in his eyes.


    “What is it?” she asked.


    With a ragged breath, he rose from the bed and walked to a writing desk against the wall, lifting a folded parchment from the top, and then returned. She frowned when he slowly and quite formally knelt beside her.


    “Friedrich. Why are you on your knees?”


    “Because that is where you put me every time I’m near you.”


    He exhaled a deep breath and presented her with the parchment, the red seal broken.


    “What’s this?” she asked while opening it.


    “Your annulment. It just needs your signature, and you’re a free woman.”


    A rush of adrenaline pumped through her body, sending her pulse racing faster than ever before. Scanning the document, she spotted the formal wording of a legal annulment, signed by an officer of the Court of Korinth and her former husband, Elliott.


    “How did you do this?”


    “It wasn’t that difficult. The fool still lived in Korinth. Pretending to be a single man, mind you. I convinced him to sign the document.”


    “Convinced him.”


    He shrugged. “I can be convincing. The courts readily agreed with me, the Duke of Winter Hill, that abandonment of one’s wife was grounds enough for annulment.”


    Brennalyn laughed. “I know no court that has ever granted such a thing. Women are abandoned daily for far less crimes than mine.”


    “You committed no crime,” he said with gravity. “And I’m a resourceful man.”


    She sobered, capturing his piercing gaze. “That you are.”


    “A resourceful man with an ulterior motive. I wanted you free of him with the hope that—well, that you’d agree to be mine. Legally.”


    She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off in a frenzy of words.


    “I know what you would say. That we’re born of different castes. That I’m arrogant and domineering. That perhaps I should’ve asked before I’d taken the liberty of acquiring an annulment without your consent.” He pulled her hand toward him, pressing his lips to the underside of her wrist. “And perhaps that I’m too demanding in bed.”


    She angled her probing stare, a pang of her old heartbreak stinging anew. “What if you want children of your own one day? I can’t give them to you.”


    “You,” he said, pulling her into an embrace, bracing her head on his forearm. “You are all that I want. All that I need.” Thrusting his fingers into her hair, he cupped the back of her head. “You’re too much, too good for me. But I’m a selfish man. You’ll learn that, too. I want you regardless of being undeserving. I’ll not stop until you say yes.”


    She cupped his lean jaw, feathering her fingertips up his cheek and into his hair. He released a groaning sigh.


    “What about the children? They are a part of me, you know.”


    “Then they will be a part of me as well.” He leaned closer, gazing into her eyes mere inches apart. “Izzy has already stolen half my heart away.”


    She laughed, tears pricking her eyes. “Dear Izzy. I can’t wait to see them all.”


    “Kitten, you haven’t answered my question.”


    “What was the question?” She teased.


    “Be my wife.”


    “That’s a command.”


    “No. It’s a plea. And I’m begging you on my knees and with all my heart. Please put me out of my misery. Say yes.”


    Her chest clinched with an overabundance of joy.


    “Yes, my darling, wonderful duke.” She cupped his face and smiled with the joy suffusing her entire body. “My love. I will be your wife.”


    He pulled her close, pressing her into the crook of his neck, clutching her to him as if she were the most precious thing in the world.


    She’d never have thought this would happen that first night when she was caught in the Rose Courtyard and tossed into his study like the lamb to the slaughter. He, all claws and sharp teeth. She, all trembling on wobbly legs. And now, it appeared the lamb had caught the lion.


    In truth, they’d caught each other. And she planned to never let go.

  




  
    Epilogue


    Friedrich was drunk, though he hadn’t had a drop of ale or liquor. Gazing down into his wife’s chocolate-dark eyes beneath the tiers of candelabras stacked along the low branches of the black oak trees, he was utterly, completely intoxicated. Her snow-white skin glowed, contrasting to the glossy, ebony waves falling loose over the cream lace on her slim shoulders.


    “What are you grinning at, husband?”


    “I believe I’ve married the fairy queen of night. You’ve put me under your spell.”


    She flashed him the brightest of smiles. “And here I’d thought you’d lost all your charm.”


    He slid his fingers around her nape, brushing his thumb along her jaw. “I’m wooing you.”


    “You don’t have to woo me. It’s our wedding night. It’s kind of required to consummate the event.”


    With a heavy groan, he hissed in a breath, trying to hold back the punch of arousal. “How long do we have to stay here?”


    “It’s our reception. I’d say at least a half an hour.”


    “We’ve been here ten minutes already. So only twenty more.”


    She rolled her eyes as a howl of laughter erupted where the Bloodguard were carousing. “Let us try and be sociable for those twenty.” She took his hand and led him in their direction.


    He smiled at Beatrice arranging the tiny cakes and pastries with Olog next to her. She gave him a smile then went right back to organizing their sweet feast on a table draped with white lace. She’d been using the Bloodguard as her personal servants to organize and set up for the wedding reception in this black oak grove near their new cottage. It appeared even lethal mercenaries obeyed the commands of Brenna’s strong-willed, young daughter. And Olog, too, from the looks of it.


    “No, not there.” She pointed at a silver tier. “There.”


    Olog agreed and obeyed her instructions. She’d be formidable when she grew from girl to woman. He shivered, for she was his daughter now. He’d be forced to deal with wooing suitors.


    “Izzy, use a napkin,” she commanded.


    Izzy, Denny, and Jack each grabbed another cake, probably their fifth apiece, and scampered off in a sugar-induced fit of giggles.


    Helena sidled up to Brenna’s other side as they walked on. Brenna looped her free arm around her eldest daughter’s waist. The two shared a quiet smile.


    Friedrich hadn’t asked about their reunion when the two of them had spent hours behind closed doors at the new cottage. Helena had fallen into captivity after disobeying her mother, putting all their lives in danger. They’d poured out their regret and sorrow and relief in tears and long embraces. Brenna did relay to Friedrich that the young man Helena had loved, the courier named Reggie, was one of the men staked as a traitor in the middle of the encampment.


    Helena’s body had been violated for blood but not in any other way. For that, he and Brenna breathed a small sigh of relief. She had come back hurt and wounded, but not broken. That’s what was important. And she grew stronger by the day. The two shared an even closer bond than before, since they’d returned from their nightmare and had found some semblance of normalcy here in Silvane Forest.


    As normal as one’s life could be living in an enchanted forest surrounded by mercenary vampires, human warriors, hart wolf shifters, a denounced prince, and for that matter, a denounced duke.


    They joined the circle near Marius and Arabelle, who watched with fascination the strange game the Bloodguard played. Caden and Emmett stood alongside Grant leaning against the trunk of a thick black oak.


    “So how does it feel to be a married man?” Marius nudged Friedrich with his elbow.


    “Right.” He kissed Brenna’s crown. “It feels right.”


    Marius pulled Arabelle close against him while she watched the games. “I know that feeling quite well.”


    Friedrich lowered his voice to a near whisper, for he hadn’t been able to speak to Marius since yesterday. “Though the honeymoon won’t last long enough.”


    “Afraid not.” Marius sobered.


    “They’ll be returning in under a fortnight, if our calculations are correct. Mikhail and his men will be arriving at Briar Rose within the week.”


    Shortly after their arrival from the north, it was decided they needed to send a party swiftly to Briar Rose to save Princess Vilhelmina. Mikhail volunteered to go along with Dmitri, Gregorovich, Aleksei, and Gavril. Mikhail determined this kind of mission required stealth, so less numbers. A large party of unknown vampires would set off the alarm before they’d even crossed over the castle walls.


    Friedrich then asked, “Has Dane spoken to his clansmen yet?”


    “Yes. Nikolai says they’ll allow safe passage when they reach the borderlands of the forest. But only if Dane escorts their party. The hart wolves distrust vampires.”


    Friedrich nodded. “We just need to remember. Dominik will be looking for retribution.”


    “Yes,” agreed Marius. “I know my brother well. One step at a time, Cousin. And then we’ll remap our family legacy.”


    Friedrich smiled at that. Marius had already envisioned the world they’d rebuild when this was all over. Good. They needed visionaries as well as warriors. It seemed they had an abundance of both. He hugged his favorite visionary closer, now his wife, brushing his lips against her hair.


    “So what is this game?” she asked, bringing them both back to the raucous display before them.


    Arabelle finally seemed to notice their presence. “Oh, Brenna. It’s completely barbaric. Two men face each other with a tankard of ale balanced on their palm. They each take a turn tossing their finger-daggers. If you get your dagger in your opponent’s cup, then he drinks. Each round, both players take a step back till someone finally misses.”


    “But”—Brenna frowned—“when they miss, won’t they likely slice open a hand or worse if the dagger hits his opponent’s body?”


    “Yes,” said Marius. “That’s the fun, especially after you’ve downed a few ales.”


    “The fun?” Brenna arched a condescending brow. “How is that possibly fun? The winner gets stabbed!”


    “They’re cavemen,” said Arabelle. “As I said, completely barbaric. Only a game a man would find entertaining.”


    Friedrich stifled a chuckle, sliding a look to Marius, who merely shrugged with a roll of his eyes. Then they were all riveted to the circle as one of the Bloodguard, Yuri, faced off one of Marius’s warriors Ivan, taking another step back. Friedrich had never met the burly man, but he was a trusted soldier in the ranks of the Black Lily. One of their most loyal. He and their band of warriors had gotten along quite well with the Bloodguard these past two weeks.


    “That’s the farthest anyone has made it tonight,” said Nikolai, leaning with his back to a trunk, his arms about Sienna’s waist in front of him. Sienna whispered something up at him, which prompted his mouth to curl into a secret smile as he wrapped her tighter against him.


    They all fell silent as Yuri took his aim, some of his hair falling from its queue. He looked as if he’d had one too many ales already, but then his eyes narrowed in focused concentration. One, two, three, he let the slim finger-dagger fly. It plopped into the tankard. Another roar of applause as Ivan slugged back the ale, gulping it all down, pounding a fist to his chest. When he removed the tankard from his lips, he grinned with the shiny dagger between his teeth.


    Arabelle and Brenna shared a look of shock before chiming in unison, “Barbaric.”


    Then all grew quiet again while Ivan took aim, weaving on unsteady feet.


    “This might not be good,” muttered Marius.


    Ivan loosed the blade. It skimmed and clanked the top of the tankard then pierced Yuri in the upper thigh right near his—


    “Bloody hell!” the vampire bellowed, dropping his tankard to the ground and reaching for the sunken blade.


    The Bloodguard and Black Lily warriors howled in laughter.


    Friedrich winced. Marius, too.


    “Oh, dear,” said Brenna.


    Arabelle crossed her arms with an approving nod. “See what you get when you act like savages?”


    “Sorry, Yuri. Aimed a bit too low,” said Ivan as he crossed the small playing field.


    “Good thing you didn’t aim a little more to the left.” Grant laughed.


    Ivan met his opponent, who’d ripped open his leather pants, revealing a thick thigh, dripping blood. Ivan raised his arm as the champion. “Yuri! The winner!”


    They all hailed a loud hoorah with more laughter. Ivan helped him hobble off to tend to his injury.


    “Who’s next?” shouted Grant.


    “For heaven’s sake.” Brenna tsked.


    Arabelle shook her head. “Only the damn Bloodguard would devise a drinking game where the winner leaves the field more wounded than the loser.”


    “Say what you will,” Brenna added defensively. “But I owe my life to this horde of mercenaries. And Helena’s.” She glanced to a smiling Helena on her other side. “As far as I’m concerned, they can damage each other all they like in the quest for simple pleasures.”


    Friedrich leaned down to her ear, “Speaking of simple pleasures.”


    He was rewarded with that pretty blush of hers crawling up her chest and neck.


    “I’d never play such a reckless game,” added Arabelle with a toss of her blond braid. “It’s hard enough recovering from wounds in battle, much less those from foolish games.”


    “You know, darling. If you would finally consent to become a vampire, like Brennalyn, then you wouldn’t worry so much about battle wounds. Your vampire blood would heal you in an instant.”


    Arabelle turned in his arms, one hand on her hip. “Brenna did not consent to become a vampire. Friedrich had no choice. That’s completely different.”


    Brenna smiled up at Friedrich, once more assuring him she was fine with his decision that night.


    “No, it’s not.” Marius sighed. “You’re stalling. You promised you would.”


    “I promised I would when the war was over.”


    “No. You said you needed to remain human so that the Black Lily followers would respect their leader since they feared vampires.” He gestured to the grove. “Look around, darling. Your human soldiers don’t seem at all troubled by the addition of vampires to our resistance.”


    Arabelle’s brow pinched together in a fierce scowl. Marius chuckled and pulled her against him, whispering intimately at her ear, though it was easy enough for nearby vampires to hear. “You won’t go into the final battle as a human.”


    “What will you do if I refuse?” Arabelle whispered back.


    “I’ll not return to your bed till it’s done.”


    She gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


    “Try me, love.”


    On that mention of the bedroom, Friedrich swept his wife into his arms. “Forgive us,” he announced to them all, “but we’re going to make it an early night.”


    “Doubt that,” said Grant to a rumble of laughter.


    He ignored them and stole away with his bride. Lightning fast, he zipped through the dark forest, night birds cooing, insects chirping. He didn’t stop until he stood on the doorstep of the new cottage he and the Bloodguard had built for Brenna and her children. And now for him.


    “You can set me down now.” Though she kept her hands clasped around his neck.


    “Not on your life. It’s tradition for the groom to carry his bride over the threshold.”


    She blushed again. “Oh.” She twisted the doorknob and shoved the door open.


    He didn’t move, staring down at this lovely woman, pure of heart and deep of soul. The woman who now made him whole, having chased away the ghosts of his tragic past.


    “What is it?” she asked, cupping his cheek.


    “One day, I’ll carry you across the threshold of Winter Hill. When we’ve won this bloody war, and I can reclaim my title, and my home.”


    She smiled, her fingers twirling in the hair at the nape of his neck. “None of that matters. I’ll be content wherever we are.”


    “It matters to me, my love.” He leaned in and swept a feathery kiss across her lips, breathing in the beauty of her. “You are my duchess. My queen. Mistress of my heart. And I will give you all that you deserve.”


    Her smile faltered, dark eyes glassy under the starlight. “All I need is you, darling.” She kissed him back, whispering against his lips, “Master of my heart.”


    Then he crossed the threshold, carrying his beautiful bride, and closed the door on the world and the war yet to come. Tonight, there would only be the peace and passion and love they found in one another’s arms.
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