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Book Description

 

New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Tina Folsom presents:

Sensual Danger (Venice Vampyr #4)

Venice, Italy – early 1800s

When vampire Nico purchases a house to further his fellow vampires’ goal of creating a secure compound within Venice, he doesn’t expect to get a headstrong wife in the bargain. He plans to send her to the mainland after their wedding night so he can continue his debauched bachelor life.

But when he meets the unexpectedly beautiful Oriana for the first time, his plans are forgotten. However, Oriana would rather pursue her scientific research than play the submissive wife to her new husband.

When Nico finds out that his wife has secrets that could endanger not only him, but the entire vampire population of Venice, he has to make a choice: get rid of her, or seduce her to join his side. Luckily, seduction is what Nico does best . . .
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Venice, Italy – early 1800s

Nico hit the heavy knocker against the massive oak door and waited, his eyes darting down the dark alley. While it was not polite to call upon a virtual stranger after dark, particularly when such a visit was possibly not welcome, he didn’t exactly have a choice about the time of day he could venture out. Unfortunately, a mid-afternoon appointment was foolish and potentially deadly—for a vampire.

On occasion, he’d braved a few seconds in daylight, but only in emergencies, and then only covered in a heavy black cloak and running as fast as if the devil were chasing him, always hugging the shadows of the buildings and avoiding direct sunlight. But even then, he’d sustained burns. He wasn’t desperate enough for a repeat any time soon.

Nico heard the sound of a creaking staircase as footsteps approached the entrance door. A moment later, the lock slid back and the door opened a fraction. The first thing he noticed was a long, straight nose before the rest of the footman’s face appeared. He was dressed in livery, his white gloves gleaming in the dark.

The man looked down his nose, crinkling it slightly. Nico, instantly reminded of the story of Pinocchio, wondered whose breathing apparatus was longer: this servant’s or the wooden boy’s. He would bet a few Lira on the snooty servant for sure.

“Yes?” The man’s drawn out inquiry conveyed his displeasure more than any rude remark could have.

Nico casually pulled off one dark glove. “I’m here to see Signore Lombardi.”

A raised eyebrow was followed by a quick glance up and down Nico’s person. Luckily, he didn’t give a fig about what a lowly servant thought of his late arrival. But if the man displeased him, Nico didn’t have any scruples about using his powers of suggestion on him to gain access to the house. Either way, he’d see Signore Lombardi tonight.

“And who may I say is calling?”

“Nicholas Angelotti,” he answered and pulled off his second glove. 

“One moment, signore.” The servant nodded and made a motion to close the door, but Nico inserted his boot between door and frame, then nudged it forward.

“Ah, excuse me.” He pushed the door open farther and entered the foyer, much to the obvious consternation of the unpleasant footman. “Terribly damp outside tonight.”

With a glare, the man turned on his heels. “If you’ll be so kind as to wait here.” As he disappeared into the parlor to his right, Nico allowed his superior hearing to listen in on the announcement the servant made to his employer. Luckily, Signore Lombardi was a curious man as it seemed and could not be dissuaded from receiving his late night visitor.

When the door opened a few moments later, the footman motioned to it. “Signore Lombardi will see you now.” With a barely perceivable nod, he stepped aside and let Nico pass into the room, closing the door behind him with a loud thud.

Nico took a short bow and studied the elderly gentleman who stood in front of the fireplace dressed in dark breeches and a burgundy house vest with matching coat, its belt tied to one side. His hair had grayed at the temples and was thinning on the top—a fact very easily observed since Nico was half a foot taller than his host. The spectacles Lombardi wore gave him the air of a confused professore, yet the intelligent mousy-brown eyes behind them belied that notion: the man was as alert as they came. And most likely a shrewd negotiator.

“Signore Lombardi, I’m grateful to be received despite the unusual hour.”

“I don’t believe we know each other, Signore Angelotti, or is my mind betraying me?”

“Indeed, it is not.” Nico took a few steps closer.

“Pray, sit then.” Lombardi slunk back into his armchair and pointed toward the sofa opposite. Nico obliged him even though he would have preferred to stand. He always liked to conduct business while standing.

“I’m assuming this is not a social visit,” Lombardi said with a glance at the large Biedermeier clock that adorned one wall. 

Nico inclined his head a fraction and allowed a gentle smile to play around his lips. “Let me be straightforward with you, signore, and not waste your time.”

“I’d appreciate it, given the hour.”

“I have come for some business.”

“Which involves . . . ?” Lombardi fished.

“The rumors that you’re interested in retiring to the mainland and leaving Venice.”

The man visibly relaxed and leaned back in his armchair, allowing his arms to rest on his lap as he crossed his ankles. “Ah, those rumors.” He chuckled to himself. “About time somebody listened to them. Took me long enough to spread them.”

With a start, Nico sat forward on the sofa. Had he come on a fool’s errand? “Are you telling me that they aren’t true?”

“They could be.”

“They could be what, signore?”

“Either true or not true.”

Frustration spread in Nico’s gut. “Which one then?”

The old man smiled. “That depends entirely on you and your offer.”

Nico relaxed. His immediate instinct about the man had been right: he was an excellent negotiator. However, how he knew why Nico was here was anybody’s guess. “I see.”

“Indeed. It appears properties in this area have increased in value. Several homes have changed hands in the last few weeks, and from what I hear, at considerable prices. Shall we say at more than what the bricks and mortar seem to be worth?”

Nico smiled. “I think you and I will get on splendidly during our negotiations.”

“I shall hope so.” He pointed toward the sideboard where a decanter beckoned. “Grappa?”

In order not to appear impolite, Nico nodded. He’d only recently fed on the rich blood of a tavern wench, so some alcohol on a full stomach wouldn’t harm him. As a vampire he could imbibe liquids without any adverse effects. Alcohol was a little more difficult and on an empty stomach could easily impair his senses. They would still be sharper than a human’s but with alcohol he would have nowhere near his normal fighting capabilities and perceptive skills.

“Three fingers,” Lombardi indicated and motioned toward the decanter. “If you don’t mind, young man, but my bones.” He pointed toward the outside. “The damp, you know. It’s much warmer and drier on the mainland.”

Nico poured two glasses and handed one to his host before he took his assigned seat on the sofa. He raised his glass. “To your health, signore.”

His host brought the glass to his lips and sipped. Nico did likewise, allowing the burning liquid to coat his throat. It was nothing like the smooth texture of the blood he’d so recently consumed. This liquid was harsh and unpleasant, yet by the look on Lombardi’s face and the contented sigh he released, it seemed the grappa was of the highest quality. Feeling he had no choice to do otherwise, Nico allowed a fake sigh of enjoyment to pass his lips.

“Ah, I see you’re a man who appreciates his spirits,” Lombardi commented, looking pleased. “I would hate to do business with anybody who doesn’t enjoy a good glass of grappa.”

Nico smiled, still recovering from the burn of the alcohol. He would have to go for a second feeding tonight just to get the awful taste out of his mouth. “An exceptional vintage.” Did they call grappa a vintage? He hoped so.

“Yes, yes.” Lombardi set his glass on the little mahogany side table next to his armchair and glanced back at the clock once more. “May I ask the reason why you’re interested in acquiring this residence?”

Nico cleared his throat, trying to buy himself some time. He hadn’t expected Lombardi to ask such a personal question. Nico’s hackles instantly rose. No reasons were ever given for business transactions such as these.

“Maybe your wife is in need of a larger home?” the old man suggested.

“I’m a bachelor.”

Instantly, his host’s face lit up and he sat forward on his chair. “A man of your obvious breeding is still unmarried?”

Nico nodded curtly, neither wanting to alienate the curious man, nor willing to give away any of his personal circumstances. “Entirely so. But to get back to this house. I understand that you have direct access to the canal via a covered entrance?”

It was one thing Nico had noticed instantly when he’d scoured the houses on this block for one he wanted to make a bid on. On the side facing the canal, an archway had been built into the house, making it possible for a gondola to move into the interior of the house and out of the rays of the sun. If using a closed gondola, it would afford a vampire the ability to enter and exit without exposing himself to the rays of the sun. Nico couldn’t pass up this opportunity. 

While there were many homes in Venice that  possessed this feature, on the block that he and his fellow vampires had decided to buy up all homes in order to establish a stronghold only two houses possessed such a covered entry: this and the one Dante and Raphael lived in with their wives. It would be a boon to snatch this house up before anybody else did.

“Yes, yes, it has a covered space for our gondola.” He made a dismissive hand movement as if he didn’t care about the feature. “But let me ask you something. Are you in need of a house because you’ve recently become engaged?”

Nico narrowed his eyes. Why was the blasted man so interested in his personal life? If there were another house like this available, he would leave Lombardi right now. His questions were getting downright rude. “No.”

Another smile crossed the man’s face. “Ah, excellent, excellent. Well, in this case, shall we discuss the purchase price? I assume that you’re in possession of liquid funds?”

Nico sighed with relief. “My funds are liquid and can be dispensed at the shortest notice.”

Lombardi nodded. “That’s what I thought. As for the price, are you aware of the amount Signore Gandolfi’s home fetched only recently?”

“I’m indeed intimately aware of it.” Lorenzo, one of his friends, had purchased the house.

“Good. I would like twenty-five percent more.”

Nico’s jaw dropped. “Signore, you can’t possibly be serious. This house isn’t any larger than Signore Gandolfi’s.”

Lombardi took another sip from his grappa. “Signore Gandolfi’s home is drafty and in need of repair. This house isn’t.”

“Ten percent more,” Nico conceded.

“This home comes with its entire contents.”

Surprised, Nico almost spilled his grappa. “You’re selling the furniture with the house?”

“Not just the furniture, everything.”

A terrible thought settled in Nico’s gut. “Not the footman!” He wouldn’t tolerate that insolent man.

“Of course not. Adolfo, the footman you met, will come with me to the countryside. Everything else stays, including the other servants: a second footman, a maid, and the cook.”

Even though Nico would hire his own servants later, he nodded and looked around, assessing the furnishings. They were in good condition and of good quality. “Is the rest of the house furnished comparably?”

“It is. You may assure yourself of it personally in a short while.” Lombardi took a deep breath. “Do we agree? Twenty-five percent more.”

Nico didn’t have to think about it. While the price was a little high, knowing he didn’t have to deal with furnishing the house, plus the knowledge that it had a covered entry for a gondola more than made up for the outrageous sum Lombardi demanded.

He rose and offered his outstretched hand to Lombardi. He took it with a surprisingly firm grip.

“Now to the arrangements for the ceremony,” Lombardi added.

Nico’s stomach lurched as instant panic filled his body. “Ceremony?”

“Yes, the marriage shall be performed with utmost haste. And as soon—”

“Marriage?” Nico croaked.

Lombardi’s beaded eyes looked at him as if Nico was dimwitted. “Yes, the marriage to my daughter of course.”

“I’m sorry, signore, but there seems to be a misunderstanding.” Was the man senile? “We discussed the purchase of your house.”

“Which we agreed on for a fair price. And this price includes a marriage to my daughter. I thought you knew.”

“Knew what?” Nico felt like tearing his hair out. How many glasses of grappa had the man had tonight?

“Everybody in Venice knows that I’d never part with the house unless my daughter gets a husband in the bargain. I’ve been waiting for a long time to make a match for her. I must say, I never figured that she would get such a dashing, young man as her betrothed. I would have settled for somebody much older and less handsome than yourself.”

Lombardi’s words told him everything he needed to know: his daughter was ugly and without any skills or graces to recommend her. And Nico would be the last man to accept a woman like her as his wife.
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“He wants you to do what?” Dante repeated for the second time.

Nico glared at him. “Are you deaf?”

Dante exchanged a grin with his brother Raphael who was lounging in his armchair in front of the fireplace, one leg casually swung over the armrest while the other was stretched out in front of him. Only in his own home could a man be this relaxed.

While Nico was always welcome in Dante’s and Raphael’s home, at present the feeling of comfort he normally sensed at the brothers’ house escaped him. Inside, he was agitated and wondered whether he was making the biggest mistake of his life. Had he made the right decision?

“You could do worse than get a wife in the bargain,” Raphael said.

“It would merely be a marriage of convenience in any case. A minor annoyance,” Dante added.

“Don’t let your wife hear that, or she might stake you instantly.” Nico pushed a strand of hair out of his face.

“As all of us here know, I married for love. But then we can’t all be that lucky. Besides, I didn’t think you believed in love, Nico.”

“Of course not. It’s all a big lie.”

“Then I don’t really see why you object this much,” Raphael interjected. “If you don’t believe in love, you’ve got nothing to lose by marrying this young woman and—”

“Young woman? Her father looks ancient. For all I know she’s well past her prime. Maybe even in her thirties!”

“God forbid.” Raphael chuckled.

Nico nodded. “That’s right! And most likely she’s as ugly as a piss pot. Or why else would she still be unmarried in her mid-thirties?”

“Now she’s in her mid-thirties?” Dante asked and tossed his brother a sideways glance. “Give it another half hour and she’s an aging spinster in need of a walking cane.”

“And who is to say that she isn’t? Her father is well off. He can provide her with a decent dowry. So why, I’m asking you, has nobody stepped forward to claim this prize?” Nico looked from Dante to Raphael, but the two did well to suppress their answers. Their smirks were another matter. “I tell you why: because a forty-year old spinster with a nose like a hawk and a walk as graceful as a washerwoman on her last leg is the last thing any man worth his salt would want to warm his bed.”

“Who says she has to warm your bed?” Dante loosened his cravat and opened the top button of his crisp white shirt. “Why can’t you just send her to your estate on the mainland and have her live there while you stay in Venice?”

“Send the hag to the country?” Nico contemplated the idea. It wasn’t bad at all. And he wouldn’t even have to give her a reason why. She would have to obey her husband’s orders. It would be simple. “She could travel to the mainland the day after the wedding.”

Raphael tossed him a disapproving look. “Don’t you think that’s a little harsh? Sending her away the day after your wedding night?”

“Wedding night?” Nico echoed. “You don’t expect me to fuck a woman who looks like a wicked witch?”

Dante laughed. “I’m afraid, Nico, you’ll have to at least consummate the marriage. Nobody expects you to enjoy it.”

A cold shudder ran down his spine at the thought of bedding Lombardi’s daughter. If she had inherited any features from her father, she would be the ugliest woman he’d ever fucked, and that included some of the cheaper whores he’d frequented on occasion. Sure, he wasn’t all that choosey when it came to bedmates, but at least the few less-than-handsome women he’d been in bed with had made up for their lack of beauty with their knowledge of the carnal arts. Those women had sucked cock better than the pretty ones.

He swallowed hard. “Easy for you to say. Your wife is beautiful. Who wouldn’t want to—”

“Don’t say it,” Dante warned, his voice low and dangerous. “One word of disrespect toward Viola out of your mouth and I’ll toss you into the canal myself.”

Nico’s eyes widened instantly. Landing in the waters of the canal was a death sentence for any vampire. Their cells were so dense and solid that as a result their bodies were much heavier than water and therefore sank like a rock. He would drown. “My apology.”

“Apology accepted.” Dante nodded swiftly. Then his expression darkened. “Don’t think I don’t understand your plight. But we need this house. We need every single house on this block to build a sanctuary for us and our fellow vampires. The Guardians are on our heels, and without a stronghold affording us safety and security, our numbers will diminish. We need to be strong to fight them.”

Nico understood only too well. The Guardians of the Holy Waters, a secret society of Venetian noblemen and merchants, had made it their mission to eradicate each and every vampire in their midst. They had killed many of his friends in the last few years. It was because of this ever increasing threat that the vampires had decided to band together and purchase all houses on the block where Dante and Raphael lived, and to connect them with secret walkways, creating in effect one large fortress in which they could move around safely.

“Have we still not been able to glean any information from the list of names Lorenzo’s wife found?”

“I haven’t heard anything about Marcello having found the cipher yet.” Raphael gave a hopeful smile. “But he’s a smart man. I’m sure he’ll find something.”

Nico nodded. It had been very fortunate that Bianca, Lorenzo’s wife, had found a list with the names of the Guardians in her father’s house. It appeared that her late father had been one of them and prepared the list possibly in an attempt to use it to make a fortune. And for certain, any of his fellow vampires would have paid a pretty penny for it. However, it had turned out that the names were written in some sort of code that Nico and his friends hadn’t been able to decipher yet.

“Good. I hope so. I’d hate for us to be sitting ducks, not knowing who our enemies are.”

Dante let out a deep breath. “Patience, patience. But in the meantime, we have to continue what we’ve started. Enrico just bought the house at the end of the alley. Andrea is in the middle of negotiations for the house between ours and Lorenzo’s, and Carlo thinks he has a lead on another one. We’re making progress.”

Nico picked up the gaze his friend sent him and read the question in it. Could he be relied upon to do the right thing and take over Lombardi’s house despite the burden it came with? Nico felt perspiration build on his neck and felt the urge to pat himself dry but resisted it. He didn’t want to admit to his friends that the entire situation caused him stress. Instead he looked away and changed the subject.

“Maybe I should call on Marcello and see if he needs help. Four eyes see more than two.”

“Suit yourself,” Dante said, sounding slightly annoyed. “But your time would be better spent returning to your negotiations with Signore Lombardi. The man is clearly interested in ridding himself of the house and his daughter in one transaction, and there are plenty of men around who might find the offer tempting.”

“Tempting?” Nico snorted. “Marrying an old spinster whose face is so disagreeable no man in his right mind would want to be in her presence at daylight? I don’t see how that can be tempting.”

“Tempting or not, what’s your objection? You prefer the night anyway. Just blow out the candles.” Dante made it sound easier than it was.

“Just imagine she is somebody else when you fuck her,” Raphael advised. “You probably do that anyway when you visit your whores. So what’s the difference?”

Nico shrugged. Was there a difference? In the dark, weren’t all women the same? Well, maybe not entirely. They all tasted and smelled different. And maybe, just maybe Lombardi’s daughter had an agreeable smell to her. Then fucking her in the dark wouldn’t be as disagreeable after all.

Nico rose from his seat. “I’d better get going. There’s much to be done.” He walked to the door, then glanced back over his shoulder. “I trust you’ll be at my wedding?” When he saw both brothers’ jaws drop in surprise, he couldn’t suppress his grin.

“You already decided?” Dante asked.

“Of course. The house is worth it. The wedding is scheduled for Friday night. You’ll attend with Viola and Isabella?”

“That’s two days from now.”

“No need in wasting time. The quicker I get the ceremony behind me, the faster I can send her to the country.”

And that was exactly what he would do. He’d marry the ugly spinster on Friday night, consummate the marriage post haste and send her on her way to his estate by Monday. Despite his plan, Nico felt as if he’d made a decision which would change his life forever. But he wouldn’t allow it. Once his wife was safely tucked away in the country, he’d resume his bachelor life, fucking whatever woman he wanted and feeding from the sweetest blood available. Nothing would change. Nothing!
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Nico had insisted on an evening wedding, and Lombardi hadn’t objected. The parlor of the home that would officially become his after the ceremony had been decorated with flowers. Furniture had been removed to make space for the wedding party. Nico had invited only a few of his friends, mostly so as not to raise any suspicion with Signore Lombardi. A man without friends was not to be trusted.

In addition to the brothers Dante and Raphael and their wives Viola and Isabella, Lorenzo had come with his wife Bianca. Both Marcello and Carlo couldn’t be dissuaded to stay away once they’d heard of his impending nuptials. The two bachelors were clearly here to gloat.

Nico nervously shifted from one foot to the other when he finally heard the bride’s footsteps on the stairs as she descended from the upper floor. He cast a look through the open door and saw her walking on her father’s arm. Her gown was of cream silk, making her appear as if she floated on a cloud.

His mouth went dry. This was Oriana, his bride? He looked back up the stairs to reassure himself that no other woman was following the procession. But no, the female on Signore Lombardi’s arm was the only woman apart from his friends’ wives.

Once more he shifted, this time not because of nerves, but to adjust his stiffening prick—for his bride was the most gorgeous woman he’d ever set eyes on. Her hair was a dark chestnut color and was piled high on her head, leaving her graceful neck bare.

Temptation coiled through him. He could see himself taking out the pins from her coiffure, allowing her hair to cascade over her pale shoulders while he dug his hungry fangs into her neck and thrust his insatiable shaft into her quivering sex.

As he tried to find some semblance of composure, a question penetrated his lust-drugged mind. Why was Lombardi so keen on marrying her off by practically throwing her in with the sale of the property? For certain, a stunning beauty like Oriana had suitors aplenty. What was wrong with her?

 

Still seething about her father’s orders to marry a man she’d never met before, Oriana did not turn her head to look at her future husband and instead stared at the priest who officiated the ceremony. She’d had no choice but to bend to her father’s will. He owned her, just like her husband would own her the moment the marriage vows were spoken.

At least while she’d been subject to her father’s wishes, she’d been able to circumvent his orders often enough: in secret and with the help of the second footman, she’d been able to conduct her scientific experiments. This was her life’s work. It had started two years earlier: one night after a masquerade, she’d returned home accompanied by her footman. In an alley, she’d observed a man bent over a woman as if he were kissing her neck. At first she’d been embarrassed and had looked away, but when she’d glanced back, she’d noticed that the woman’s neck was bloody. Shocked to the core, she’d fled from the scene, her footman chasing after her, surprised at her behavior.

After a night during which she was plagued with nightmares about what she’d seen, she’d woken with a purpose: to prove that she hadn’t imagined the scene from the previous night. She had seen a vampire feeding from a human. For weeks she’d ventured out after dark, always accompanied by her footman, and had searched for the supernatural creatures, until one night, she’d seen one. She was certain now: vampires existed, and they were using humans without their consent. The far-away look in the eyes of the woman the vampire was feeding from was proof of it: he’d somehow drugged her so he could use her. Oriana had felt compassion for the young woman who was no older than herself. And then she’d recognized her: the girl was the maid her father had fired after a few pieces of linen had disappeared. Was she living on the streets now? Had she been easy prey? Her heart had clenched, and she’d searched for a way to help, but she’d been too afraid to approach, scared that the vampire would attack her too.

Ashamed, she’d returned home, and after a sleepless night, she’d woken with the determination to do what lay within her powers. She’d started devouring every scientific book she could lay her hands on and started her research. Now she was at a point where she had a machine which, if it worked, would alert her to the presence of a vampire.

When her father had found out, he’d been furious at first, claiming that it was no decent occupation for a lady. Luckily, he only knew that she was tinkering with scientific instruments—had he known she was trying to ferret out vampires, he would have locked her in an asylum for the insane.

Her father had started contemplating what to do to make her stop in her endeavors. Clearly, he’d found a solution: to marry her off to some rich gentleman, thus killing two birds with one stone. Not only would her father finally be rid of her, making her scientific interests her husband’s problem, he would also be enriching himself in the process, taking the money Signore Angelotti paid for her and the house to live a carefree life on the mainland.

Everything was working out perfectly, at least for her father and her new husband. She alone was carrying the entire burden. And as if the loss of her freedom wasn’t enough, she was certain her husband would insist on his marital rights and make her share his bed. The very thought of having to offer her body to a man she didn’t know and allow him to do whatever god-awful things he wanted was disgusting.

A shiver ran down her spine, and she felt herself sway. She was tempted to look at the man who now stood next to her, but she fought it. It would only increase her feeling of disgust further. Pushing down the bile that rose, she automatically answered the priest’s questions and repeated his words. She wanted no conscious memory of this ceremony and not be reminded of the moment her life would change irrevocably.

A husband—she’d never wanted one. She’d seen too many of the women she’d grown up with stuck in arranged marriages with older men in order to save their family’s waning fortune. She’d prayed to escape the same fate, but alas, her prayers had not been answered.

Now all she could do was bear her lot. But this didn’t mean that she would make it easy for her new husband. She could brush him off as if he were merely a dust particle on her pristine white gloves and make certain that after a few unsatisfying nights in her bed, he would seek his pleasures elsewhere. Maybe she should suggest he take a mistress so he wouldn’t bother her with his carnal desires. It was the best solution for both of them. After all, he’d agreed to marry her without even seeing her. It confirmed that he was only interested in the house, not in her. Surely, an arrangement by which he wouldn’t be encumbered by her presence, nor feel obligated to perform any marital duties, would suit him just as much as it suited her.

“ . . . by the power vested in me by God, I pronounce you husband and wife,” the priest suddenly said. “You may kiss the bride.”

For the first time, Oriana lifted her head and turned it toward the man standing next to her. Shock made her rock back on her heels, almost robbing her of her balance. The man she’d exchanged vows with only seconds earlier wasn’t at all what she’d expected.

He was young, perhaps only five to seven years older than herself. And handsome—extraordinarily handsome. Instantly her mouth went dry and her stomach quivered. Why had this man married her? Why would he possibly marry a woman he’d never seen? Something had to be wrong with him.

But she couldn’t continue her thought process, because her husband stepped closer, bringing his head close to hers. His eyes locked with hers, and the brilliant green in them struck her, sending another flutter through her core. She’d never been one to faint, had always despised the debutantes who did so at the slightest provocation, but now she herself felt as if her knees would give way at any moment.

Yet, she knew she wouldn’t fall because Nicholas Angelotti, the man who was now her husband, laid his hands on her waist and drew her against his body. His lips parted. Then he pressed them onto her mouth, kissing her softly.

She inhaled his masculine scent, drawing it into her body, opening her mouth in the process. As if seeing this as an invitation, she felt his warm tongue slide over her lips, licking gently before dipping inside her. It took her by surprise, so much so, that she instinctively gripped his shoulders. But instead of pushing him away from her, she pulled him closer.

Like a wanton woman, she tilted her head to the side, allowing him deeper access. A moan came over his lips as he danced with her tongue and explored her. She should be ashamed of herself for allowing him such liberties, but her body didn’t react to her commands. His kiss was passionate and seductive. It was indecent! Did all husbands kiss their wives like this? Her female friends had never mentioned anything like it. No, this was all wrong. She had to stop this. But her lips continued responding to him, relishing the firm pressure with which he captured her mouth, the seductive slide of his tongue and the sinful way with which his hands burned through her gown.

When the clearing of several throats entered her consciousness, he finally released her.

“Oriana, my sweet wife,” he said for all to hear. Then he bent to her ear and whispered, “I promise you, our wedding night will be more passionate—and last much longer.”

She gasped for air, shocked at his insinuation. At the same time, heat rose to her cheeks, making them burn as if somebody had doused her with scalding hot water.

“Signore!” was all she could exclaim.

When he pulled his head back to look at her, he smiled knowingly.

Outraged at his arrogance, she pressed her lips together. If he thought he could simply waltz into her life and turn her into a quivering female who would bend to his will, she would show him!
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Nico couldn’t wait to see the back of his wedding guests as he ushered them out the door. Unfortunately they had taken their time and lingered after the ceremony, accepting the beverages his new father-in-law had offered. But finally, after what seemed like an eternity, not only his friends but also Oriana’s father had departed with his dreaded footman. Only the second footman, a maid, and the cook remained in the house.

In effect, he was alone with his wife.

Oriana took his proffered arm, and he led her to the stairs. Her face remained expressionless, and he could only imagine that she was afraid of what would happen in the marriage bed. As it happened, her mother had died many years earlier, and at the ceremony no elderly female relative had been present who could have talked to his bride about the goings on between husband and wife. It appeared Nico would have to explain things to her himself. Since he wasn’t in the mood for a lengthy conversation, he would have to show her instead. That prospect pleased him more than anything else.

At the top of the stairs, she motioned to the left, and he followed her indication until she stopped at a door.

“May I?” he asked politely and opened the door for her, letting her enter.

Nico caught a glimpse of the room. It was lit by several candles, and warmth emanated from it, indicating that a fire was burning in the fireplace. But before he could peruse the chamber further, Oriana turned and blocked his entry.

“I bid you good night, signore,” she said with a quick bow of her head.

Taken by surprise for a split-second, he almost had the door slammed in his face, had he not reached out his hand and stopped her from shutting it. Jerking it open wider, he took a step into the room.

“Signore,” she protested, her cheeks flaming. “This is my chamber. Yours is next door.”

Nico sighed. It appeared he had more explaining to do than he expected. Exactly how innocent could this beautiful woman be? Was it possible that she knew nothing about the relations between married couples?

“I beg your pardon, my dear wife, but it appears you may have overlooked something. I can only guess that the lack of a mother has made you oblivious to the concept of a wedding night. Surely, were your dear mother—God rest her soul—alive, she would have explained to you about—”

“Signore,” she interrupted him with an icy voice. “Let me be clear, since it appears that a subtle hint from me will not suffice.”

Nico raised a surprised eyebrow, both at her tone as well as her words.

“You married me because you wanted to purchase this house and my father would only sell it if he could arrange a marriage at the same time. Neither you nor I are interested in this arrangement. Therefore, I propose that you and I carry on as before this unfortunate event and live together in quiet ignorance of each other. I shall play the obedient wife in public as long as you make no demands on me in private. I shall turn a blind eye to any mistresses you may wish to entertain and can assure you that you will find no fault in my virtuous behavior. I trust this is agreeable?”

She raised her chin and looked at him as if she had just made an arrangement with the butcher about which cuts of the venison she would like delivered. No emotions played across her face.

“But my sweet wife, you’re mistaken. I admit, at first I was, shall we say, surprised since I had no plans of entering matrimony; however, in light of the circumstances, I’m more than happy to carry out my husbandly duties.” He dropped his gaze to her mouth, then lower to where the swells of her breasts heaved as she took more air into her lungs. The creamy flesh her modestly cut dress revealed looked inviting.

“Signore, I—”

“Nico,” he interrupted. “I would like you to call me by my given name. Trust me, it would be more than awkward if you continued to call me signore when we’re engaged in . . . marital relations.”

Her eyes narrowed, and he could firmly see how her spine stiffened. “You don’t seem to understand. I relieve you of your marital duties, signore!”

Nico took a step closer. “I’m afraid it is you who doesn’t understand. Maybe I’m not making myself clear enough: I wish to exercise my marital duties.”

Suddenly she fisted her hands at her hips. “If you believe I’ll let you mount me as if I were a broodmare, I advise you to turn around and find your filthy pleasures elsewhere.”

Part relief, part anger flared through him. “Ah, so I see, you are aware of what happens in the marriage bed.” At least he wouldn’t have to explain the details.

“I know more than enough. And I can assure you that I have no interest in it. Find yourself a mistress and perform whatever unpleasant activities you have in mind with her. I’m certain she’ll welcome you with open arms since your physique is not disagreeable. A man of your looks should have no problems finding a willing bed partner.”

Nico smiled involuntarily. “So you find me good looking?”

A shocked gasp came over her red lips, and a furious blush suddenly stained her cheeks. “I merely meant to say that a gentleman of your age, looks, and means will not be rejected by those women who offer their favors to married men. So please take your leave. You have my blessing.”

“Your blessing?”

Her words made him want to chuckle, but he kept himself in check, not showing how much he enjoyed her sharp tongue. He hadn’t expected her to resist in such a way. Particularly if she was attracted to him. Well, she’d said he was good looking, but didn’t that amount to the same thing?

“My dear wife, it’s not your blessing I seek.”

Quite deliberately he swept his eyes over her body, lingering on her bosom for more than a few seconds. He wanted her to be aware of his intentions, because he wouldn’t be swayed. When he lifted his eyes to meet hers, a twinge of fear flickered across her face.

Oriana’s voice trembled almost unnoticeably when she continued, “Signore, surely a gentleman like you wouldn’t force himself on a woman who doesn’t welcome his attentions.”

As she backed farther into the room, he followed suit. His eyes fell onto the large four-poster bed that fairly invited him to throw her onto it and make her his.

He leaned closer, making his chest connect with her bosom. At the contact, his body heated, but the sensation lasted for too brief a time, because his reluctant wife sidestepped him, intent on escaping his attentions.

Slowly, he moved his head from side to side, giving her a chiding look. “Did I mention that a wife has duties too?”

With defiance glaring from her beautiful blue eyes, she took a deep breath. “No gentleman would force a woman, even if she was his wife. Is that what you want, signore? To bed a wife who is disgusted by a man’s—” She hesitated, her gaze drifting away in embarrassment.

“ . . . prick?” With satisfaction, he heard her release an outraged huff. He’d used the vulgar word on purpose, wanting to coax a reaction from her. “There’s nothing disgusting about it—not if he uses his manhood well. And let me assure you, I know how to please a woman with it.”

“Hah!” she cried out, then lashed an angry glare at him. “From what I’ve heard, there is no pleasure to be had by a woman. It is merely meant to satisfy a man.”

He chuckled. “From what you’ve heard? Pray, my sweet wife, what is your source for this untruth?”

“Are you calling me a liar?” She threw her head back, a curl escaping her beautiful coiffure in the process.

Nico gave a cursory bow, smiling to himself for the brief moment, while his face was turned away from her. He hadn’t expected to spar with his bride during their wedding night, at least not verbally. “Far from it. I only question the validity of your sources. Once a piece of information changes hands too many times, it is often distorted.”

“My information comes from a woman who has experienced this first hand!”

“A married woman?” he asked politely.

“Yes! And from the complaints I’ve been made to listen to during her visits, I daresay the poor woman is suffering dreadfully, having to endure her husband mounting her for his vile pleasure, leaving her in pain and shame on a nightly basis.” She lashed an accusatory glare at him. “I don’t care to share the same fate!”

Relieved that Oriana’s objection to the marriage bed lay only in misinformation and was something he would be able to remove quickly and swiftly, he smiled.

“I apologize, my dear Oriana. Of course, I would never subject you to shame and pain. No husband ever should. I fully understand your concerns now, and let me assure you that I have no intention of doing what your friend’s husband is subjecting her to.”

He heard her sigh in relief, and noticed how her shoulders relaxed. “Thank you, signore. I’m pleased to know that you understand. I’m sure with this obstacle out of the way, our marriage will be an agreeable one.”

Nico shook his head lightly, realizing that she had clearly misunderstood his words. “Agreeable? It will be more than that. And the obstacle that you speak of has not been removed. It has merely been pushed to the side for tonight.” With two long strides, he crossed the distance that separated them. “Because I promise you, when I take you to bed, you won’t feel shame or pain, you’ll feel pleasure and desire. And you won’t refuse my advances, because you’ll be begging me to drive into your sweet body and make you mine in every sense of the word.”

Oriana’s face turned ashen. “Oh God!”

Taking her hand, Nico brought it to his lips and placed a soft kiss on her knuckles. “For tonight I’ll let you rest, but tomorrow, I’ll show you how a husband treats his wife properly. And I promise you, when your married friend visits again, you won’t have any complaints to share with her. Whether you’ll want to confide in her how your husband makes you scream with pleasure, is for you to decide. Maybe, if she’s a good friend, you would want to give her details she may pass on to her husband, so she too may experience pleasure instead of shame.”

Then he bowed and left her chamber, pulling the door shut behind him. Leaving her tonight was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, but he knew it was necessary, because his wife had to be seduced—thoroughly. And in her current frightened state, she wouldn’t respond to him. He had to catch her off guard.

 


5

 

Oriana tossed and turned half the night. Her husband’s words had shaken her. He wasn’t at all what she expected a husband to be like. First of all, he seemed utterly unconventional, repeatedly calling her by her given name and asking her to do the same. She’d refused and stoically continued to call him signore, even though she’d wanted to try out his name on her tongue.

“Nico,” she whispered now that she was alone and nobody could hear her.

But the words he’d said to her, his promise to take her to bed and that she would even beg him for it, were outrageous. She couldn’t allow this. From Ilaria, her friend, she knew how humiliating the experience was, and how painful at the same time. She wanted no part of it. And for certain he was hallucinating if he thought she would ever beg for it!

Tonight she would lock her door as well as the connecting door between their chambers so he wouldn’t be able to gain access to her. Surely if she continued this long enough, he would give up and pursue his pleasures with some trollop he found in a tavern. But she, Oriana, would never allow him to touch her that way, despite the fact that he was neither as old nor as ugly as Ilaria’s husband.

Having formed a plan, she fell asleep, but woke early. Like every day, she rose and performed her ablutions. Then she dressed herself without calling for the maid—she would put her corset on later—and snuck out of her room to find her way downstairs, carrying a candlestick with a lit candle to help her along in the darkness. Through a hidden door in the first floor hallway, she entered a secret corridor. It smelled musty and stale in the dark space, but Oriana had gotten used to it. It took her only seconds to reach the only room in this hidden part of the house.

She entered it and lit more candles in the room. They reflected in the mirrors she’d collected over the years and aligned along the walls. She’d acquired a large amount of scientific knowledge during her years of study and understood the principles of most disciplines. Since light reflected in mirrors, she’d decided to brighten the room with their help, thus using only a minimal number of candles.

It had helped her hide her activities from her father, who would have noticed if she had used up more candle wax than he believed she should. Nevertheless, he’d discovered her activities one day. That was when he’d decided to rid himself of her by way of marriage and make her another man’s responsibility—and problem.

For quite a while now, she’d been working on an apparatus that would make it possible to detect supernatural beings. Even before her chance encounter with a vampire, she’d been interested in science and had tinkered with it. Later she’d taken everything she’d learned about physics, chemistry, and biology, and combined it with the knowledge she’d gleaned from myths and legends. Thus she had come up with the formula of what would identify such a creature.

She was constantly fine-tuning her equipment, then testing it again and again out in the dark streets of Venice. She was no fool of course, knowing that if she ventured out on her own, she could fall victim to some cutthroat, so she’d let the second footman, Giuseppe, in on her secrets and found him to be not only a great protector when out on Venice’s dangerous streets, but also a talented assistant in her clandestine lab.

Oriana looked up from her work bench when she heard a sound coming from the corridor. As always on such occasions, she tensed until a soft knock sounded at the old wooden door.

“Come,” she answered, already knowing who asked for entry.

When Giuseppe entered, lowering his head as he stepped through the low door, he bowed briefly.

“I didn’t expect you to be down here so early, signorina, or I would have come earlier to assist you.”

She smiled, but didn’t correct him when he still called her signorina, when now she was a signora, a married woman.

“Where else would I be?”

He shuffled closer, embarrassed about something. “Your wedding, signorina, I mean signora. I would have expected . . . ” His voice died, then he cleared it loudly. “I wanted to let you know that cook has prepared breakfast.”

“Is it that late already?” she asked, surprised, since she hadn’t noticed the time pass.

“Indeed, signora. And cook delayed it by two hours already, given the fact that this is the morning after you wedding n-n-night.” Whenever he was nervous, his stutter was more pronounced.

“Well, then I’d better not disappoint cook. Has my husband risen?” The word husband sounded so foreign in her ears that she wondered whether she was still asleep and merely dreaming.

“He hasn’t rung for any assistance yet.”

Good. At least she could have breakfast in peace and quiet before returning to her lab.

“And, uh . . . ”

She looked at Giuseppe when he didn’t complete his sentence. “Yes, is there something else?”

He nodded quickly. “Do you remember when I mentioned a fortnight ago that I’d heard of some group who’s equally interested in the supernatural as yourself?”

Curious, she froze. “Yes.”

“It appears that this group is very interested in exchanging information with you. In fact, they would even be willing to pay money for seeing your research.”

Her heart stopped. “They know about my research?”

Giuseppe dropped his head, and his fingers played nervously with a button on his livery. “Well, the thing is, in order to find out what they know, I had to tell them a little bit about what you know.” He raised his eyes quickly, uncertainty about her reaction to this news written in them. “I didn’t say much, but I alluded to the fact that you may know how to identify preternatural beings.”

Frantically, the wheels in Oriana’s head began to spin. Had her footman put her in danger by revealing something about her research to strangers? Or could these people help her further her work?

“Do you know what specifically they’re looking for?” she asked.

“Vampires, just like you. They are interested in finding out how to detect one.”

“Have you told them about my machine?” she asked, raising her voice and stepping closer.

Instinctively, he shrunk back from her. “No, not really. Not specifically.” He hesitated, shifting his weight from one foot onto the other, while she stared at him intensely. “I may have said you have a way of knowing.”

“What exactly did you tell them?”

He swallowed visibly, his Adam’s apple jumping. “I may have said that you’re working on an apparatus . . . ”

Oriana sighed in frustration. “I don’t even know if this machine works yet. I’m still tinkering with it. It’s too early to tell anybody about it. If it fails, I’ll be the laughingstock of all of Venice! Giuseppe!” she cursed.

“I apologize, signorina, uh, signora!” 

“Never mind that now. You’d better go back to them and tell them that I’m still testing the equipment and I’m not ready to reveal it yet.”

Giuseppe scratched himself on the back of his head. “I don’t really know anybody of the group directly. They seem to be very secretive.”

“Then how did you relay information to them?” she asked, confused.

“There’s this footman I know; he knows one of them.”

“Well, then talk to him and tell him what I’ve told you: I’m not ready.”

Then she brushed past him and left her laboratory, calling for her maid to help her put on her corset, which was one piece of clothing she couldn’t lace herself into. Once dressed properly, she headed for the dining room to partake of her breakfast.
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Nico was awakened by the various sounds in his new home, and had risen despite the fact that it was still daytime, and by the looks of it, even before midday. He could say with certainty that in his entire time as a vampire, he’d never been up this early.

He sleepwalked his way through his morning ritual, nevertheless taking great pains to wash with the cold water that a servant had left in a pitcher the night before. He would call for a bath at a later time. For now, he was eager to find his wife and reassure himself that the face he’d dreamed of after returning home in the early hours of the morning was as beautiful as he remembered.

After Oriana had refused him access to her chamber and her enticing body, he’d left the house, knowing full well that staying while she slept in the room next door would make it impossible for him to sleep one wink. Besides, he was a creature of the night and could be found in a bed during night time for only one reason: to bed a woman.

With stealthy steps that were second nature to him, he stalked downstairs and inhaled deeply, taking in the different scents of the house that was now his home. One scent among the many different ones tickled his nostrils, eliciting the same reaction as when he’d first smelled it the night before: Oriana’s pure scent.

He followed it as it carried him toward the dining room. When he approached the door, he heard the faint tinkling of cutlery. Oriana’s scent was strongest here. Filling his lungs, he opened the door and let himself in, closing it silently behind him.

Knowing he only had a second to take in the lovely sight, before his wife would be alerted to the intrusion, he looked his fill: her lips were red and plump, her fingers holding a fork ever so delicately, her back straight, and her eyes fixated on something in the distance.

Despite the two windows, the room was rather dark because the house backed onto another, slightly taller building, which robbed this side of the house of sunlight. He appreciated this fact, because it made it easy for him to move around. In fact, many Venetian homes were rather dark, since they were only separated from other houses by narrow alleys that didn’t allow much light to penetrate.

When he pushed himself away from the door and took a step into the room, Oriana’s head suddenly whipped in his direction. Her eyes widened, but within a split-second, she had herself under control again, hiding her outraged expression. She could have fooled any man and made him think she was indifferent to his presence, just not Nico, because at the same time he could hear her accelerated heartbeat as it beat a frantic tattoo against her ribcage. Her bosom heaved in concert with it.

“Good morning, Oriana,” he greeted her and approached as slowly as a tiger its prey.

“Good morning, signore,” she answered and turned to look at her plate, stabbing her fork into a morsel of biscuit, before she brought it to her lips and chewed longer than was necessary.

Clearly a ploy so she wouldn’t have to converse with him. Little did she know that he hadn’t come to talk.

“I trust you slept well,” Nico continued and took a seat opposite her, reaching for a biscuit and putting it on his plate even though he had no intention of eating it.

He’d long ago mastered the art of moving food around his plate without anybody noticing that he never actually ate any of it. He distracted those who watched him with conversation and by cutting the food into smaller pieces, then rearranging it on his plate so that it looked as if he’d eaten some of it.

Not that he would even make a pretense of it today. He had, after all, more important things to do: he had to seduce his wife.

“Yes, very well. And you, did you sleep well?”

Her voice was a soft trickle, and he wondered how she would sound when she lay in his arms, panting in ecstasy. Would her voice be even more breathless? Even huskier? Or would she still pretend that he didn’t affect her?

“I slept terribly, my sweet wife, and I hope to remedy this situation very soon.”

When he lifted his lids and looked straight at her, he noticed a pink blush spread over her cheeks, but she didn’t raise her eyes to meet his gaze and instead stared at her empty plate.

Then she removed the napkin from her lap and folded it, placing it neatly next to her plate. “If you’ll excuse me. I have things to attend to.”

She rose swiftly, but he was faster. Before she could make two steps away from the table, he had her cornered between it and the paneled wall.

“Signore! If you’d please let me pass,” she requested, her voice tight.

“My name is Nico.” He took another step closer, bringing his body flush with hers.

“Signore . . . ”

He shook his head.

Finally she seemed to understand. “Nico, please, would you let me pass?”

“If that’s what you truly want, Oriana.” He closed the distance between their heads, allowing his lips to hover mere centimeters above her mouth. His action had caused her to press herself against the wall behind her, leaving her nowhere else to go.

“Y-yes,” she stammered.

Nico leaned in closer. “How can you know what you truly want, my sweet, when you don’t know what options you have? Why don’t I show you some of them? Maybe then you can choose what you like best.”

And he hoped her taste was similar to his.

His lips met hers, pressing softly against them. He wasn’t going to behave like a barbarian and force himself on her. No, he’d rather tease her with his touch and coax a reaction from her. Sliding his lips gently across her mouth, he slanted his head a little to the side. Without haste, he inhaled her scent and tasted her skin.

She was rigid beneath him, not moving at all: neither to push him away nor to pull him closer. But he knew how to elicit reactions from women, even from a woman who believed sex to be a painful and dirty undertaking—she wouldn’t remain frozen like this for long.

Slowly, Nico brought his hand to her neck, sliding it to her nape. His fingers pushed up into her hair, while his thumb caressed the soft skin below her ear. Her pulse beat against his thumb as loudly as a drum. He sensed her tremble under his touch, yet she didn’t turn her head to sever the contact.

“Oriana,” he whispered against her mouth, before he parted his lips and licked his tongue against the seam of her lips.

A gasp escaped her.

Combing his hand through her hair and in the process disturbing some of the pins that held her coiffure up, he slanted his lips over her mouth, licking over it again. Under light pressure, she parted her lips. She finally understood what he wanted. Or had she simply wanted to take a breath? It didn’t matter, because all he could think of was the warm and moist cavern he now explored. With gentle and measured strokes, he delved into her mouth, ever so softly licking over her teeth, before touching her tongue.

A bolt of lightning charged through him, turning his insides into an inferno in an instant. A groan came over his lips before he could stop it. Just like he couldn’t stop another bodily reaction: after having been semi-erect ever since entering the room, his cock swelled to its full size, the blood pumping into it bringing it near bursting. His eager appendage pushed against the flap of his trousers, pressing into the buttons. He could only hope that the thread with which the buttons were sewn was strong enough, or he would burst from his trousers and make a fool of himself.

Trying to push away those thoughts, he captured her mouth more fiercely now, kissing her with more passion and determination. To his surprise there was no resistance. This was easier than he’d imagined.

Sighing, he allowed his hands to roam her body. As one of them reached the round swell of her breast and cupped it, Oriana ripped her mouth from his.

A split-second later, a sharp pain in his foot made him jump back. Shocked, he stared at her. Oriana had driven the heel of her slipper into his foot.

“How dare you?!” she cried out.

Anger charged through him.
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Oriana saw the fury blazing from Nico’s eyes and instinctively shrunk back. His eyes darkened and his jaw clenched.

To her utter shock and dismay, she’d enjoyed his kiss. Or maybe she’d been so surprised by it, that she’d been unable to react the way a lady would—with indifference. But when she’d felt his hand on her breast, her brain had suddenly started working again, and she’d done the only thing she could: defend herself.

Narrowing his eyes, Nico approached. “Oh, I dare even more, my sweet wife!”

Suddenly afraid, she froze. She’d unleashed a wild beast in him. Now he would truly hurt her! Before, he would have simply taken her dignity, now he would do much worse. Her heart beating into her throat, she squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to see what was coming.

A moment later, she felt herself lifted up, then she heard dishes and cutlery crash onto the floor. When he deposited her on the table, she steeled herself for her fate: he would take her right here on the table. She wouldn’t even get a bed to cushion her back, instead he’d use her like a common whore. Oh, the indignity!

“No!” she cried out, but Nico didn’t stop.

He pushed her skirts up to her waist. Then she felt his hand on her drawers. He ripped them, laying her bare to his view. Shame flooded her. Nobody had ever seen her like this.

“Oh God, you’re beautiful.” His voice sounded anything but angry—it sounded reverent.

Her eyes flew open. She’d expected to see him opening his trousers to take out his manhood so he could do what men did, but instead she saw him look at the place between her legs, legs he now spread wider.

“And I’m sure you taste as beautiful.”

Before she understood what he meant by his words, he sank his head between her legs and brought his lips to her sex. For a long moment, she was frozen in disbelief. What he was doing was impossible. Maybe she had fainted so she wouldn’t have to face what was happening to her.

She sensed him inhale sharply, pressing his face into the triangle of hair that guarded her woman’s place. It was really happening. She hadn’t fainted.

When she felt warm air blow against her, she realized that he was kissing her there. Kissing a place that was unthinkable. Forbidden. Her friend Ilaria had never mentioned her husband doing anything of the sort. Surely, this was not done!

Oriana was about to protest, trying to lift herself up from her lying position, when his fingers parted her female folds and something warm and moist swiped against them.

“Ohhhhh!” she sighed.

Nico was licking her with his tongue! It was outrageous, but she couldn’t gather the strength to push him away, despite the fact that his hands weren’t holding her down. He was using no force on her, his fingers too busy caressing her instead. She could easily push him off her and free herself. So why didn’t she? Why was she allowing him to do this to her? To kiss her in such a scandalous way?

As if it had been turned off, her mind gave no answer to her questions. Instead her body dictated her reaction. Like a wanton woman, she moaned, her body writhing against his mouth and tongue, her pelvis tilting toward him to achieve a closer connection.

Her body was aflame, burning from the inside out. At the same time, her nipples were chafing against her corset, begging to be freed, yet there was no way of doing so. But she needed relief. Without thinking, she rubbed her palms over the breasts, cupping and squeezing them as much as was possible through the fabric. It wasn’t enough to give her any sense of relief, so she allowed her fingers to trail higher, ignoring the little voice in her head that called her “wanton” and instead touched the part of her skin that was exposed. Then she hooked her thumbs underneath the corset and pushed it farther down. Another pull, and her nipples popped over the rim of the corset. Cool air blew against them, making the hard tips even harder.

She moaned in response. At the same time, Nico licked with more intensity and pressed harder against her exposed flesh. She felt liquid pool there. With it, embarrassment swept through her. What was she doing? How could she allow him to see her like this, to touch her like this?

And on the dining table of all places! That thought sent a shockwave through her body. What if one of the servants entered and saw them?

“We can’t . . . “ she stammered.

Instead of an answer, Nico moved his position and licked higher up, reaching a spot where her heartbeat pulsed violently. He licked over it, sending a charge through her body as if she’d been hit by lightning.

“Ohhh!” she cried out, pleasure racing through her.

No, she didn’t want him to stop now. She wanted more of this, more of what he was doing right now. Whatever he was doing. She had no words for it. But it didn’t stop her from begging, “More. Oh God, more!”

She knew there had to be more of this kind of sensation, this joy that traveled through her body and made her toss her inhibitions out the window and into the canals below. There was something she couldn’t put a name to that was just beyond her reach. Something wonderful, something pleasurable. Her body knew it as if it was a primal instinct. And her body now drove her toward it, ignoring all manners and decorum.

Nico was doing this to her. Her husband was giving her something she’d never experienced. Was this what married couples really did? Then why had Ilaria made it sound like it was all pain and shame? The shame she could understand, because even now she felt ashamed at her lusty behavior, like that of a common trollop and not the lady she was. But there was no pain. Nico’s fingers stroked her gently as if he knew what she needed, where she wanted to be touched. Indeed he seemed to know better than she did, because his caresses reached places before she even knew she needed his touch there.

Just like he now stroked along her folds while his tongue licked over the small bundle of nerves that was so sensitive she felt she might explode any moment. But whenever she thought it would happen, Nico pulled back and decreased the pressure. Over and over he did this, varying the intensity with which he licked and stroked her, as if he wanted to hold off the inevitable.

Oriana felt one finger probe at the entrance to her body, sliding between the moist folds. Instinctively, she spread her legs wider and pulled her knees up so they pointed toward the ceiling. She didn’t care that no lady would ever expose herself like this—all she cared about was that she gave him better access to her sex.

Nico’s next groan reverberated through her, and at the same time his finger slid into her. The invasion was foreign at first, her muscles clamping around him instantly. Before she could decide whether she liked what he did, the pressure on her center of pleasure intensified and she let out an involuntary moan.

She barely noticed how Nico’s finger moved in and out of her, because the pleasure from him licking and sucking her drove every sane thought out of her mind.

Her hands went back to her breasts, strumming her nipples while her hips bucked against Nico’s mouth, encouraging him to go faster. Her chest heaved, and small beads of sweat built on her face and neck. She ignored them and instead squeezed her breasts harder.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted without thinking.

Who was this lusty woman who’d taken over her body? Who was controlling her now? Because for certain it wasn’t the studious young woman who’d never shown any interest in men.

A grumble came from Nico. “Yes, my wanton wife!”

Then everything changed. Nico sucked her sensitive flesh into his mouth and pressed his lips together. At the same time, his finger drove deep and hard into her. With a cry, she exploded. Waves of pleasure raced through her body, threatening to incinerate her. But no flames consumed her body, instead she felt as if floating on a cloud. Weightless. Without any thoughts, without any worries in the world.

Her vision blurred, and she realized that tears were running down her cheeks.

When she finally floated down back, her limbs felt boneless. She was overcome with emotions, but of one thing she was certain: she wanted more of this, and more of Nico.

Nico’s head lifted and he looked at her. Concern spread over his face when he noticed her tears. His hand reached to wipe one off her cheek.

Then, with a pained expression, he turned on his heels and stormed out of the room.

“Nico!” But he was already gone.
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After receiving a missive from Marcello in the late afternoon, Nico grabbed his hooded cloak and left the house in his closed gondola. Marcello’s note had sounded urgent, and it gave Nico the perfect excuse to leave the house and not face his wife.

He’d made her cry! Even though she’d climaxed under his lips. He’d felt it; there had been no mistaking the shudders that had made her body tremble. Her interior muscles had spasmed around his finger, squeezing him so tightly that he’d nearly come in his smalls.

Had he not been so close to his own climax, he would have stayed and tried to find out why she was crying, but male pride had made him flee so he wouldn’t embarrass himself in front of her like a green kid who’d never had a woman.

Still, the moment he’d reached his bedchamber and opened the flap of his trousers, he’d spilled into his own hand with only one single thrust into his fist. So much for his legendary control! One day of marriage, and he had turned into a complete and utter fool. What had made him think even for one minute that taking his wife on the dining table was a good idea? It was the way he took a whore, not a lady like her! But when she’d defied him by driving her heel into his foot, he’d seen red. That he hadn’t taken out his aching cock and fucked her with it, was a miracle in itself. But what would happen next time? Would he rape her? No, he couldn’t allow that to happen.

There was no way to mend what he’d done already, he was sure. And he didn’t want to face this now, so he was glad that he had other things to think about right now.

Nico reached Marcello’s house after negotiating several corners and tied the gondola to the covered dock. Then he dashed inside, not wanting to remain outside any longer, even though the rays of the late afternoon sun were already dipping behind the neighboring houses.

Marcello’s house was more a palace than a house. Bordering on a small canal on one side, it stood four stories tall. It was flanked by smaller houses on each side, and its front opened to a small piazza. Marcello employed a number of servants to maintain the house. All of them were humans. However, they came from families who’d worked for him for generations, their loyalty beyond question. In exchange, they lived privileged lives—no servant in Venice received better food, better clothing, or better accommodations than Marcello’s.

Nico allowed the footman to take his cloak and followed him as he ushered him upstairs. Surprised, Nico raised an eyebrow. Normally Marcello received his visitors downstairs, rather than in his private rooms.

“Ah, there you are, always the last,” Marcello’s deep voice boomed from the open door to his private study as Nico stepped over the threshold. “Even though today you have a good excuse: I’m sure it wasn’t easy to pull your prick out from between the clenching thighs of your blushing bride.”

Raucous laughter followed. Everybody was assembled: Silvano, Francesco, the brothers Dante and Raphael, Lorenzo, Andrea, Carlo, Paolo, Enrico, and of course Marcello himself. And not an eye remained dry as all of them laughed about Marcello’s raunchy comment.

Not wanting to give his friends any reason to believe that his wedding night hadn’t gone according to plan and that his marriage was already in shambles, Nico shut the door behind him and added, “What if it wasn’t her cunny I was having trouble disentangling myself from? What if her lips were so tightly sealed around my prick that I couldn’t pull out for fear she would bite me if I left her?”

He should be so lucky, he thought, as his friends erupted in yet another round of laughter. A woman like her would never suck his cock. She’d never debase herself like that. After all, she was a well-bred woman, and he was as debauched as they came. He couldn’t even get her to accept marital relations; teaching her to enjoy other diversions such as sucking his insatiable cock would be an impossible feat. It was best to accept the inevitable and admit that his wife was disgusted with him.

“But enough of the fun and games,” he heard Marcello cut through his thoughts. “We have a serious matter to discuss.”

Everybody looked expectantly at Marcello. Nico leaned against the door and crossed his arms over his chest, curious why Marcello had demanded this meeting, which after all, was taking place in broad daylight.

“My spies have heard of a vicious rumor. Apparently somebody in this city has come up with a contraption, some sort of device that makes it possible to identify vampires.”

Nico dropped his arms to the side, his body hardening and straightening instantly. Air rushed from his lungs, and he took another breath. He noticed the same sort of reaction in his fellow vampires. Shock rippled through them.

“How can that be?” Dante asked.

“Are you sure?” Raphael added.

Marcello nodded gravely. “You all know that my spies are reliable. I bloody well pay them enough. I believe it to be true. This rumor has been circulating over the past week and only just came to my spies’ ears. And if we know about this, then it’s safe to assume the Guardians know about it too.”

“And they’ll want the machine,” Nico added calmly, even though he felt agitated. If the Guardians of the Holy Waters, a secret society of Venetian men who wanted to eradicate vampires, got hold of a means to detect vampires more easily, it would put them all in danger.

“What if it doesn’t work?” Andrea threw in.

Silvano tossed him a concerned look. “What if it does?”

Marcello lifted his hand. “No matter whether the answer is yes or no, we have to find the machine first. If it falls into the Guardians’ hands and it does indeed work, then we’ll have a very hard time remaining in hiding. None of us will be safe. Once they have one device, they can duplicate it. Soon, all Guardians will have one and hunt us down.”

His friend had a point. Every time one of them ventured out of their houses, the risk of detection would be multiplied. So far, vampires only had to be careful when out hunting for blood, so they wouldn’t be detected when they drank from a human. But if the Guardians had another method of recognizing them even though their vampire side was hidden, then a simple walk in the evening would become hazardous.

“What are we going to do about it?” Nico asked, looking at his host. “Do your spies have any information as to the whereabouts of this detection device?”

“Nothing concrete so far. As we speak, they’re using their contacts to find out more. But they’re being careful, because we can’t risk their questions being traced back to us.”

“Marcello,” Dante suddenly threw in. “Tell them what you told me about the list of names earlier.”

Marcello cleared his throat. “As most of you know, the list is a parchment with the presumed names of the Guardians of the Holy Waters that Bianca found hidden in her late father’s house. Only, the names don’t exist: they’re made up. Code names. We know this because we know three dead members from this list: Giovanni, the first husband of Raphael’s wife, Massimo, her cousin, as well as a known rake, Salvatore. They aren’t on the list, even though they were members of the Guardians.”

Marcello looked dejected. “Unfortunately there’s no logic behind the way they chose their names. Even with using common ciphers and searching for the most common letters appearing in the list, I wasn’t able to figure out what names those three known Guardians chose. I’m not sure what else to try.”

Lorenzo nodded. “I worked on a copy of the list, but haven’t come up with anything either. There might not be any code hidden in the list. It could be a hoax.”

Nico balled his hand into a fist and slammed it against the door. “Damn!”

“Never mind that now!” Raphael cut in. “Let’s deal with the problem at hand. I suggest that at nightfall each and every one of us search out his trusted contacts in the city and see what else he can find out. Somebody must know something else. Nothing remains a secret forever in this city. Servants talk. Let’s use that to our advantage. Let’s find the ones who’ll tell us what we want to know.”

The others nodded, mumbling their agreement to Raphael’s plan. Nico did likewise. At least it gave him something to do rather than go home.

He wasn’t ready to face his wife and find out the reason for her tears, for he guessed it: he disgusted her, and she hated his touch. Having his suspicion confirmed would only force him to act upon it: he would have to do what he had planned all along. Send her to the mainland. Why this revelation didn’t make him feel relieved, he didn’t know.

After all, sending her away would mean he could resume his old life: fuck a different whore every night. However, that prospect made him recoil. He didn’t want to fuck a whore, he wanted to bed his wife. On clean sheets. In their marriage bed. Every night. And every day.

Something was seriously wrong with this picture. Because Nico liked variety, he liked the conquest, and he liked his women experienced and adventurous.

Not virginal. Not shy in bed. Not disgusted with him.

So why did his cock rise every time he thought of Oriana? Why did his heart beat faster when he caught a whiff of her scent?

“Nico!”

Dante’s voice pulled him out of his daydreams. Nico rolled his shoulders. “Yes?”

“I said, if you want to spend the evening at your home—I mean considering you’re practically on your honeymoon—nobody is going to fault you for it.”

Nico shook his head. “There’s no need. I’ll do my part.”

At the very least, it would distract him, though roaming the city at night wouldn’t dull the hunger he felt for his wife. The hunger for her luscious body and her rich blood. A hunger she would never allow him to still. He had to end this charade now: he would send her to the mainland as planned. At least that way, he wouldn’t make her cry again. She would get what she wanted, and he would simply return to his bachelor life. If he could get Oriana out of his mind.
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Oriana couldn’t believe that her husband had simply left without a word. He hadn’t even told the servants where he was going or when he was coming back. Cook had looked at her almost accusatorily when she’d served Oriana’s supper and Nico still hadn’t returned by then.

She’d waited impatiently, but when the clock in the sitting room had chimed the twelve strokes of midnight, she’d yawned and ascended to her room. After her maid had loosened Oriana’s corset, she sent her to bed. She continued undressing, draping her dress over the screen. When she was wearing only her chemise and drawers, she let her hands glide over her torso. Instantly, the same desire flared up in her again as when she’d lain on the dining table being pleasured by Nico.

Would this remain the only time he touched her like this? Had she done something wrong? Was that why he hadn’t come back yet? He’d called her his wanton wife. What if she had disgusted him with her behavior? After all, he’d married a lady, and he’d gotten nothing better than a trollop dressed in lady’s clothing.

How she could have behaved like this, Oriana couldn’t explain. Maybe some temporary insanity had gripped her and controlled her. Would it happen again? Would she again lose all her good senses and behave like a whore the next time her husband tested her like this? Because that was all it could have been: a test to assure himself that she was the virtuous wife she’d promised him she’d be.

Surprised at herself why she was even concerned about what her husband thought of her, she shook her head. She didn’t care what he thought.

Liar! she chided herself.

At the very moment when he’d looked at her with such untamed passion in his eyes while taking her on the dining table, something had changed. Even now she felt her heart race at the thought that he wanted her. A rush of power surged through her. Confusion followed. She’d never been so torn in her life. One minute she wanted to throw herself in her husband’s arms, the next she wanted to profess her virtuousness and assure him that she would never again behave in such a lusty way.

While she tried to understand what was happening to her, Oriana turned to the chest that contained her finest garments. Among the items was a negligee she had saved from her mother’s things. Why she’d taken it before her father had given all of her mother’s things away after her death, she wasn’t sure, because the garment was positively scandalous. She couldn’t imagine that a proper lady like her mother would have ever worn such a thing.

Yet, she couldn’t resist the temptation to take it out, look at it, and wonder what she would look like wearing it. Would it even fit her? Feeling the silk between her fingers, a yearning came over her. Maybe she could simply try it on, only to see it for a moment. Afterwards, she’d slip into her virginal nightgown, the one that reached up to her neck and covered her completely.

Oriana rid herself of her chemise and drawers and slipped the silken negligee over her head. To her surprise, it fit her perfectly, clinging to her aching breasts and hugging her bottom. A large slit ran all the way up her thigh, making it possible for her to take normal steps.

She walked around the screen and looked into the mirror, seeing a woman there she’d never seen before. A woman who personified lust and passion. She felt different, more alive, more aware of her body. Wicked thoughts invaded her mind—of things that she couldn’t find words for. Things no decent woman should want. Her craving for those wicked things grew stronger with every second she watched herself in the mirror.

What would Nico do if he found out about them?

***

Nico closed the heavy door of his new home behind him and walked upstairs, treading quietly so as not to wake the whole house. The sun would rise in two hours, and he needed sleep if he wanted to face his wife tomorrow.

He entered his bedchamber and threw his cloak onto a chair, then stepped out of his shoes. His jacket followed. When he opened the top button of his shirt, he cast a look at his empty bed. If only the beautiful Oriana were waiting in it for him. But that would never happen. He sighed and turned his head to the door that connected their rooms.

Surprise made him stumble backwards: the door was open!

Without conscious thought, he moved toward it until he could peer into Oriana’s bedchamber. His eyes instantly fell on the bed, but it was pristine and unused. Shock made him storm into the room. Had she left him?

Frantically he gazed about the room, when he saw her lying on the settee in front of the fireplace. He almost didn’t believe what his eyes perceived: his wife wore a scandalously low cut negligee that not only made her bosom practically spill out, but the cut in the long skirt reached so high up her hip that he could get a glimpse of her bottom. Why was she sleeping on the settee? And why was she wearing such a revealing garment?

His legs carried him to her, and he crouched down in front of her. Oriana’s hair was fanned out, her long chestnut tresses spilling over the couch. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled her heady scent. Instantly, his cock stiffened and his hand palmed one breast.

Underneath his touch, she stirred. Quickly, he removed his hand. He wouldn’t do anything against her will. He’d done enough damage already.

“Nico?” her sleepy voice asked a moment before she opened her eyes.

When their gazes met, she rose to a sitting position, her face flushing. As a result of her hasty movement, one strap of her negligee slid off her shoulder, making the fabric that covered her left breast slide down. It was caught by her nipple before it could slide down all the way.

Nico’s eyes were drawn to it, and an involuntary groan escaped his throat.

Oriana gasped in response and pulled back, quickly adjusting the strap.

Her reaction confirmed that he was making the right choice: she didn’t want his attention, and sending her away was the only solution. Nico rose to his feet and looked down at her. Unfortunately this position gave him a perfect view of her plunging neckline. More blood shot into his cock—a cock that was now eyelevel with her. Could the situation possibly get any worse?

Quickly he whirled around, facing the fireplace instead.

“I beg your pardon, my dear wife. I wouldn’t have intruded on your privacy had I not seen the door open and been worried about your safety. But now that I see that everything seems to be in order, I shall take my leave.”

He took a hesitant step toward the door, unable to tear himself away completely. This would be the last time he saw her like this.

“About what happened earlier today,” she started.

He stopped in his tracks. “We can talk about it tomorrow.” Because for this one night he wanted to go to bed and dream that she was his. Even though he knew she never would be.

“No.”

Surprised at her insistent tone, he turned to face her. If she wanted this to be done and over with tonight, then so be it.

“Signora,” he said formally. “I made you cry today. And a husband should never make his wife cry. It appears that I’m not suitable to be a husband. Therefore, I shall agree to your earlier proposal. As you suggested, I will take a mistress and spare you my advances. In exchange, I beg only one thing. That you’ll move to my estate on the mainland. It’s a large property with a house grander than this. You’ll have a large number of servants to take care of you.”

She stared at him, stunned. “But . . . ”

He raised his hand to interrupt her. “It’s the only way I can guarantee that I will keep my end of the bargain.”

She rose from the settee and took a few steps toward him. “And why is that?”

He motioned to her garment. “Signora, no hot-blooded man can resist a beautiful woman like you. Even less so when she’s dressed like this.” He averted his gaze, his body already turning halfway to be ready to flee from her presence.

“Oriana, my name is Oriana,” she said softly, her hand all of a sudden finding his forearm.

Slowly, he turned his head and stared at her. She met his gaze without pulling back. When she licked her lips, he almost came.

“Would it help if I weren’t dressed like this?” she asked.

“A little,” he confessed. However, in the state he was in, it wouldn’t make a difference. Even if she wore an old rag, he’d find her sinfully tantalizing.

“Then maybe this garment wasn’t such a good idea.” She dropped first one strap, then the other from her shoulders and allowed the fabric to slide down her breasts and pool at her waist.

“Fuck!” he cursed, his eyes hungrily roaming her naked bosom.

He swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry as sandpaper. Then he tried to shake the image from his mind: clearly, he was hallucinating.

“But I made you cry,” he repeated.

“I couldn’t hold back the tears because of what you did to me.”

Nico dropped his gaze to the floor. “Because I forced you.”

She took his hand and guided it to her breast, making her cup it. He felt the soft flesh—it was too real to be a hallucination. His head shot up.

“No. Because I was overwhelmed by what you made me feel. I’ve never before felt like a woman. I didn’t know that this is what married couples did. My friend . . . she never mentioned . . .” She hesitated for a moment, searching his face. “But if you’re disgusted by my behavior, I’ll agree to your wishes and leave for the mainland tomorrow.”

Had he heard correctly? “Disgusted?” How could she have even thought such a thing? Every man worth his salt would welcome a woman who responded with such passion.

Of its own volition, his hand kneaded her breast. Oriana’s head fell back in response, and her lips parted on a moan.

“I would never be disgusted with a woman who gives herself so freely. As long as she gives herself only to me.”

Nico pulled her into his arms, lifting her off her feet, and captured her mouth with a hungry kiss. If he was still hallucinating, it was a damn good hallucination, and he didn’t want it to end.

Her full, soft breasts pressed against his shirt. He felt their warmth seeping into his body. Her arms wrapped around him, clinging to him as if she was afraid he’d drop her. Little did she know there was no way in hell he’d allow her to escape from his embrace tonight. Not until they were both thoroughly sated. And even then, he wouldn’t let go of her.

Her breath still tasted of the toothpowder she must have used earlier, and her lips were warm and receptive to his demanding kiss. He’d been prepared to send her away, but when she’d exposed her luscious breasts to him, he’d known instinctively that he would never be able to send her away, no matter what happened—even if she found the actual sex act painful and distasteful. Even if she cried because of it. Because to have a wife with a body as sinful as that of the most experienced courtesan, yet live separate lives would be unthinkable. He’d be a fool to let her go.

It left him with only one option: he would have to make sure she felt neither pain nor disgust tonight. He would have to be a patient lover and be more considerate than he’d ever been. He had to forget his own pleasure and only think of hers. Only then did he have a chance.
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Determined to do this right, Nico carried her to the bed and placed her on the coverlet. Without undressing, he joined Oriana on the bed, not covering her with his body, but simply lying next to her with his body turned toward her.

As she looked up at him, her eyelashes fluttered. He watched her bosom rising and falling.

“So beautiful,” he whispered, kissing her already-bruised lips again, then let his hand find her breasts again, kneading and squeezing the responsive flesh.

Her torso arched off the mattress, and her eyes fell shut when more sighs escaped her lips. Without haste, he moved his hand lower to where her negligee had bunched at her waist. He traveled over it until he reached the apex of her thighs. When he rubbed softly against that precious spot, Oriana bucked against him, moaning as he released her lips.

“Oh, yes, my sweet wife, tonight you’ll feel me here. Inside your wet cave.” He pressed against her mound, cupping her, feeling the heat that emanated from her. As if a furnace were burning inside her. If they weren’t careful tonight, the house would burst into flames and they would find themselves in midst of a fire that would consume them both.

When he released her sex, a disappointed mewl came from her. He suppressed a chuckle. His virginal wife was quickly developing a knowledge of what her body wanted. He was glad for it, and more than willing to comply. But this time skin-on-skin.

Nico tunneled underneath the fabric, reaching first the thatch of coarse hair, then dipping lower to where her arousal made her flesh slick. Without further coaxing, she spread her thighs wider, allowing his hand to dip between them.

He coated his fingers in her juices, stroking softly over the plump flesh that was begging him for a touch. With slow circular strokes, he explored her womanly folds, parting them to dip lower. He watched her face for her reaction. This morning, he’d had his face buried in her cunny and had been unable to watch her face, but this time he would make sure he found out immediately if there was something she didn’t enjoy. He was determined to do everything right.

Keeping his touch gentle, careful not to be too rough, his eyes wandered over her flushed face. Her skin glistened, and beads of sweat formed on her neck and forehead. He’d never seen a lady sweat—plenty of whores, yes, but not a well-bred woman. It was frowned upon in polite society, yet Nico decided that it was becoming of her. In fact, Oriana looked positively ravishing—no, more than that, positively wanton—the way a thin sheen of moisture built on her skin.

He wondered what it would be like once she rode him. Her petite body would be aflame, and their bodies would glide against each other smoothly, helped by the moisture that was building on their skin. But not only Oriana’s skin was getting increasingly moist, her sex was now saturated with her arousal, the enticing scent of it spreading in the bedchamber like an expensive perfume the trade ships had brought from the East.

He inhaled it, taking it into his body as if it were nourishment. And maybe it was, because it doubled the power and wildness that lived within him. At the same time, it made his cock ache more intensely.

He hadn’t undressed yet, and he wouldn’t until Oriana was good and ready for him. Because once his cock was let out of its confinement, he would plunge it into her within seconds, unable to hold back any longer. He’d never been so randy in his life. Was it because tonight he was going to fuck a lady, not one of the whores who normally saw to his needs? Needs that were becoming more urgent by the second.

But while he couldn’t satisfy them yet, he could do something else he’d always enjoyed. Talking to a woman while he pleasured her. But not in polite words, rather words no well-bred woman knew. Could he risk it with Oriana?

Before he could even make a decision, his mouth was already open. “What a beautiful cunny you have.”

A hushed breath rushed from her lungs, and her eyes flew open.

He hesitated, but she didn’t pull back. Instead she gyrated against his hand that had stilled, clearly urging him to continue. Locking eyes with her, he not only stroked his finger upwards to her pearl, but he also spoke again. “Yes, the sexiest cunt I’ve ever touched.”

Her eyes widened, and the blush on her cheeks darkened.

“The tastiest I’ve ever licked.”

She moaned, her lips parting and her tongue darting out to lick them. He groaned. “And when you came apart this morning, I felt your pussy clamp down on my finger as if you wanted to pull me deep inside you. Was that what you wanted?” He probed at the entrance to her body. “Was it, Oriana?”

Her sex arched toward him, but he didn’t push inside her. Instead, he circled her slit.

“You have to tell me what you want, my sweet. Do you want my finger in your cunt?”

She dropped her lids halfway, avoiding his insistent gaze, but he wouldn’t let her get away with it. He lifted his hand from her pussy and slid farther up, attempting to free his hand from under the silk fabric.

“No!” she cried out.

He stopped in his movement, leaving his hand where it was, barely grazing her pubic hair. “Yes, my sweet?”

Lifting her lids slowly, her gaze crashed into his. Her eyes were dark with lust and passion, her voice breathless, when she finally answered, “I want your finger inside my . . . c-c-cunt.”

He gave her what she wanted, sliding his hand back between her legs and extending his middle finger. Then he parted her folds and pushed inside her tight sheath.

A contented sigh came over Oriana’s lips. He bent over her face, his lips hovering over hers. “See, my sweet, the things I’ll give you if only you ask.”

Then he withdrew his finger and pushed back inside, making her gasp for air. She was tighter than anything he’d ever felt. He knew that she would scream out in pain if he tried to plunge his cock into her and rip her hymen, which he was probably already partially perforating with his finger.

There had to be a way of distracting her from it. Damn it, he’d never slept with a virgin. He had no idea how painful it would be for her. Would she feel it like a pinprick? Or was it as if somebody drove a knife into her? How much pain would she feel? And how long would it last?

Maybe he could do things gradually.

Releasing her lips, he dropped his head to her neck, kissing her tempting skin. Underneath his lips, her vein pulsed, the rhythm tempting him to taste her. But he couldn’t risk that. One other task was more urgent at present: to deflower her without causing her pain.

“Sweetling, I’m going to make you feel the way you felt this morning,” he whispered to her. “Remember when your body came apart as if you were lifted in the air?” At least he hoped that was what she’d felt.

“Yes, it was . . . ” Her voice died.

“ . . . magical,” he ended her sentence for her. “And I’m going to make it magical again. But I want you to do something for me too.”

Her body froze for a moment, and he immediately rubbed his thumb over her pearl, while keeping his finger inside her. She relaxed into his touch.

“I need to stretch your beautiful cunny. You’ll have to take two of my fingers. It’ll feel uncomfortable at first.”

“But, it’s already . . . ” Again, she didn’t finish her sentence.

Nico made small circles around her center of pleasure and moved his finger gently inside her. “I know, my love. That’s why I want you to bury your face in my neck and bite me if it’s painful. That way I know to ease off.”

“Bite you? But I can’t possibly—”

He lifted his head and looked at her. “Please. I want you to.”

She eyed his neck, and slowly he dipped his head so that her lips connected with the spot where his neck and shoulder met. He shivered involuntarily. If she were a vampire female, she would know that it was normal for lovers to bite each other during the act. It would heighten their arousal. Even though Oriana was human, she would heighten his arousal despite the fact that her blunt human teeth would never break through his tough vampire skin.

When she nibbled gently, he sighed and resumed finger-fucking her while his thumb rubbed over her pearl with faster strokes. Her breathing became more uneven, her body writhing under his ministrations. Her cunny rained more juices onto his finger, the lubrication making it easier and easier to drive his finger in and out of her. On the next stroke, he added his index finger and slowly pushed both fingers forwards. Simultaneously, he caressed her clitoris faster. He felt her hold her breath, her back arching off the bed, then he slid both fingers into her.

Oriana’s teeth dug into his neck. Pleasure speared through him, and at the same moment he felt her muscles spasm around him, gripping him tighter, pulling him inside her with a force astounding for a woman.

He felt her climax violently against his hand, her teeth releasing his neck too quickly for his liking. Knowing this meant that she wasn’t in pain anymore, he continued to slide his fingers in and out of her. More gently now in rhythm with her orgasmic spasms. Her pussy relaxed, opening wider for him and allowing him to finger-fuck her. Without thinking, he added a third finger to the first two. And she took those three without any complaints. All she did was gyrate her hips against his hand, moving in synch with him.

Relieved, he pulled his head from her and gazed at her. “Are you ready for my cock now?”

Her eyes opened wide, a twinge of fear clearly visible in them.

As Nico pulled his hand from her, he noticed a few drops of blood on it. He’d ripped her hymen—good, it would make things easier from here. He took her hand to bring it to the massive bulge that pressed against the flap of his trousers, realizing too late that moisture had already leaked from it. When he pressed her hand against it, a choked sound came from her throat.

“I’ve already had three fingers inside you, love. This isn’t going to be much more.” Who was he kidding? His cock was at least as thick as four times his largest finger. And even though she was now without a hymen, he would still cause her discomfort.

Oriana squeezed his hard-on, making him jerk back. “Fuck!”

Immediately, a frightened look crossed her face and she scooted away from him. He reached for her, pulling her closer.

“Don’t be afraid! I’m sorry, but if you touch me like that, you’ll make me come in an instant.”

“Come?” she murmured.

He smiled and slid his hand over her sex, the silk fabric a thin barrier. “Yes, come.” He pressed against her still pulsing folds. “Like you came just now. You’ll do the same to me if you touch me like that.”

Confusion turned her forehead into a frown. “And you don’t like it? I thought men—”

“Oh yes, men do like that. More than anything,” he interrupted. “But you know what I like even more?”

She shook her head.

“When your sweet cunt squeezes me, just like it squeezed my fingers. So tell me, my wanton wife, will you grant me that?”

Her eyes dropped back to his erection, then her hand slid over it, stroking his entire length as if she was measuring him. “Yes.”
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Oriana watched with fascination how Nico undressed in front of her as if he’d done so a thousand times: without shame or embarrassment, while he continued to look at her with such intensity that her body heated once more.

She still felt the shudders that had gone through her body when he’d touched her with his expert hands. Now those same hands opened the buttons of his shirt, revealing a ripped chest and flat stomach. A light dusting of dark hair covered his torso, growing stronger farther down until it built a dark line of hair that disappeared into his breeches. Almost as if it were meant as a guiding sign. She was drawn to it instinctively.

Her eyes dipping lower, she stared at the heavy bulge that was hidden behind the fabric. Earlier, she’d felt its heat under her palm. She’d felt it pulsate against her hand and had never before felt so alive when touching it.

When his hands went to the buttons of his flap, her mouth went dry. One-by-one, he eased the buttons open, then slowly pushed his trousers down, stepping out of them. His smalls followed while she lay there motionless. Only her chest moved: up and down in quick succession, her breathing having sped up. The heat she felt was unbearable. And she knew why: because she was staring at a naked man whose body was so perfect and beautiful, she couldn’t believe that he was her husband.

Even before this night, she’d known what a man’s physique was like: she’d seen depictions of the statue of David, a nude male chiseled into marble by the artist Michelangelo. But Nico was different. More beautiful, more perfect, and . . . bigger.

The hard, veined shaft that curved toward his belly was almost purple in color, attesting to the blood inside it that made it stand erect like a flag pole. Beneath it, a sac hung heavy, the oval pieces of fruit inside clearly visible.

A groan made her lift her eyes to meet Nico’s gaze. His eyes had a golden sheen to them now, the natural green in them suddenly gone. Maybe the light from the candles and the fireplace played this optical trick on her.

Nico took a step toward her then reached for the fabric of her negligee where it pooled at her midsection. He pulled on it, lifting her bottom in the process, and stripped her naked. Instinctively she covered her sex with her hands. But he gripped them and pulled them away.

“Never hide anything from me,” he warned, his voice a low growl.

The mattress dipped under his weight when he joined her on the bed. His hands pushed her thighs apart.

Oh, God, now he would mount her, and it would be painful—no way would his massive manhood fit inside her, just the way her friend Ilaria had told her. Oriana squeezed her eyes shut and steeled herself for the inevitable.

A heavy sigh came from Nico. “Open your eyes, Oriana.”

She obeyed.

“You’re still scared. That won’t do.”

She turned her head away. “I’m sorry. I’ll bear it. I promise. Mount me and—”

“Mount you? Is that how you still see it? That I’ll mount you like a stallion to take my pleasure without any regard for yours?”

“You’ve already given me pleasure. It’s only right that you receive the same. I won’t resist you.”

Nico shook his head. “That’s not how this works. I won’t mount you. Not like this.”

“But—”

She was unable to finish her sentence, because Nico suddenly turned onto his back and lifted her onto his body. Her legs fell open, straddling him. His shaft pulsed against her stomach.

“You will mount me.”

“W-what?” Shocked at his suggestion, her heart began to pound frantically.

“You heard me, my sweet. You’ll be the one to decide when I’ll enter you, and how deep and how hard I’ll thrust. You’ll be holding the reins.”

“But surely that’s not how it’s done. I mean, my friend, her husband—”

Nico placed his finger over her lips. “Your friend’s husband is not worth his salt if he can’t show his wife the pleasures of the marriage bed. And just so you know: there are hundreds of ways a man can make love to a woman, and few include mounting her. I have every intention of teaching you every single one of them.”

Surprised and at the same time relieved about his revelation, she dipped her head to his. “Will you teach me how to please you?” Because a man who showed such consideration for his wife had to be rewarded.

“My love, you already please me more than you can know. Now all we have to do is learn to please each other at the same time.” Nico placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “Now ride me, my wanton wife. Slide your pearl against my cock, and when you’re ready, then take me inside you and bear down on me.”

His hand cupped her nape, his thumb stroking her cheek.

“Yes,” she whispered.

With her hand she sought his shaft and pressed it against her sex. Then she started moving up and down, the moisture that pooled from her coating his erection and making him slide smoothly against her. The spot where he’d touched her earlier, her pearl as he’d called it, throbbed at the contact.

Oriana threw her head back, sitting up straight. Supported by her knees and Nico’s hands on her hips, she continued her tentative movements. She noticed Nico’s breathing become more ragged, his groans more guttural. The cords in his neck bulged, and his jaw clenched as if he was fighting against something.

It excited her to watch him like this, to see him submit to her touch. When she squeezed his shaft and pressed harder against him, he cursed.

“Fuck! Oriana! Have mercy with me!”

She understood what he meant, and though it still scared her, one part in her wanted to feel him inside her. One part of her wanted to feel being taken by him. To submit to him.

She lifted herself on her knees, high enough so she could guide his shaft to her female folds. When she felt the crown of his manhood press against the entrance of her body, she shivered, not with fear this time, but with excitement. She wanted this, wanted him.

Taking a deep breath, she sank down on him, impaling herself on his rod until he was completely submerged in her. The fullness she felt was overwhelming at first, robbing her of her breath. For a second, she didn’t move, trying to adjust to the foreign invasion, then she felt him move underneath her, his hips pulling back, then pushing upwards again.

A breath escaped her and joined the moan Nico released. His eyes were shining back at her, a red rim around his irises. Stunned at what she saw, she froze for a moment, but then Nico’s hands on her hips distracted her, urging her to move. At first she moved slowly, but with every second that passed, her body heated more, and her rhythm took on a life of its own, not listening to her brain anymore, but simply responding to nature’s demand.

Beneath her, Nico thrust upwards each time she bore down on him, intensifying the impact. Her pearl vibrated with each movement, driving her to continue.

“Oh, God, Oriana!” Nico cried out, before he reversed their positions, rolling her onto her back.

Suddenly she found herself underneath him, her legs spread wide, and his cock pounding into her.

“But I thought,” she managed to croak.

He grinned down at her. “My turn to ride you.”

She found herself wrapping her legs around him, pulling him closer, adding to the power of his thrusts by digging her heels into his backside.

“Just like that,” he mumbled near her ear. “Let me fuck you hard and deep.”

To her surprise, she felt no pain or discomfort. All she felt was the lust that danced between them, the passion that ignited with every thrust, and the fire that burned around them. The heat that filled the room. She loved the feeling of being at his mercy, unable to get out from underneath him, unable to escape his relentless thrusts, his insatiable cock.

He stretched her wide, yet the fullness she felt was exhilarating, the sensations that raced through her body addictive. She wanted more of this. She wanted all of him.

His hands gripped her hard, probably leaving bruises on her delicate skin, but she didn’t care. As long as he touched her and looked at her with such passion, she didn’t mind. Because right now he made her feel like the most important person in his life. He only saw her. Nobody else existed.

When he sank his lips onto her neck and licked and kissed her there, she shivered, feeling a tingling sensation running through her body. As it reached her pearl, she lost all conscious thought. She was flying, her body weightless.

In the distance she heard Nico’s shout, a last thrust by him, and then a rush of warmth flooding her womb.

“Fuck, yes!!” he cried out, before he collapsed on top of her.

Her legs released him, falling limply to the sides. Before she could complain about his heavy body on her chest, Nico rolled onto his back, taking her with her, his cock slipping halfway out of her. As she lay on top of him, her body too weak to move, his hands went back to her hips, pushing her down on him completely and driving his cock deep inside her again.

She buried her face in the crook of his neck, inhaling his masculine scent.

“My love?”

“Mmm?” she answered.

“I hope you’re not too tired.”

She lifted her head to look at him. “Why?”

“Because I’m not done.”

“But you . . . I mean, I felt . . . ”

He grinned sinfully. “Oh, I came. But if you remember I promised to show you all different ways of how a man can make love to his wife.”

“Tonight?”

He brought his lips to hers. “We’ll start tonight. But we won’t finish tonight.”
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“I have business to attend to tonight,” Nico said as he rose and got out of bed.

It was early evening, and Oriana and he had spent most of the previous two days and nights in bed. She’d never imagined that such bliss was possible. No married woman had ever mentioned enjoying marital relations, let alone engaging in them with such frequency. By daylight even!

“Oh?” She made a disappointed face.

Nico smiled and bent to her for a soft kiss. “I’ll be back after midnight. Don’t wait up for me. Sleep.”

“Will you come to my bed when you return?” Two days ago she would have never thought that she’d ever make such a demand, but after all the things that she and Nico had shared in the last few days, she had developed enough confidence to ask for what she wanted.

“You’ll awake with my cock thrusting inside you, my hands on your breasts, and my lips on yours.”

Her heartbeat accelerated, her body unashamed of the desire that coursed through her at his words. “Would you really take me while I’m asleep?”

Nico leaned closer. “Yes, and you know why?”

“Why?” she echoed.

“Because you want me to. Because just thinking of it now gets you all wet. Am I right?”

His hand reached under the sheet and slid between her legs, legs she spread for him willingly. His finger probed at her moist core, then plunged inside her. She panted, instantly aroused and wanting more.

“Ah, my wanton wife. Who would have thought that you would turn into such an insatiable wicked woman?”

“You find me insatiable?”

“Oh yes, quite.” He withdrew his finger from her body and licked it, looking at her with hungry eyes.

The sight made her womb clench with need.

“Later, my wife, I’ll teach you something new.” His eyes dropped down to his cock. “I’ll teach you to love the taste of my cock.”

The thought should disgust her, but it didn’t. Nico had put his mouth to her sex several times, licking her, sucking her. Yet so far, he hadn’t asked her to do the same to him, even though she’d been curious. More than curious in fact. She was craving it, but hadn’t voiced it, because she wasn’t sure whether it would be too shocking a proposition. But now . . .

“Tell me, my wicked husband, why don’t you give me a little taste now before you leave?”

Nico groaned, his eyes darkening. “Because if I let you suck me now, I’ll never leave this room.”

Then he turned abruptly and went into his own bedchamber, closing the connecting door behind him.

Oriana sighed. She hated waiting. Knowing she would get bored if she remained in bed, she rang for her maid. Since her husband would be out of the house for the entire evening, she could attend to her own business. She’d neglected her research in the last few days, and it was important that she returned to it.

Tonight she would venture out with her trusted footman Giuseppe and take her apparatus with her to test it. It was something she couldn’t do in her laboratory. She had to roam the dark streets of Venice in search of vampires and hope her machine was working.

She’d tested it as much as she could in her laboratory, using herself and Giuseppe as test subjects. When a human touched the rod that protruded from it, the center of the machine would emit an orange glow. Her research led her to believe that the physical composition of a vampire was vastly different from a human; therefore the machine wouldn’t emit that same glow when coming in contact with a vampire. She expected it to glow blue instead, or maybe green, but not the warm color of a living, breathing human.

Tonight, she would try to find proof for her assumptions.

***

Nico sank his fangs deep into the woman’s neck, closing his eyes so he could imagine it was Oriana he was drinking from. But neither did the whore who was plying her trade in the back streets of Venice have the young and pliable body his wife possessed, nor did she smell as enticing. Rather, the smell of the filthy streets clung to the woman he’d coaxed into a dark corner, using his mental powers of suggestion, a skill every vampire possessed. Maybe subconsciously he’d chosen a victim who looked and smelled nothing like his wife so he wouldn’t turn delirious thinking he was drinking Oriana’s blood.

While the blood was as nourishing as any blood he’d had in his long life as a vampire, it didn’t give him the satisfaction he’d hoped for. He knew why: after making love to Oriana for two days and two nights, he craved her blood more than anything. Had he stayed another minute, he would have attacked her and taken her blood no matter how much she protested. Luckily, he’d had just enough strength left to flee the house and her tantalizing scent.

However, even now her scent seemed to follow him. Even in the dark streets of Venice, where some of the canals smelled viler than others, Oriana’s scent filled his nostrils, as impossible as it was.

Knowing his body had gotten all the nourishment he needed, he let go of the woman’s neck and licked the tiny incisions with his tongue, closing them instantly. Then he pressed a few coins into her palm—more than she would have earned had she serviced a dozen men tonight—and wiped her memory of the event.

Nico exited the alley and walked to a small piazza. On one side, a small fountain provided water. He cupped his hands and filled them with the cold liquid, then splashed his face and neck to wash away the whore’s scent.

When he dried his hands and face on his cloak and lifted his head again, his nose twitched. Oriana’s scent was back in the air. Clearly, his own body still smelled of her after he’d practically bathed his hands and mouth in her arousal for hours on end. He’d never been so crazy about a woman, and he’d certainly never thought he’d take to marriage so quickly and with such enthusiasm.

Turning away from the fountain, he crossed the piazza and walked over the small bridge that led in the direction of his home. Like a beacon, Oriana’s scent guided him, but when he reached another fork and would have turned right to continue to his house, Oriana’s scent seemed stronger to the left.

He hesitated when a scream suddenly echoed through the narrow alley.

Oriana!

It was her voice, he was certain. His entire body went on alert, and he ran in the direction from which the scream had come, her scent becoming more intense with every step he took. When he rushed around the next corner, he saw her: his proper wife was engaged in a battle with a thug, who had his hands on an item Oriana was gripping with both hands. He focused his eyes: it was some sort of apparatus he’d never seen, and it was emitting an orange light.

A few steps away from her, Giuseppe, the footman he’d inherited from her father, exchanged blows with a second man.

Not losing a second, Nico barreled toward them, his hands clenching into fists. He charged the man who was attacking Oriana, and, in slamming him backwards against the wall, broke his hold on the item he and Oriana were fighting over.

Behind him he heard Oriana scream once more, then he heard a crash. He swiveled, his hands releasing the thug, when he saw Oriana fall. Her hands were flailing as she tried to hold onto her balance, but she was still holding onto the apparatus as she fell backwards.

He rushed to her and reached for her, but all his fingers caught was a rod sticking out from the item in her hands. At the same time he noticed that the glow it emitted now changed to blue. He pulled on it, thus lessening the impact of her fall, but her head hit the wall behind her nevertheless.

“Oriana!” he screamed.

Her hands released the machine and it rolled to the floor beside her.

“Run!” he heard one of the thugs shout to his accomplice, and from the corner of his eye he saw the second thug push Giuseppe to the ground then run out of the alley, following the other one.

Fury coursed through him, and he was ready to kill those two, but there was no time. His wife was injured, and he had to take care of her.

Nico crouched down next to her, frantically touching her head and torso to feel for any injuries. He smelled no blood, a fact that filled him with relief.

“Oriana, my love, can you hear me?”

But she didn’t respond. He placed his hand on her chest, feeling for her heartbeat. It was as strong as always. He released the breath he’d been holding. Oriana was alive.

“Signore Angelotti?” the footman’s voice came from behind him.

He turned and glared at the man, pointing his finger at him. “You!”

How could his servant allow his wife to leave the house in the middle of the night?

“I’m s-s-sorry, signore. They c-c-came out of nowhere.”

“Not another word now! I’ll deal with you when we’re at home!”

He picked up Oriana in his arms and rose, then his eyes fell onto the contraption she’d fought over so bravely. Why?

“Giuseppe, pick it up. Follow me!”

“Yes, signore,” the servant answered meekly.

Listening to Oriana’s breathing and heartbeat, Nico carried her out of the dark alley.
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After assuring himself that Oriana’s heartbeat was strong and she had no external injuries, Nico placed her on her bed and called for the maid to tend to her needs. His senses told him that the shock of the attack, together with the violent encounter with a wall, had knocked her unconscious. He picked up no other signs of a serious injury.

When he closed the door to her chamber behind him, he walked down the stairs. In the foyer, the footman stood, hanging his head, still holding the contraption Oriana had fought over in his hands. Only it wasn’t glowing anymore.

“Follow me. And bring this . . . thing!”

Nico marched into the parlor and heard Giuseppe follow him and close the door behind them. He turned slowly, fury still charging through his veins.

“Look at me!” he ordered, his voice building like a distant thunder.

Giuseppe raised his head, his eyes displaying fear. “Y-yes, signore.”

“Tell me what you think you were doing out there!” He pointed toward the window, indicating the dark streets past the safety of his walls. “Have you no sense? How could you take my wife out there in the middle of the night, subjecting her to the vermin that roams the streets at such an hour? How could you put her in such danger?”

The footman trembled. “I’m sorry, signore. B-but your wife, she demanded—”

“Demanded?” Well, Nico could picture only too well what it looked like when Oriana demanded something. He’d been subjected to her sharp tongue on their wedding night. “I don’t care what my wife demands! You should have come to me!”

“B-but, signore, you were o-o-out.”

“Ah, well, yes.” Nico took a quick gulp of air. “Then you should have made her stay until I was back! There is no excuse for allowing her to put herself in danger.”

“But the other t-t-times,” he stuttered. “Nothing happened before.”

Nico glared at the man. “The other times?” He took a step closer. “What are you saying? That my wife has done this before? That she goes out on her own on a regular basis?”

“Never alone,” Giuseppe assured him. “I’m with her a-a-all t-t-the time.”

Nico clenched his fist. “Yes, and we all know how well that worked out tonight! Had I not come upon her, that cutthroat would have seriously hurt her, maybe even killed her!”

As he said it, he felt a stab in his heart as if somebody had driven a stake into it. In that moment he realized that losing Oriana would mean losing his heart. Because he loved her. For an instant, he froze, stunned at the realization. How could this have happened? How could he have fallen in love with his own wife when three days ago he’d fought tooth and nail against this marriage?

“Why was she out there?” he thundered, then pointed to the contraption in the servant’s hands. “And what is this? Why was she fighting with that cutthroat over this thing?”

The servant’s eyes widened, and he nervously looked around the room as if looking for a way to escape his master’s scrutiny.

“Speak! Or I’ll make you regret the day you were born!”

Shaking, Giuseppe’s mouth opened. Only a croaking sound emerged.

“Now!”

“Y-y-your w-w-w-w-wife she has a l-l-l . . . ” His voice died.

Nico’s heart stopped. “A lover?” How could this be? She’d been a virgin until he’d deflowered her only two days ago. With disbelief, he stared at the stuttering footman. “I swear, man, I’ll crush you with my bare hands if you don’t tell me the truth immediately.”

“L-l-laboratory. Your wife has a laboratory,” Giuseppe answered.

Relieved and confused at the same time, Nico questioned him again, “What do you mean, a laboratory? For what purpose?”

“The signora tinkers.”

“Tinkers?”

Giuseppe raised the apparatus in his hands. “With s-s-science. She built this to proof that v-v-v-vampires exist.”

The room suddenly began to turn before Nico’s eyes, as if the earth beneath him were shaking. “No, no,” he mumbled breathlessly. It was impossible. His wife? She was the one who was rumored to have a way of ferreting out vampires? “No,” he repeated.

“Y-yes, signore. I speak the truth. You have to believe me.”

Nico looked at him, then dropped his gaze to the machine. “Show me.”

“Show you what, signore?”

He made a throwaway gesture. “Everything: her laboratory, her science, how this contraption works. Everything!”

Meekly, the servant nodded. “There’s a secret passageway.” He motioned Nico to follow him as he stepped out into the hallway.

A secret passageway? What else was in store for him? He was unable to even contemplate what this news would mean for him. If his wife was the person who was trying to find a way to discover vampires, then she was their enemy. He couldn’t live with his enemy. One day she would find out what he was. One day she would discover his secret and kill him. Because there could only be one reason why she had built this machine: to aid the Guardians of the Holy Waters, the vampires’ sworn enemies. Maybe she was even one of them! Who was to say that the secret society of the Guardians only consisted of men? What if women had joined their ranks?

With a heavy heart, Nico followed his servant through a hidden door in the paneling in the hallway. It led him along an old, musty, narrow corridor to a single door. Giuseppe reached above the sill of the door and pulled a key from it. Unlocking the door, he pushed it open and entered. Hyperaware of his surroundings, Nico entered behind him.

The room was dark. Nico heard a match being struck, then watched Giuseppe light a candle. The light now illuminating the room revealed a multitude of bottles, jars, and tools, as well as an abundance of scientific books and papers.

Nico pointed to the machine Giuseppe now placed on a work bench. “I saw it glow when we were in the alley. It’s not glowing now. How does it work?”

Giuseppe pointed to a cylinder in the middle of the contraption. “Your w-w-wife fills it with a l-l-liquid and when a vampire touches it, it will g-g-glow a certain color. If the p-p-p-person is human, it glows a d-d-different color.”

Nico nodded. He’d seen the machine in action: it had glowed orange when the cutthroat had tried to take it from his wife, but when Nico had touched the rod that protruded from its front, it had started glowing blue. But he wasn’t going to share this revelation with Giuseppe, since he was almost certain that the servant had been too engaged in fighting off the second thug to have had an opportunity to observe what had happened.

“Why doesn’t it glow now?”

“The cylinder is empty. M-m-maybe the liquid spilled, w-w-when your wife fell.”

Nico stretched his palm out to Giuseppe. “The key to this room.”

Giuseppe quickly obeyed and placed the key in Nico’s hand.

“Nobody enters this room. And not a word to my wife that you told me about this. Do you understand?”

“What if she is looking for the k-k-key?”

“Then you know nothing!”

Giuseppe nodded. Nico motioned him out the door, then after following him, locked the door behind them and put the key into the pocket of his waistcoat. In the hallway he turned to his servant once more.

“I will be back shortly. In the meantime, you’re responsible for seeing that nobody enters or leaves this house. That goes for everybody, especially my wife. If my orders aren’t followed to the letter, I will find you, I promise you that.”

A frightened look on his face, Giuseppe nodded quickly. “E-e-everything will be done as you w-w-wish, signore.”

But at this point, Nico wished only one thing: for this nightmare to be over. However, it was a wish his servant didn’t have the power to grant him.
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A sudden silence fell over the parlor in Dante’s and Raphael’s house, where the two brothers, their wives Viola and Isabella, as well as Marcello, Lorenzo, and Bianca were assembled. They had been poring over the list of Guardians’ names once more.

Nico nodded gravely. He’d arrived ten minutes earlier and relayed what his footman had told him and what he’d observed with this own eyes when coming upon Oriana in the dark alley where she’d been attacked. “It’s true. My wife is the enemy we’ve been hunting for the last few days.”

The enemy—the word sliced through his chest.

Raphael sighed. “There can only be one reason why your wife was attacked.” He exchanged a look with Marcello.

“The cutthroats you chased off must have been working for the Guardians,” Marcello continued. “Nobody else has a reason to want this machine.”

Nico shifted restlessly from one foot to the other. “But why attack her if she’s working for them?”

“Maybe she isn’t. Maybe she’s working on her own and will sell the machine to the highest bidder. If the Guardians are aware of that, they’ll want to intervene before somebody else gets hold of it,” Raphael ventured a guess.

Marcello made a hand movement, indicating his impatience. “Be that as it may. It’s clear what we have to do: destroy the machine and erase her memory.”

Nico’s heart began to race, but before he could even protest, Lorenzo rose from his seat and protested, “No!”

All eyes landed on him.

“You know my position on this. Erasing a human’s memory should only be done if it is to erase a single moment in time, not entire weeks or months of a person’s life. It’s too dangerous. You all know what can happen.”

Nico locked eyes with Lorenzo, knowing only too well what lay in his friend’s past. He’d been forced to erase his lover’s memory after she’d tried to stake him. Elle had ended up in an insane asylum, her mind destroyed, because of the amount of memories Lorenzo had erased. Ever since then, Lorenzo had cautioned all of them not to make the same mistake.

“I can’t do this to my wife,” Nico said quietly, reassuring himself that he wasn’t the kind of monster to hurt the woman he loved.

“Then what are you planning to do?” Marcello took a step toward him, poking his index finger into Nico’s chest. “Why do you even care? Weren’t you the one who was planning to send her to the countryside after the wedding? Or have you suddenly changed your mind?”

Surprised that even Marcello knew about his original plan, he glared at Raphael and Dante.

Dante shrugged. “You never said it was a secret.”

“Never mind that now,” Marcello continued. “You know as well as each and every one of us that your wife presents a danger to us. We have to deal with it. Swiftly, before things escalate and the Guardians succeed next time and snatch the machine from her.”

Nico’s anger surged. “There won’t be a next time. I’ll destroy the machine!”

“That won’t be enough!”

It had to be, because the other thing his friends expected him to do, he couldn’t do. “It will have to be enough!”

“And what if they snatch her?” Marcello challenged him. “What if they force her to build a new machine?”

“She won’t.”

While Nico’s voice was strong and filled with determination, his mind was anything but. How would he stop his wife from betraying them? He couldn’t keep her locked up day and night. He would have a mutiny on his hands in short order. A headstrong woman like his wife wouldn’t submit for long. Eventually, she would resent him for curbing her freedom. And she would try to escape.

“There’s no way of making sure of that,” Marcello disagreed.

Lorenzo, leaning casually against the fireplace, cleared his throat. Nico snapped his gaze to him.

“There is one way,” Lorenzo claimed.

Nico raised an interested eyebrow.

“Show her what you are.”

For several seconds nobody spoke. Then Nico shook his head. “It’ll never work. She hates vampires. Why else would she build a machine to be able to identify us? If I reveal what I am . . . ” Nico couldn’t finish his sentence.

Oriana would recoil from him in disgust. Instead of wrapping her legs around him and pulling him closer, she would kick him off her, searching for the nearest weapon to kill him. And then he’d be forced to kill her. And by God, he could never kill the woman he loved.

“Nico.” Lorenzo’s urging voice penetrated his thoughts.

He looked up to meet his friend’s gaze.

“Nobody’s heard from you in the last two days and nights. It leads me to believe that you’ve been . . . shall we say, busy with your wife?”

Nico narrowed his eyes. “What is your point?”

“If she’s invited you to her bed and you stayed there for two days and nights, I can only assume that she enjoyed your company as much as you enjoyed hers.”

Nico clenched his teeth. “Get to the point.”

Lorenzo smiled nonchalantly. “But that is my point.”

“Would you care to elaborate on that?”

His friend laughed. “I didn’t think you needed tutoring lessons in seduction.”

Nico fisted his hands at his hips and widened his stance. “It’s one thing to seduce a woman into your bed, it’s an entirely different one to make her accept me as a vampire. She’ll recoil from me in disgust.”

A soft female chuckle interrupted him. He turned his head to stare at Isabella and Viola.

“For a moment maybe, until she’s overcome the initial shock!” Isabella claimed. Then she let her eyes wander over her husband’s body. “But once she realizes what it means to have a vampire for a husband, she’ll be yours forever.”

Nico looked at her. He couldn’t help but notice how her chest suddenly heaved when Rafael looked at her, his eyes blazing with lust. Would Oriana react the same way once she knew what he was?

Marcello grunted and pointed at his fellow vampires. “If I leave it up to you besotted idiots, our entire race will vanish in no time. I say we destroy the machine and erase her memory now. It’s the only sure way!”

“No!” Nico protested. Marcello’s reaction was forcing him to make a decision. “I’ll follow Lorenzo’s suggestion.”

Marcello glared at him. “Fine. You have twenty-four hours. If you can’t bring your wife in line by then, we’re doing it my way. Any objections?” He looked at the brothers, then at Lorenzo, daring them to protest.

Lorenzo threw up his hands in capitulation and rolled his eyes. “Whatever the big brute says.”

Raphael and Dante exchanged a quick look, then Dante replied, “One day and one night.” He tossed Nico an encouraging look. “I doubt you’ll need that much time.”

Wishing he could display the same confidence his friend possessed, Nico turned on his heels and left the house. He would have to conjure up all sensitivity and tact he possessed to aid him in the most difficult mission of his life. To convince his wife that he wasn’t a monster.
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“The signora is awake,” the maid informed Nico the moment he entered his home.

With a curt nod, he acknowledged her words. “My wife won’t need you any longer tonight. You may go to bed.”

She curtsied and withdrew.

Taking a deep breath, Nico headed for his wife’s bedchamber. When he reached it, he hesitated for a moment. He would have to be as calm as possible to achieve his goal.

He opened the door and entered, finding that the maid had added more wood to the fire to warm the room. An oil lamp was lit next to the bed and threw an orange glow over Oriana, who sat up in bed, wearing a virginal nightdress that reached almost all the way to her neck.

She turned her head when she heard him enter and looked at him, then quickly averted her eyes.

“How are you feeling?” he asked politely.

“Perfectly well.”

Nico approached the bed and sat on its edge. “Good. Then maybe you’d like to explain to me what you think you were doing out there.” His words came out a little harsher than he’d intended, but he couldn’t take them back now.

Oriana sucked in a quick breath, her chest rising under the white fabric. “I was merely taking an evening stroll when those men attacked the footman and me.”

“A stroll?” He narrowed his eyes, anger boiling up at the fact that his wife was blatantly lying to him. “I would advise you to tell me the truth!”

She straightened her back. “Are you insinuating that I’m lying?” Outrage colored her voice.

Oh, what a magnificent actress his wife was!

Nico leaned in, making her shrink back into the pillows. “I’m doing more than that. I’m also telling you that from now on you won’t go out at night unless it’s in my company. You won’t put yourself in danger like this anymore. Do we understand each other?”

She huffed angrily. “If you think that simply because I submit to you in the marriage bed, I shall allow you to curb my freedom, let me make one thing clear, signore! I am not your property!”

Her cheeks were aflame, and her lips trembled.

“Ah, my dear wife, that’s where you’re wrong! You’re my responsibility now. You might have fooled your father, but don’t think you can play the same games with me. I’ve found you out! I’ve seen your so-called laboratory!”

She shrieked, her eyes widening in shock.

“Oh yes! I know what you’re up to and I’m telling you it’ll stop this instant!”

“You can’t do this!” she cried out. “My work! My research!”

“Research?! Do you have any idea what you’re getting into?”

“But I have to continue. I’m at a breakthrough. I’m certain I can make my machine work. Don’t you see? With it I can detect vampires.”

He glared at her, grunting low and dark.

“You might not believe it, but they exist. And I can make others aware of the danger they present. Venice will be safer for it!”

“There’ll be a bloodbath if you continue!” Because once he and his friends were exposed, they would be forced to defend themselves. It meant killing those humans who attacked them. Venice wouldn’t be safer.

“No, you don’t understand! Please, Nico, you have to let me continue,” she begged.

“No!”

She raised her chin and set her jaw. “If you don’t, you won’t be welcome in my bed any longer.”

At her threat, his mood darkened even further. She was going to deny him her body? The beast inside him growled, roaring its disapproval. “Careful with your threats!”

“I mean it!” she bit out. “Either you let me continue with my work, or you’ll be banned from my chamber!”

Furious at her mutinous behavior, he gripped her shoulders and pressed her against the headboard. “If I let you continue, you’ll be putting me in danger. Is that what you want? To hurt your husband?”

“How would that hurt you? By not having a submissive wife? Yes, surely that will hurt your ego!” she mocked.

Nico felt his fangs lengthen. “You might as well paint a target on my chest! Because everybody will know what I am.” He stared right at her and allowed his fangs to descend fully, opening his mouth in the process so she could get a good look at them.

Slowly, her eyes widened, and her breath rushed from her lungs. Her pulse instantly tripled, and she tried to escape from his grip. But he was infinitely stronger than she and didn’t release her from his hold.

“Yes, look at me! I am what you seek. I am a vampire, the very creature you wish to expose with your machine. I shall destroy your machine, but what happens to you is up to you.”

She squeezed her eyes shut for an instant, then opened them again. “Oh God, oh no! Please don’t kill me!”

 

Fear surged through her. How could this have happened? How was it possible that her husband was a vampire? Nico, the man who’d so passionately made love to her for the last two days and nights. Her short moments of bliss were at an end. Not only that: her life would end tonight. He would bite her and drain her.

Frantically, she shook her head, trying to wake up from this nightmare. Against all odds, she hoped that she was dreaming, even though she knew she wasn’t.

“Please have mercy!”

Nico tilted his head to the side. “Mercy? Why? You were going to sell the machine to my enemies so that they could eradicate my friends and me.”

“Who? What enemies? I wasn’t going to sell the machine.”

He gave a bitter laugh, ignoring her question. “Why do you hate vampires so much? What have they done to you?”

“They hurt people.”

“How would you know that? Has any of them hurt you?”

She glanced to his hands that clamped around her upper arms, holding her in a vice grip. “I saw one of them feeding from a human. Biting. Hurting.”

Slowly he shook his head. “From that you think we hurt humans? You have no idea what a bite does. How much pleasure it can give.” His gaze drifted to her neck, and his nostrils flared. “How much sexual pleasure I could give you with a single bite while I make love to you. More pleasure than you’ve experienced in the last two days combined.”

Her breath hitched. Farther South, her womb clenched at the thought of feeling him inside her again. No! She couldn’t allow that! He was a vampire, a vile creature, a monster. Why was he talking about making love? Was he trying to trick her into feeling safe?

“Never!” she vowed. “I’d rather die!”

“Die?”

He suddenly chuckled, making his features instantly much softer, despite the sharp fangs that were protruding from his mouth. Suddenly they didn’t look as scary anymore.

“Before you make a monumental decision like that, I would like you to understand all options. As we both know, the last time you made a decision without knowing the other side, you very quickly changed your mind when I showed you what options you were dismissing so casually.”

She gasped. How dare he remind her of the words she’d hurled at him during their wedding night? She’d told him that she wasn’t interested in sharing his bed because it led only to shame and pain. Of course, he’d convinced her otherwise. But this didn’t mean he could convince her again. Accepting marital congress was different from accepting a vampire as one’s husband.

“Do not even attempt such a thing!” she cried out, her fear turning into outrage. How dare he treat her like this?

“Are you challenging me?”

She noticed amusement in his eyes. Angry that he was clearly not taking her seriously, she raised her chin in defiance. “It is not a challenge. It’s a command! I command you to unhand me and leave.”

He grinned and appeared as sinful as if he were introducing her to a new way of making love. How could this be? How could she still see him as the lover he’d been, when now he was different, when now he was a vampire?

“Ah, but my sweet wife, I’m afraid you still haven’t learned that I don’t take commands from you. They only inflame me even more. And right now I’m in the right mood to bend you over my knees and spank your bottom for your insolent behavior toward me.”

Enraged by his suggestion, she tried to twist from his grip. “How dare you?!” She was no child that needed a spanking.

“Wrong answer, my sweet!”
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With one move, Nico flipped his wife onto her stomach and jumped behind her on the bed. Then he grabbed her virginal nightgown and ripped it all the way to the bottom, exposing the creamy skin on her back and ass.

Oriana tried to escape him, but he pinned her down with his knees over her thighs.

“You’ve been bad, disobeying your husband.”

He stroked his hand over her firm cheeks, eliciting an outraged grunt from her.

“Lay one finger on me, and you’ll pay for it!” she threatened.

“One finger?” he asked, his mind already forming an idea.

Painstakingly slowly, he ran his hand over her bottom, then slipped it between her thighs. Oriana tried to squeeze them together to deny him access, but her legs were spread wide enough for him to dip his finger to her female folds. To his delight, she was wet there.

“This finger?” he asked and probed at her slit, slowly thrusting inside her.

She moaned into the pillow. Satisfied at her reaction, Nico withdrew his hand. “Now that we know that your body is still welcoming me, let’s commence your punishment.”

“Why don’t you just kill me now? Do you have to humiliate me too?”

He gently stroked over her beautiful flesh. “Kill you? My love, I have no intention of killing you now or later. Nor humiliate you. All I want is for you to accept me for what I am. Your vampire husband. And we’re not going to leave this room until you do.”

He punctuated his words by delivering the first slap on her ass.

She cried out, sounding more outraged than in pain. “I’ll never accept a vampire as my husband!”

He smiled to himself, noticing that even though she was verbally still sparring with him, she wasn’t trying to twist away from him.

“That’s too bad, considering we’re already married.”

“I’ll get an annulment!” Oriana claimed.

He answered her with a second slap. “Out of the question!”

Then he gripped her hips and pulled her onto her knees, so her bottom was in the air. He slipped one hand between her legs, cupping her sex, then slapped her ass cheek with the other.

She moaned, panting heavily, and he felt her cunny quiver under his touch. Moisture trickled onto his fingers, and he slid them along her warm flesh, pushing upwards to find her pearl.

His next slap coincided with the pad of his finger pressing onto her pleasure button, and an uncontrolled cry came from her throat.

“See, my love, how pleasurable punishment can be?”

“Stop,” she begged, but her sex gyrated against his hand, asking for more friction.

“No,” he answered. “Let your body do your thinking for you.” He rubbed his finger over her swollen pearl, the juices that were oozing from her making the movement smooth and gentle.

“There,” he coaxed and slapped her once more. “That’s what you need. A good spanking from your vampire husband, so you’ll behave.” He deliberately reminded her of what he was, wanting her to hear it while she was experiencing pleasure so she would associate the word vampire with passion and pleasure.

Nico slipped one finger into her warm channel, while continuing to stroke her. “Do you want to come for your vampire husband?” He pinched her clitoris and delivered another slap on her bottom at the same time.

Oriana panted, her hips moving frantically to rub herself against his hand. He could feel how close she was. Over the last two days he’d learned to recognize her body’s signs. And he wanted to join her.

With his free hand, he opened the buttons of his flap and pushed his trousers and smalls past his groin, enough to free his cock. He was as hard as he’d ever been.

“That’s good, my sweet. You’re all wet and ready for me.” He pulled his finger from her and brought his cock to her pussy. “You know what that is, my love?”

She breathed heavily, her body pushing back toward him.

“It’s a vampire’s cock. Because a vampire is going to fuck you now. Just the way you like it.” Oriana had developed a taste for being taking from behind. She’d confessed to him that she liked to be dominated by him in that way, and he’d greeted the confession with enthusiasm.

Nico plunged inside her, driving his cock to the hilt.

“Oh, God!” she cried out, her interior muscles clenching instantly.

Already he could feel the waves that hit his cock as she spasmed around him. “Not yet! Oriana! Fuck!”

But it was too late. She climaxed, igniting him as if his cock were made of dynamite and her arousal were the fuse. On his next thrust, he shot his seed into her, coming without warning. For a few more movements, his body thrust as if driven by an invisible force, then he collapsed onto her. Before he could crush her with his weight, he rolled to the side, pulling her with him, wrapping his arms around her to prevent himself from sliding from her body. This was where he belonged.

His breathing was ragged, and his cock still pulsed. His fangs were still extended and he now scraped them against her neck, hungry for her blood.

 

Oriana shivered when she felt his teeth connect with her skin. Yet her body felt too lethargic to be able to move, her sex still dealing with the aftershocks of her release. She’d never felt so good. So thoroughly pleasured. To her surprise, the spanking had added to her pleasure, the shocks the slaps had sent through her body traveling directly to her pearl and igniting it. It was the reason why she’d been unable to stop him, even though she’d tried at first.

“My love,” he murmured. “Was it so bad to be loved by a vampire?”

She hesitated, unsure how to answer, when she felt Nico’s hand slip from her belly farther down. He combed through her pubic hair until his moist finger slid over the spot where her center of pleasure was hidden.

A sigh escaped her. “Oh!”

Then she felt his hips move, delivering the tiniest of thrusts. “Tell me, is loving a vampire as disgusting as you thought?”

“No,” she finally confessed. “But will it always be this way?”

“No.”

Her heart stopped. She’d feared as much. He would be the gentle lover now, but one day he wouldn’t be able to hold back his violent vampire side anymore and he’d hurt her.

“It’ll be better,” he whispered into her ear while his finger rubbed in circular motions over her pearl, stoking the flames that she’d thought had already died in her body. But the embers were still glowing, and now, with as little as a gentle caress and slow thrusts of his still hard cock, they were igniting again.

“Ah, my wanton wife, how I love it when you show such passion.”

His lips sank onto her neck, kissing her. Then she felt his sharp teeth scraping against her delicate skin. A shiver raced through her, making her tremble.

“Don’t be afraid! I’ll never hurt you. How could I? I love you.”

Surprised by this revelation, she turned her head to stare at him. A golden hew shimmered from his eyes, and there was nothing frightening about it, because all she could see was the affection he held for her.

Their eyes locked.

“Yes, Oriana, I love you. And by God, I had no intention of falling in love. It happened nevertheless. I’m at your mercy now. Because if you can’t love me and accept me for what I am, I have no life worth living. I need you. As my wife, my lover, my companion. I have no intention of robbing you of your freedom or the things you enjoy, but I’ll do everything to protect you. Because you’re precious to me. Without you, I’m simply an empty shell.”

Oriana turned fully to him, making him slip from her body. Nico didn’t move and let it happen. Her hand came up to touch his cheek.

“Can a vampire truly love?”

He closed his eyes in lieu of a nod. “As intensely as a human. And our hearts can just as easily be broken.”

She dropped her hand to his chest and laid it over the spot where his heart was. It beat into her palm, strongly and evenly.

“It beats for you now.”

She lifted her lids, looking into his eyes. “The bite. Will it hurt?” She was crazy even asking such a thing, but when he looked at her like this, love shining back at her, nothing else mattered. She wanted to be his in every way, even if it meant accepting him as a vampire.

“No. There’ll be no pain.”

“Will it turn me into a vampire too?”

“No. You’ll remain human. But you don’t have to make a decision now. As long as I know that you’ll think about it, I won’t make any demands on you. I won’t push you. I won’t force you. When you’re ready, you’ll tell me. Then, and only then will I drink your blood. Because once you do accept me, once you let me bite you, there’ll be no going back.”

Oriana felt her eyes grow moist. Nico was giving her a choice. He wasn’t going to force this on her now, despite what he’d said earlier. He loved her enough to give her the freedom of choice. Overwhelmed by his words, she could barely choke out her next words. “I love you.”

Then she pressed her lips onto his and kissed him.
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Oriana knew that her happiness wouldn’t last if she didn’t remove one last obstacle. Nico had told her that her machine would have to be destroyed, but in her heart she knew it wouldn’t be enough. The Guardians already knew about the machine. And they knew who she was; otherwise they wouldn’t have sent the two thugs after her to steal the apparatus from her. Even if she destroyed it now, Nico’s enemies wouldn’t give up. They would eventually catch her and force her to replicate it—unless they could be convinced that she was a fraud.

She contemplated telling her husband about her plan, but dismissed the idea quickly, remembering what he’d told her before falling asleep.

You’ll never get anywhere close to a Guardian again.

He would stop her, and Oriana knew she was the only one who could execute her deception. It was better if Nico didn’t find out about it. She’d heard his protectiveness shine through his words. He would only stop her. No, this was something she had to do on her own.

During daytime, while her husband slept deeply, she snuck downstairs, but found her laboratory locked. It didn’t take much to realize who had locked it and taken the key. It didn’t matter: after losing the key once before and not finding it for several days, she’d tried out all other keys in the house and discovered that the key to the cook’s pantry fit the lock to her secret laboratory. Nico wouldn’t be able to keep her from her machine.

Before she went to the kitchen to retrieve the key, she looked for the footman, finding him in the parlor tending to the fireplace. He rose when he heard her enter.

“Signora.” He bowed briefly.

She closed the door behind her and addressed him quietly, not wanting to be overheard. “I need you to arrange a meeting with the group who was interested in my apparatus. It’s of the utmost importance.”

“B-but signora.” His eyes darted to the door, and he shifted nervously. “You’re not to leave the house, and c-c-considering what happened, Signore Angelotti would n-n-not w-want me to—”

She cut him off with a hand movement and a glare. “Never mind that now. Do as I tell you! Arrange the meeting. For today.”

He sighed. “And w-what do you want me to tell them why you want to m-m-meet them?” Giuseppe asked, his voice sounding resigned.

“Tell them I want to demonstrate the machine to them.”

Her servant’s eyes widened. “They will try to steal it from you. We have to a-a-arm ourselves.”

Oriana shook her head. “You’re not coming with me.” She had to do this on her own. Besides, Giuseppe hadn’t been much help the last time. It was better if he stayed at home and made certain that Nico wouldn’t follow her. She wanted him nowhere near a Guardian. It would only expose him.

“B-but—”

“Do it! And not a word about this to my husband. Or I’ll make certain you’ll never find another position in Venice.” She hated threatening him, and she’d never follow through with her threat of course, but she needed his compliance.

Shock registered on the footman’s face, but he nodded in agreement.

“Good.” Oriana turned on her heels.

After retrieving the key, she let herself into her laboratory and went to work. She prepared two vials, each with a different chemical component and tested the machine. Her heart pounded so loudly, she was worried Nico would be able to hear it from the bedchamber.

Then the waiting began.

***

Nico had slept like a log. It was still daylight outside when he stirred and reached for Oriana, only to find her side of the bed empty. He shot up to a sitting position. Her scent still clung to the sheets. He looked around the room, but the bedchamber was empty. Maybe she had gone downstairs to eat. After all, he’d exhausted her the night before, and she had to be hungry. He too needed to replenish, and the thought of gorging himself on the blood coming from the thick vein on Oriana’s neck made his fangs lengthen. How long he would be able to hold back his hunger for her until she made a decision, he wasn’t sure. He could only hope that she would realize soon that she had nothing to fear from his bite. After all, she was making love to him with the full knowledge of what he was. It wouldn’t take long until she would accept every part of him.

Smiling contently, he rose and dressed quickly.

He walked downstairs, listening for any sounds in the house. From the kitchen he heard the cook going about her work. Other than that it was quiet.

Nico opened the door to the dining room and peered inside, but it was empty. There were no signs or smells that would indicate that Oriana had been there and eaten a meal in the last few hours.

Wondering where else she could be, he crossed the hallway and walked into the parlor. Nobody was inside, and the smell of a freshly lit fire overshadowed any other smells, making it impossible for him to know whether Oriana had been here.

Unease crept up his spine. There weren’t many other places in the house where she could be. When he stepped back out into the hallway, his gaze fell onto the wooden paneling behind which the secret passageway led to Oriana’s laboratory. He approached the door slowly, his suspicion rising with every step.

A faint whiff of her smell drifted to his nostrils. He cursed under his breath. He squeezed his eyes shut for a short moment, trying to push down the rising anger. Oriana had gone to her laboratory, going against his wishes. Had she not understood that she couldn’t continue her research? That doing so would endanger him?

He should have destroyed the machine instantly when he’d had a chance, but instead he’d spend the last hours in bed with his wife, making love to her to convince her that she could trust him not to hurt her. And as soon as he’d been asleep, she’d snuck down here behind his back to continue her work. How could she?

Fuming, he jerked the door open and entered the musty corridor, rushing along in the darkness until he reached the door to the laboratory. The door was unlocked, evidence that she’d gone against his wishes. He pushed it open, ready to give his wife a tongue-lashing she wouldn’t forget for a long time.

The room was empty. His eyes focused on the workbench where Giuseppe had set down her machine. He froze. It was gone.

His hands balled into fists, and he slammed them into the nearest wall, breaking through the dry wood.

“Oriana!” he screamed and turned on his heels, running back into the hallway.

“ORIANA!”

But there was no reply.

Then a sound coming from the butler’s pantry made him whip his head in that direction. Giuseppe’s dropped shoulders and his lowered head told him everything he needed to know. He charged the man and slammed him against the wall.

“Where is she?”

The footman trembled. His lips moved, but nothing came over them.

“Speak!”

“She w-w-went t-t-to m-m-m . . . ” His voice died.

“Where?”

“Th-the group who is i-i-interested in her r-r-research. She’s meeting them to show them the machine.”

His heart turned to ice. After declaring his love for Oriana, she’d betrayed him. And he hadn’t seen it coming. He’d not seen her deception. How blind he’d been, how utterly blind!

“Where?” he repeated, his voice dead calm.

He knew what he had to do now. There was no other solution. And simply wiping her memory wouldn’t be enough. There was only one answer to such a betrayal.

As he listened to the footman giving him the location where Oriana would meet a representative of the Guardians, Nico glanced toward the small window over the entrance door. Almost an hour of daylight was still left, but he couldn’t wait for nightfall. This situation had to be dealt with without delay.

Throwing his black, hooded cloak over his shoulders, he headed for the sheltered dock that held his closed gondola.
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Oriana’s hands trembled slightly when she inserted one vial into the metal holder in the center of her machine. Nothing happened at first.

“What is it supposed to do?” the man barked, his face concealed by the hood of his cloak.

They stood in an archway that led through a row of houses to a bridge crossing one of the many canals. It was quiet in this mostly residential part of Venice. There were no shops, no street vendors, no passersby. She’d realized too late that the location the Guardian had chosen to meet her was remote. Unease settled in her belly. What if she was mistaken, and the machine didn’t work the way she wanted it to?

Trying to keep her voice from revealing her nervousness, she said firmly, “When a human touches the rod which protrudes from the front, the center of the machine will glow orange, indicating a human’s warmth.”

“And how does that help with detecting a vampire?” he asked impatiently, suspicion rolling off him like rain water off the smooth tiles of a roof.

“I was coming to that.” Her hands fumbled underneath the machine, partly concealed by the dark cloth she’d attached to its bottom before leaving the house. “But first, I need to ask a question.”

“Mmm?”

She swallowed nervously. “Who knows about the machine?”

He chuckled unexpectedly. “All my uh . . . brothers do.”

“Yet, you’re the only one who wanted a demonstration of it?” she countered, hoping to get more information from him.

“A wise man doesn’t share his sources.”

“I beg your pardon, signore?” Could this possibly mean what she thought it meant?

“Every society has its hierarchy. To climb, one needs advantages.”

The wheels in her mind clicked. “You’re the only one then who knows who I am?”

“As I said, no man has ever risen to the top by sharing all his secrets with his competitors. But enough of that. Explain the machine! You said it would be glowing if a human touched it. I don’t see it glowing now, and you’re touching it.”

“I simply have to establish the connection from the vial to the rod by way of a tube.” She felt for the tube underneath the fabric and shoved it into an opening. Then she touched the rod with one hand, and the center of the machine instantly started glowing orange. “See?”

The man shrunk back a step, then curiosity made him move closer again.

She removed her hand and slipped it underneath the machine again, and the glow dissipated. Underneath the cloth her next action remained hidden from his eyes.

“Would you like to try it out too?” she asked, keeping her voice indifferent, so as not to make him any more suspicious than he already was.

***

From his hiding place across the bridge, underneath a sheltering archway, Nico watched his wife demonstrate the machine to the hooded man. His heart broke into a thousand pieces at having her deception confirmed. She was there to sell her apparatus to the Guardians, thus giving them a valuable tool to help them eradicate him and his fellow vampires.

Still, he waited, unable to do what he had to do: kill her and the man with whom she was striking the despicable trade. Why hadn’t she simply staked him in his sleep? It would have been a kinder death than letting him suffer like this. Suffer, because the woman he loved was betraying him to his enemies. Was that what he was waiting for, to hear her tell the stranger where he could find a vampire on whom to test the machine?

His throat constricted, allowing no more air into his lungs. For an instant, he closed his eyes, wishing for this nightmare to end, but when he opened his eyes again, he was still standing at the same spot.

Yet one thing had changed: the machine suddenly glowed blue, the same way it had glowed when he’d touched it that night. Only, the person who touched the apparatus now, was the Guardian!

Panic surged through him. He couldn’t see the face of the man. Was it possible that one of his fellow vampires had tricked Oriana into believing she was meeting with a Guardian? And once he knew the machine worked, would he then kill her?

Oh God no!

“I’m not a vampire!” he heard the man shout furiously. “It doesn’t work! The machine is a useless piece of garbage! How dare you waste my time?” He raised his hand to strike.

Too many emotions collided in Nico, rendering him unable to make a decision. His body made it for him: no matter what she’d done, how she’d betrayed him, he couldn’t allow Oriana to get hurt.

Nico charged from his shelter and barreled over the bridge, feeling the late afternoon sun’s rays on his back. Even though he was covered head-to-toe by the heavy hooded cloak, he could feel the heat instantly as it tried to penetrate the cloth and reach his skin.

In the seconds it took him to cross the bridge, one thing became instantly clear: the man wasn’t a vampire—now that Nico was close enough, he could not only smell the man’s human blood, but also see that he wasn’t surrounded by the telltale aura that identified a vampire to other vampires.

In the distance, a question emerged: why then had the machine glowed blue instead of orange? He had no time to find an answer, because at that moment, the man’s fist struck down on Oriana, knocking her toward the narrow stone stairs that lead down to the canal next to the bridge. She stumbled backwards, crying out.

“Nooooo!!!!” he roared, drawing the Guardian’s attention on himself.

But he couldn’t deal with the man right now. Oriana was falling backwards, her feet getting caught in her petticoats and her hands flailing. She’d dropped her machine to the ground the moment she’d been struck. Nico jumped toward her, reaching his hand out from under the protection of his cloak.

Muted sunlight hit his skin. He ignored the burning sensation, his eyes focused on his wife as her back crashed against the metal handrail. Her hand gripped it, but the metal made a cracking sound. Without a conscious thought, he lunged for her, reaching for her with both hands. He’d neglected to wear gloves, and now the skin on the back of his hands was blistering. He ignored the pain and got hold of one of her arms just as the handrail gave way, and she fell.

Oriana’s scream was a mere croak. Nico felt her full weight, now only supported by his hand clasping tightly around her forearm. From the corner of his eye he saw the Guardian approach. Nico whipped his head toward him and saw the blade he now wielded.

“I’ll teach you to cheat me!” he ground out and lunged toward them.

With one hand holding onto Oriana, trying to steady her swaying body, which hung suspended over the canal, he reached for his own knife under the cloak, realizing too late that he hadn’t armed himself before leaving the house.

The Guardian barreled toward him. Nico kicked his leg out, grazing his attacker’s thigh as the man sidestepped him. Knowing he was at a disadvantage, both because he was still holding onto Oriana, and because the late afternoon sun was quickly robbing him of his energy as it damaged his skin, burning through the upper layers, he made a split-second decision.

He turned away from the Guardian and reached for Oriana with his second hand, gripping her other arm. He heaved her up, depositing her onto the steps, just as a knife sliced into his back.

Pain seared through him. He knew the knife wound wouldn’t kill him, but in his current state, it debilitated him further. Swinging around, he faced the Guardian. This time, his attacker sliced through Nico’s cloak. It got tangled up with the knife, and as the Guardian attempted to pull his knife from it, he inadvertently ripped the protective cloak even further, pulling it halfway off Nico’s body.

Instantly, Nico felt the sun’s rays on his body, his white shirt and thin waistcoat providing no adequate barrier.

Stunned, the Guardian stared at him, seemingly only now realizing that he was fighting a vampire. With an evil grin, he pulled on the remainder of the cloak, pulling it clear off Nico. Now he was fully exposed. His face and neck instantly started to blister. From his damaged hands smoke already started to rise.

Despite the pain, Nico lunged at his attacker, knowing that if he couldn’t defeat him, the Guardian would kill Oriana. He landed a punch in the man’s face, wiping the grin off it. But Nico immediately realized that his strength was already waning. Under normal circumstances, his fist would have knocked his attacker unconscious. Now it only numbed him for a short moment. Already, his attacker was fighting back.

Nico eyed the archway. He had to push the Guardian back toward it so he could fight him under its shelter and avoid any more damage by the sun. Ramming his entire body against the man, he managed to get a few feet closer to the shaded area, but then a kick to his stomach pushed him back toward the bridge again.

The scent of charred flesh rose to his nostrils. Nico caught sight of his right hand, the one that had been exposed to the sun the longest and saw that the back of it had turned black like charcoal. Shit! He didn’t have much time left or the damage would be irreversible.

The Guardian’s hand holding the knife flew toward him. Nico twisted, avoiding it by a hair’s breadth, then landed a punch in his attacker’s neck, throwing him off balance. The Guardian tumbled for a brief moment, but caught himself and aimed his knife again.

Nico saw it coming toward him and tried to avoid it, but his movements were slowing, and his breath deserted his lungs. He was done for. The sun was killing him. He’d failed. The knife came closer. The Guardian didn’t need a stake to kill him now; he knew that: by debilitating him sufficiently so Nico wouldn’t have the strength to crawl inside, the sun would finish the job for him.

Nico’s eyes darted to where he’d left Oriana, hoping for one last glance at her, but she was gone. Disappointment and relief collided in him. At least she had escaped. Nico’s vision blurred.

Suddenly the Guardian froze. There was a movement behind him. His hand holding the knife dropped, then blood seeped from his neck.

Nico focused his eyes just as the Guardian fell. Behind him, Oriana stood, still holding her machine with both hands, blood dripping from the metal rod that protruded from its front.

Stunned, he stared at her.

Concerned eyes looked back at him. “We have to get you out of the sun.”

She rushed to him, put an arm around his waist and dragged him toward the archway. His feet barely cooperated, his knees already buckling, but Oriana didn’t give up. A moment later, he found himself sitting in the darkest corner of the archway, away from the sun.

His body still smoldered, the damage to his skin and flesh severe. He needed blood, and he needed it soon. But he needed to know something else first, otherwise his heart would never rest.

“Why did you save me after you betrayed me?”

A tender hand stroked over his chest. “I didn’t betray you.”

He closed his eyes, unable to look at her. “You demonstrated the machine to a Guardian.”

“I did. To prove that it doesn’t work.”

“But it works. The night you were attacked, it worked. You didn’t see it, because you fell, but when I touched it, it turned blue.”

“As it did when the Guardian touched it a moment ago,” she confirmed. “I secretly connected the machine to a different chemical to make sure he would think it doesn’t work.”

He stared at her, not understanding. “Why?”

“Because they’ll never give up if they think there’s a machine out there that’s working.”

Nico motioned his head toward the bridge where the dead body of the Guardian still lay. “But he’s dead. He won’t be able to tell his fellow Guardians that the machine doesn’t work.”

“But he was also the only one who knew who I am. The others don’t know. They’ll never find us.”

“How do you know?”

“He was using the knowledge of who I am as leverage with the other Guardians. He said, a wise man never reveals his sources. He was too greedy to share the information. We’re safe.” She sighed. “Now, let’s get you home.”

He shook his head. “I won’t make it.”

Oriana’s breath hitched. “No! Don’t do this to me! Don’t die on me!”

He shook his head. “What I meant to say is that I won’t make it home without blood. My body is too damaged to sustain another moment in the sun. I left our gondola on the canal parallel to this. I won’t make it that far unless I have a chance to heal first. To heal I need . . . ”

His eyes dropped to her neck, and he saw her shiver.

Then a smile suddenly curved her lips. “I suppose it’s the least I can do after you saved me from the Guardian.” She inched closer.

“Yes, it’s the least you can do,” he confirmed, smiling too.

Oriana tilted her head to the side, exposing her pale neck. He raised his hand to brush over her skin, then caught sight of the charred surface of it, and pulled it back.

“I’m sorry, I’m not much to look at right now.”

“I don’t look at the exterior, my love,” she murmured. “Because I can see your heart.” She pressed her hand over the spot where his heart was pounding out of control. “You risked your life for me.”

Then she brought her neck to his lips. He inhaled her scent.

“Drink from me.”

His fangs lengthened and nudged against her neck. He opened his mouth wider, then drove the sharp tips into her skin. A momentary tensing of her muscles was the answer, but then she relaxed against him, and he began to pull on her vein.

Her blood was rich and sweet. Greedily he drank from her, feeling how her blood spread in his veins, nourishing him, healing him. His cells restored themselves, the charred skin falling off him and new skin covering the exposed flesh. His hair grew, replacing the strands that had been burned off.

With every drop of her blood, his strength returned. And with it came the desire for her. The desire to have her. He pulled her up, having regained his full strength, and without removing his fangs from her neck, pressed her against the wall.

Then his hands pushed her skirts up and pressed the fabric into her hands to hold it up. She complied without complaint. Opening his breeches a moment later, he freed his cock. He was hard.

His fingers found the slit in her drawers, and he pushed inside her, seating himself to the hilt. Oriana moaned in response. The sound echoed in the archway and accompanied the thrusts with which he claimed her and made her his in every way.
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They had disposed of the Guardian’s body in the canal, weighing it down with a few stones and wrapping his cloak tightly around him, a task Oriana performed without flinching.

Nico couldn’t feel happier, knowing that his wife had allowed him to drink her blood.

“Did you like it?” he murmured now as they lay in bed, her naked body wrapped around his, their limbs entangled.

She chuckled softly, and the sound warmed his heart. “Do you really have to ask?” Her hand trailed down to where his cock was already swelling again. She wrapped her hand around him. “If you need more . . . ”

He laughed softly. “If you’re worried that my cock won’t be hard enough for you, my wanton wife, then don’t be. For the important things, I always have enough energy.”

“I just want to make certain that you’re completely healed.”

“I am.” He pressed a kiss on her lips. “Thanks to you. And now it’s time to thank you for it.”

Her cheeks blushed. “But you already thanked me. First under the archway, then here.”

Nico pulled her closer, caressing her soft backside. “Oh that? That was only a reflex to reassure myself that I’m still alive.”

“Oh!”

“Thanking you is going to take a little longer.”

Her eyelashes opened, almost crashing against her eyebrows. “How long?”

He brushed his lips against hers. “Eternity.”

Oriana suddenly pulled back and sat up. “For you maybe, but I don’t have eternity. I’m human.”

Nico sat up and faced her. “You have a choice, my love. But not now. Not yet. I want us to have children first.”

“Children?”

“Yes.” He stroked his hand over her stomach. “I want my seed to grow in you. Once we’ve filled this house with our children, you’ll have to make a decision whether to join me and become what I am, so we can live together for eternity.”

Oriana opened her mouth. “Ah—”

Nico placed his finger over her lips. “Not now. I want you to learn more about us first, so you’ll know what your decision means. You’re a scientist, are you not?”

She nodded.

“Then you’ll want to examine all issues before you come to your conclusion.”

“Examine?” she murmured and turned her gaze to his midsection.

A bolt of lightning charged through him. Yes, he had a wicked wife with a sinful disposition. And he wouldn’t have it any other way.

“May I start with the examination now?”

He leaned back into the cushions and pushed the bed linen down all the way, baring himself to her. “You may do anything you want, my love.”

She scooted down and eyed his cock, then licked her lips suggestively. “Anything?”

He groaned. “Yes, and particularly that.”

She glanced at him. “How do you know what I intend to do?”

Nico smiled. “Because I can read it in your face.” Then he pointed to his cock. “Are you going to make me wait forever?”

Oriana bent over his groin. A moment later, her tongue darted out, and she licked over the head of his erection. His entire body went rigid.

“Oh, I’m going to enjoy this,” she claimed.

“Not as much as I,” Nico prophesized.

A second later he lost his ability to speak when Oriana’s lips wrapped around him and slid down his hard length, taking him inside her warm and wet mouth.

And for a long time after that moment, nothing else mattered.
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