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  Evangeline Rutledge, an innocent young girl of gentle birth, is sold by her avaricious guardian to a Lord who has the reputation of being a vampire.


  Terrified, Evangeline runs away, and Lord Dominic Ravenscroft, known as The Raven, anticipates her reluctance to marry him and goes after her. So begins their relationship in a rundown castle in the wilds of the Yorkshire moors. The scene is made yet more desolate because it is winter.


  As it turns out, Raven is not only a vampire but also an assassin for the British government, and the screams Evangeline heard upon her arrival were the screams of a traitor being killed, not an innocent woman murdered for her blood. Evangeline, when she discovers her true self, is not quite so innocent as everyone thinks. Ultimately, the vampire and the inexperienced girl find that being opposites can make for a perfect marriage—and that a spanking can be extremely arousing.
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  Chapter One


  London, 1890


  


  “You have no choice! You will marry Lord Dominic Ravenscroft whether you like it or not.”


  Evangeline Rutledge stared in growing disbelief at her uncle. Silas Sidley had never been a loving, or even kindly, guardian, but she never thought he would stoop to forcing her into a marriage she did not want, and to such a man.


  “I have never even met Lord Ravenscroft. I know him only by his reputation, which is repugnant. His family history is streaming with blood and horror. Rumour has it they are involved in sorcery, even blood sacrifice.”


  “You exaggerate, girl! Anyway, I doubt he will murder you, not unless you annoy him terribly.” He snickered. “As I said, you have no say in the matter. It has all been decided. I have decided.”


  Evangeline stood before him, fists clenched, cheeks flaming. “No say? I’ll die before I will live with such a man.”


  Her uncle got up from his chair beside the fire with a look of studied boredom. “I suppose that is an option, but if you must die then at least wait until after the wedding so that I will get my inheritance.”


  Outraged as she was, Evangeline was also hurt. “Is that all you’ve Sanguinarian 9


  ever cared about, your inheritance?”


  His mouth stretched into an unpleasant smile. “Little as it is, yes. I raised you with the provision that when you reached the age of eighteen you would marry a man of whom I approve. You will receive a dowry of £5,000 while I receive £5,000 for keeping you.


  May I point out that you turned eighteen several months ago? My obligation to you is over.” He rose and went to the bookshelf, searching the dusty rows with one stubby finger for a particular volume.


  Evangeline followed him. “Keeping me cost you nothing more than the price of my meals. You provided no governess for me, no education save what I could contrive for myself. You did not give me a proper coming-out. I have had no opportunity to meet a husband of my own choice.” She punctuated the last sentence by poking him sharply in the shoulder with her forefinger, which she would not have dared to do only an hour before.


  He rounded on her so quickly that she took several steps backward. “And whom do you think you would get with a dowry of only £5,000 and no yearly income beyond that? Not a lord, my girl, I’ll tell you that much. You may consider yourself very fortunate to have a man like Ravenscroft offer for you. The Ravenscrofts are immensely rich. The name is hundreds of years old.” He moved in closer, forcing Evangeline back. “You are an orphan. What can you possibly hope to get that is better than I have found for you?”


  Evangeline dug in her heels. “If I have so little to offer, then why does Lord Ravenscroft wish to become entangled with me? What could I offer a rich man?”


  With a disparaging snort, her uncle replied, “What does Ravenscroft want with you? That is simple, my dear Evangeline.


  Ravenscroft no more wants you than you want him. He does not wish to marry at all. He especially does not wish to marry an annoying child with no money and no family name.”


  She followed her uncle back across the study to his chair and 10
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  found herself, as she so often had during her childhood, standing before him as if being scolded. “Then why did he offer?”


  Silas Sidley looked down at the leather-bound book he held and began to leaf through the yellowed pages. “He must marry before he turns thirty in order to inherit his substantial fortune. It’s that simple.


  Put some coals on the fire, Evangeline. It’s very damp out today.”


  Out of habit, she obeyed, picking up the tongs and resentfully throwing a few coals into the already blazing hearth. She herself had only one scuttle a week for her bedchamber and was not allowed another shovelful, should she use it all before Saturday. “Another inheritance at stake? But why does he want to marry me?”


  “He does not want you in particular. He wants to marry a young lady of obscure name and with no immediate relatives in order not to draw attention to himself. He has no wish to absorb a young wife’s family and all that goes with it into his life. Ravenscroft is a recluse.


  He has no intention of throwing balls and dinners just to entertain a wife. Aside from that, with the Ravenscroft name and reputation, no decent young woman would have him and no family would offer their daughter to him.”


  “But you would offer me?” Outraged, she threw the tongs down onto the hearth.


  “Yes, I’m afraid I would. I can no longer put off my plans to travel. I wish to go to the Far East and I need the money in your father’s will in order to do so. You will wed Ravenscroft and I will get on with my own life at long last. Ring the bell. I want some tea and I want to be left alone with my book.”


  Evangeline grasped the cord beside the hearth, yanking it so hard that the tassel came off in her hand. She looked at it impatiently for a moment then threw it into the fire. “How did Lord Ravenscroft know about me? I have never come in into contact with any of his family.


  We do not move in the same circles.”


  With an impatient sigh her uncle rested his book in his lap.


  “Ravenscroft placed a very discreet advertisement in various Sanguinarian 11


  newspapers stating that he was looking for a wife. I replied and only then found out that I had answered the advertisement of Lord Ravenscroft of Castle Haven in Yorkshire.”


  “An advertisement in a newspaper?” She felt cheapened as well as angry. “Would you hand me over to anyone in order to get rid of me, any murderer or monster?”


  “Yes!” He slammed the book closed with a loud clap. “As a matter of fact I would. I am quite determined to get you off my hands even if I have to murder you myself, you annoying girl. I have acquitted my duty to you and no more can be expected of me.”


  “And if I refuse?”


  “To refuse would be foolish. What will you do? You will not get your £5,000 until you marry and I refuse to be responsible for you any longer. You’ll not eat another meal at my expense, my girl, and that’s the end of it. You must marry a man of whom I approve and I will not approve of any man but Lord Ravenscroft. It’s all settled, a marriage contract has been drawn up and signed. There remains only for you to pack. I will be leaving this evening. You won’t see me again.”


  “When must I go?”


  “Tonight.”


  “So soon?”


  The door opened admitting the tall, very stout housekeeper who dwarfed Evangeline’s petite figure. Evangeline could not remember a time when Mrs. Brackett had not lived with them. She was their only servant, housekeeper, cook, and cleaner, and she did not take kindly to Mr. Sidley making demands for tea and whatnot on top all the work she already had.


  The woman planted her work-roughened hands firmly on her wide hips, demanding in her heavy Cockney accent, “What d’yer want?”


  “He wants tea.” Evangeline looked up at Mrs. Brackett, anticipating her frown.


  “Well, he knows what he can do. I’ve still got the bread to knead for the week.”
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  “We do not require any bread, Mrs. Brackett,” Evangeline told her. “We will not be here to eat it.”


  Silas Sidley looked up at the two women. “Since you’re here you might as well hear this also. Evangeline is to be married. She will be leaving this evening. I sold the house quietly weeks ago. The new owners take possession in the morning, so you might as well go with her. I have no further use for you.”


  “Hang on a minute,” Mrs. Brackett said. “You can’t just go and throw me out on my ear after I’ve been here for fifteen years.”


  “You are not being thrown out on your ear or any other appendage. You are merely moving. You may go with Miss Evangeline.”


  “Go where? Who’s she marrying?”


  “Oh, be quiet, woman,” he snapped. Mrs. Brackett crossed her meaty forearms over her enormous bosom but held her tongue. “Lord Ravenscroft turns thirty in the next few weeks. I don’t have all the details and frankly I don’t care. But if Evangeline does not get willingly into the carriage he is sending to collect her this evening and go on her way without protest, then he will come himself and fetch her by force. He told me as much.”


  Evangeline gasped. “And you, who have known me all my life, and who I assume cared something for my mother, would allow that?”


  “I would, Evangeline, yes. Now go and pack your belongings while Mrs. Brackett makes my tea.”


  “I’ll make no tea for you, you scurvy scoundrel,” Mrs. Brackett stated. “Thrown into the street after all these years of slaving for a jumped-up little nobody like you!” She threw a protective arm around Evangeline. “And you’d hand the poor lamb over to a man with a reputation like them Ravenscroft lot. You’re nothing but a dog. Make your own tea, because I’ll not make it.”


  The little man stormed to the door, tossing the book on the chair as he went. “I’ll be gone before the day is done. I have passage booked on a ship bound for Egypt this evening. I packed my trunk Sanguinarian 13


  early this morning, now go and pack yours. Good day.” With that he slammed the door behind him.


  Evangeline picked up the book and shuddered. A Study in Vampyres. She looked up at the housekeeper, utterly dejected. “What are we going to do, Mrs. Brackett?”


  “I don’t see what we can do, lamb. We might as well accept it.”


  Mrs. Brackett stood shaking her head, looking down at Evangeline with sad eyes. “You’re off to marry the Raven, and there’s nothing to be done about it. Off to a dank, dark castle in the middle of nowhere to live with God-knows-who.”


  Evangeline allowed herself to be led out into the narrow hall and up the stairs to her bedroom where she emptied the remains of the coal scuttle into the pitiful fire.


  “I’ll go up to the attic in a minute and get down the trunks,” Mrs.


  Brackett said. “It’s a bloody good job that one packed his own, because if he’d asked me, I’d have taken a pair of scissors to every last shirt and pair of britches in his wardrobe. Is this the first he’s mentioned about you getting wed, Miss Evie?”


  “Yes, the very first.” Evangeline pulled her clothes from the wardrobe and chest of drawers. A couple of gowns, two skirts, two blouses, patched and stitched undergarments, and nightgowns years old. “Perhaps when he sees my sad trousseau he’ll change his mind and not want me.”


  “Perhaps he’ll buy you some new clothes.” The housekeeper attempted to smile. “Once you’re his wife it’ll be his duty to look after you, Miss Evie.”


  “He could be a miser as well as a murderer.” Evangeline tried to smile back.


  “He couldn’t be a worse miser than that old cur down there,” Mrs.


  Brackett stated. “He ought to be hanged.”


  Evangeline squared her shoulders and raised her chin. “I could run away. We both could.”


  Mrs. Brackett sat down on the side of the bed and began to fold 14
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  Evangeline’s lace-edged pantaloons. “Where would we go without a sou between us, lamb? Your uncle’s washed his hands of you already and I’ve been given my marching orders. I’ll be out on the street if you don’t take me with you.”


  Evangeline dropped the blouse she was folding and came around the bed to where the housekeeper sat looking downcast, tears making her pale eyes glisten. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Brackett, I’ll take care of you.” She hugged the other woman tightly and was reminded of when she was a little girl and always thought that hugging Mrs. Brackett was like hugging a great old oak tree, solid and very wide. The only affection she had received from the day her parents had died had been from this common, middle-aged woman.


  With an enormous handkerchief pulled from her apron pocket, Mrs. Brackett dabbed at her eyes. “Poor dear.” She hugged Evangeline back. “Let’s get your clothes all packed and then we’ll do mine and, while we’re at it, we’ll think of what might be done.”


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Wimpole Street lay dark and deserted, the pavements slick from a recent downpour. Evangeline stood outside shivering, looking for the carriage, when the clatter of horses’ hooves on the cobbles up the street drew her attention. A carriage drawn by two jet-black mares stopped at the door.


  “Miss Rutledge?” the driver called out in a heavy Yorkshire accent.


  “I am she,” Evangeline confirmed.


  “I’m from Castle Haven, Miss. His lordship sent me to fetch you.


  Will you be traveling alone?”


  “I will be bringing a companion.” Evangeline glanced at the carriage to see if his lordship had deigned to come and bring her home himself, but the blinds were drawn and the interior lamp was not lit.


  “Shall I come inside and get your trunks, Miss, or will the butler Sanguinarian 15


  bring them down?”


  “We have no butler. I should be obliged if you would assist us.


  There are only two small trunks, but the stairs are quite steep.”


  “Very good, Miss.” The driver, a robust, red-faced man in his fifties climbed down from his seat, smiling at Evangeline. “I’m Hodder, Miss.” He offered a small bow. “Is it true you’re to marry Lord Ravenscroft?”


  “It is.” She was comforted by how ordinary the man looked.


  “You poor lass.” He shook his head and marched ahead of her into the house.


  Between the driver’s reaction to the news of her marriage and the sight of the black carriage, its windows heavily draped in black silk curtains, her apprehension mounted. The coat of arms on the door consisted of two ravens facing each other, feathers gleaming black against a gold background. The eyes were yellow. The thought of climbing inside the carriage, even with the carriage lamps lit and the company of Mrs. Brackett, seemed something she could not accomplish.


  “This is ridiculous,” she said aloud. “How dangerous can the man be? It’s only his carriage sitting there, for goodness’ sake, and here I am shaking in my boots.”


  Steeling herself to the prospect of her future, Evangeline stepped toward the carriage. Without pause to hesitate, she opened the door, pulled down the step and climbed inside. The interior was pitch-dark, with only a little light from the gas lamp on the street corner filtering in. She sank down into the luxury of the soft, black velvet seat, wondering if the castle would also be luxurious or if she would find it as dark and dank as Mrs. Brackett had predicted.


  At least the journey there would be comfortable.


  A slight tickling sensation on Evangeline’s knee frightened her and for a moment she went rigid. Spiders loved dark places and that was certainly one crawling up her leg. Summoning her courage, she brushed it away, only to find that it was not a spider but a long, thin, 16
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  cold hand.


  She screamed.


  At once the hand was clamped over her mouth and another grabbed the carriage door, shutting out the thin light. Total darkness engulfed her while fear gripped at her chest.


  “Don’t scream, girl,” a voice whispered in her ear.


  The hands moved from her mouth and caught her shoulders in an iron grip. “Do not scream, do you hear me?”


  “Yes,” Evangeline whispered. “Yes, sir.” She sensed a large presence beside her and felt long, silky hair brush her cheek.


  “I am Lord Dominic Ravenscroft.” His voice was low and breathy, yet she heard him clearly. “You are Evangeline Rutledge.”


  “Yes, sir, I am she.” Her hearted thudded sickeningly.


  “You are going to marry me, Miss Rutledge.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You would not think of running away, would you?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Good, because coming after you would be very tiresome and would make me very angry, however, I would do it, my dear.” He said my dear like a caress and yet it sounded threatening. “There is no escape. Your uncle sold you to me and you will marry me.”


  “Sold?” she whispered. “I thought he answered your


  advertisement, my lord.”


  “He did. And when he realized who I was he demanded £10,000


  from me. He said he would inherit only five and that would not be sufficient for him to remove himself from your life forever. I want him gone. I want no relatives of yours feeling that my castle door is open to them.”


  “So you paid him for me?” She was aghast.


  “I did, dear girl, and I like my money’s worth. You won’t give me any trouble, will you?”


  “What trouble could I give you?” she asked.


  When a cold hand slid around the back of her neck, she stopped Sanguinarian 17


  breathing. Without warning his mouth closed over hers, the sensations so sudden and unexpected she feared she might pass out. His breath was cold in her mouth and she swore she tasted blood. Panicked, she began to push at his chest only to be gripped harder, her back forced against the velvet cushions. Wild sensations passed through her body, a strange rush of warmth, a heady faintness, but most of all, fear.


  The kiss seemed to go on and on. She felt as if she were drowning, sinking down, down, unable to catch her breath or struggle upward for air. His cool tongue probed between her lips and touched the back of her throat.


  To her utter horror he caught the hem of her plain wool gown and drew it up over her knees. Paralyzed with fear, Evangeline could do nothing to prevent the slow progress of his hand over her knees and cotton-clad thighs. At last his hand came to rest against her pubic bone. His long fingers groped the sensitive area, pressing and releasing rhythmically through the thin material of her pantaloons. A liquid heat rushed downward through her belly and all the strength drained from her body until she feared she would dissolve into the velvet interior of the carriage and disappear completely.


  “Evangeline,” he whispered against her mouth. “What a pretty, proper name for such a pretty and proper young lady. You are a proper young lady, aren’t you, Miss Rutledge?” He leaned back allowing her to speak but did not move his hand.


  “Yes, sir, I am.” Her breath caught in her throat. “I have never done anything to shame my uncle or tarnish the memory of my parents.”


  Lord Ravenscroft ground the heel of his hand hard against her pussy and a flood of sensation engulfed her, threatening to overwhelm her. She gasped, making him laugh quietly. Though his lordship did not restrain her arms in any way they felt limp and weak. She could do nothing to fight him or prevent the sensations he induced in her.


  To her horror Evangeline began to pant. His lordship’s hand worked faster, moving in a delicious circle, applying pressure and increasing 18
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  it in regular increments until a sudden soaring pleasure shot through Evangeline’s cunt and up her belly, swirling until she was dizzy and culminating in a burst of satisfaction that left her limbs shaking and her mind in a whirl of confusion. For several moments she gasped for air as the quivering in her thighs slowed.


  “Make certain you do the same for me.” He withdrew his hand and moved to the opposite seat, leaving her struggling to make herself decent once more.


  Anger mingled quite suddenly with her fear, making her bold.


  “My parents may have been poor, but their name remained unblemished by scandal all their lives, as I have kept it since. You, Lord Ravenscroft, are the last person to talk about such things.” The moment the words were out she doubted her judgment.


  “Me!” His voice, while retaining its low, breathy quality, filled the carriage. “What do you mean by that?”


  Knowing she was making a grave mistake, she continued, her voice rising as she spoke. “Only that your reputation precedes you, sir. Murder and mayhem are associated with the name of Ravenscroft.


  It has been said you are a man of vile tastes and a sadistic nature.


  People say the Ravenscrofts are werewolves and vampires and that both your parents were mad.”


  Evangeline felt his anger rise up and loom over her like a specter.


  Had he suddenly raged she could have borne it better than this menacing silence. “It’s true, sir.” She found her voice weakening.


  “You must know of your reputation yourself.”


  A long, heavy breath escaped him. At last she whispered, “My lord?” When no response came she reached out a hand to feel if he was still present and touched the cool, heavy silk of his shirt. She snatched back her hand only to have her wrist grasped painfully. She pulled, but it was no use, he was immensely strong.


  “Yes, my dear Miss Rutledge, I know of the Ravenscroft reputation. Perhaps you would like me to deny it. I will not. What do you have to say to that?”


  


  Sanguinarian 19


  “That I want nothing to do with you, my lord.”


  “Listen to me closely. You will pack your belongings, get into this carriage, and arrive in Yorkshire as soon as may be. If I have any trouble at all from you, you will regret your actions.”


  He released her and this time did not prevent her from scrambling out into the street.


  The house, which Evangeline had come to despise and wish to escape from over the last few years, appeared suddenly as a refuge of safety as she ran up the steps, through the open front door, and into the narrow entrance hall. Mrs. Brackett walked down the stairs in front of Hodder, who lugged a trunk on his shoulder.


  “He was there,” she burst out, coming to a breathless halt in front of them, her bun tumbling from its fastenings, a smear of blood on her lips.


  Mrs. Bracket ran to her. “What’s happened, Miss Evie? Were you accosted outside?”


  “He was in the carriage,” Evangeline managed to say between breaths. “The Raven.”


  Being far from a fit man, the driver put down the trunk with obvious relief. “Now what’s all this, Miss Rutledge?” His tone was more of a concerned uncle than a servant.


  Calming down now she was in the house with the lamps lit and a warm glow coming from the kitchen, Evangeline explained, “I stepped inside the carriage and he was in there, sitting in the dark.


  Lord Ravenscroft was in the carriage.”


  “No, Miss,” Hodder said simply. “When I left Yorkshire this morning just before dawn the master spoke to me. He called me to the Great Hall to give me instructions. He was sitting very leisurely like, having a glass of wine. Likes red wine, he does, the master, all hours of the day. He was not dressed for going out. He was sitting in front of the empty hearth like he’d been there all night and knowing him he probably had. He’s never slept well, Lord Ravenscroft, and he certainly never got in that carriage.”
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  “He must have followed you on horseback,” Evangeline said.


  “No, Miss, he’d have to have traveled as the crow flies to beat me here.” He chuckled. “Or the raven.”


  “Very amusing,” Evangeline snapped. “He was in that carriage.


  He was!”


  “He couldn’t have been,” Hodder said again.


  Impatiently, Mrs. Brackett cut him off. “What have you done to your lip, Miss Evie? There’s blood on it.”


  Evangeline touched her fingers to her mouth. “I suppose I bit it when he grabbed me.” She refrained from mentioning what else he had done to her.


  “He grabbed you?” The housekeeper was horrified.


  “Yes, he surprised me in the carriage and I was afraid and tried to get out. He grabbed me and closed the carriage door. It must have happened then.”


  Hodder shook his head. “I’m telling you, Miss Rutledge, he wasn’t there.”


  “You shut up!” Mrs. Brackett rounded on the driver. “This lady is your mistress now and if she says the monster was in the carriage, then he was in the carriage!”


  “Sorry, ma’am.” Hodder tugged his forelock and looked at his feet.


  “This is all too much for one night,” Mrs. Brackett stated flatly.


  She looked at the driver. “Leave them trunks where they are and take the carriage over to the ostler on Market Lane for the night. You can sleep in the attic, Mr. Hodder. We’re not leaving in the dark with my young lady all worked into a dither. Her imagination’s running away with her.”


  “No, it isn’t!” Evangeline burst out when she saw the driver nodding sagely at the housekeeper. “I tell you, Mrs. Brackett, he was there. He spoke to me.”


  “Of course he was. I believe you, Miss Evie. Now you go into the kitchen and sit by the fire. I’m going to make us a cup of tea and that Sanguinarian 21


  chicken pie should be just about done. A nice bit of supper will set us all to rights.”


  “He was there!”


  “Yes, lamb, go on now.” Evangeline went along the hall to the kitchen and sat down cozily in the cushioned rocking chair. She could still hear the hushed tones of Hodder and Mrs. Brackett. “Poor girl,”


  the housekeeper said. “She’s that worked up about going off to marry that madman, her imagination’s working nineteen to the dozen. I believe her uncle would have sold her into slavery if he could just to get his hands on a deal of money.”


  “The poor mite,” Hodder agreed.


  “Is he as strange as they say,” she whispered. “The Raven?”


  “Stranger, I’d say. Do you think I’d work for him if I could get a job in a respectable house?”


  “And why can’t you?” Mrs. Brackett was suddenly loud again.


  “I was accused of theft in my last place. I didn’t do it, but me character was tarnished.”


  “Was it indeed?”
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  Chapter Two


  In the dark early morning, Evangeline stuffed the miniature portrait of her parents into her small valise along with her few clothes.


  “I’ll have to leave all my books, Mrs. Brackett, we can’t carry trunks.


  A couple of warm gowns and one nightgown are all the clothes I can fit. I’ve put all my undergarments on under my gown.”


  “They’ll keep you warm, Miss Evie.” The housekeeper’s own valise stood ready in the hall. “We’d better get a move on before he wakes up.” She glanced up at the ceiling, indicating Hodder who they hoped was still dead to the world in the attic. “Are we doing the right thing, Miss Evie? If we can’t get your inheritance, all we’ve got to our names is the £20 I’ve saved up and that won’t last long.”


  “I’ve got ten,” Evangeline said. “That’s thirty and if we are very careful it will keep us for a year.”


  “Just barely. Let’s get out of here, Miss Evie. I’m getting very nervous, I must confess.”


  Damp, wet Wimpole Street, lit by foggy circles of light from the gas lamps, was an uninviting place so early in the day. The two women, each carrying their few possessions, walked like lost souls from their home of fifteen years. Mrs. Brackett pointed to the omnibus stop at the corner of the road. “Come on, we can’t spend money for a hansom cab, I’m afraid.”


  Half an hour later, the sky just growing light, Evangeline alighted from the omnibus behind Mrs. Brackett into Piccadilly Circus. The older woman led the way through the drizzling rain directly into a rich-smelling coffee shop and settled her bulk into a chair by the window. Evangeline followed suit and they were soon sipping Sanguinarian 23


  steaming milky chocolate and eating sweet rolls while looking out into the gray, busy streets.


  “Let’s go through it again.” Evangeline looked through the rain-drenched window at the grand entrance of the Bank of England standing at some distance across bustling Piccadilly Circus. “I go to the bank and say my uncle left us to find our own way to Yorkshire and we need the money in our hands now.”


  Mrs. Brackett nodded vigorously. “That’s right, pet.”


  “£5,000 is more than enough to buy us a house in a nice town like Bath,” Evangeline said. “We’ll set it up as a genteel boarding house and only take in ladies. You will cook and we’ll both do the running around and cleaning and such.” Evangeline squared her shoulders, trying to look brave.


  “I know it won’t be the life you were hoping for, Miss Evie, but we must cut our coat according to our cloth and right now the tailor has left us a bit short.”


  “I know, don’t worry about me, Mrs. Brackett. I’ll manage better than you think, but should we change our names?” Evangeline asked.


  “What if he searches for us?”


  “He’ll never know where we’ve gone, Miss Evie, no need to worry. He’ll never find us. Finish up your chocolate, dearie, and let’s get across the street. I’ve no doubt at all that that man will just go out and buy himself another poor young girl and think nothing of it.”


  The Bank of England opened its great doors very early for business. The two women felt rather cowed walking into such an esteemed establishment. The high ceilings and marble floors belonged in a ballroom. Everywhere they looked there were gentlemen, no ladies at all. Evangeline had never entered a bank. Her uncle had taken care of all their finances, such as they were, and Mrs. Brackett had always tucked her meager savings under her mattress.


  Evangeline was first in line at the wicket with Mrs. Brackett standing protectively beside her. The gentleman cashier behind the counter waved her forward, and with a small push from Mrs.
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  Brackett, she hurried up to the metal bars protecting him from the public. Rising up onto her tiptoes in a vain attempt to appear taller, she cleared her throat and strove to sound authoritative. “I am Miss Evangeline Rutledge. My uncle, Mr. Silas Sidley, has arranged for me to collect my inheritance of £5,000. I’d like it now please, in banknotes.” She turned to look at Mrs. Brackett who nodded encouragingly. “All of it,” she added.


  From behind small, round spectacles, the cashier regarded her. He was extremely thin and quite elderly. His head looked like a skull skinned over for the occasion. “I know your uncle, Miss Rutledge. I believe he has gone abroad?”


  “Yes, he has left already. He has gone to Egypt.”


  “And you are to be married, Miss Rutledge, or so your uncle said.


  He left word with Mr. Charters, our manager, that you were to be married to Lord Ravenscroft of Castle Haven in Yorkshire.”


  Evangeline forced a smile. “That’s quite correct. My housekeeper and I are to make our own way to Yorkshire and we will need funds to make the journey.”


  “Yes, of course, Miss Rutledge, but £5,000 is far more than you will need to make a simple coach journey. A couple of guineas should suffice. We cannot simply hand over all that money.”


  Evangeline glared at the man. “You are not simply handing it over. The money is mine. I have a right to it!” The bank would never treat a gentleman as though asking for his own money was questionable.


  “Just a moment, Miss.” He shuffled over to the large, polished wood filing cabinet filling the back wall and pulled out one of the long, narrow drawers. Fishing out a bundle of papers, he carried them back to the counter and began to thumb through them. “It says here, Miss Rutledge, that the money is to be forwarded to our offices in the town of York for you to access there once you are married.”


  The urge to strangle Uncle Silas was overwhelming. “Those plans have changed. My uncle was supposed to tell you that. I suppose he Sanguinarian 25


  was in a hurry, but I still need all my money now. Would you be good enough to get it for me?”


  “Please wait here, Miss, I’ll speak to Mr. Charters.”


  Evangeline turned to Mrs. Brackett. “He says he can’t hand over all that money. He’s gone to tell the bank manager. What if they refuse to give it to us?”


  The man behind Mrs. Brackett eyed her with suspicion. She elbowed him in the stomach, forcing him to move back indignantly.


  “They can’t, Miss Evie, it’s your money, they have to hand it over.”


  “What if they won’t?” Evangeline whispered


  Mrs. Brackett sighed. “If we have to go to York to get it, then go to York we must, but that will put us far closer to Castle Haven than we want to be.”


  The tall thin cashier returned within minutes. “Please come this way, Miss Rutledge.” He bowed politely and led them past a series of desks where men worked diligently, looking up only briefly as they passed. At a door with a mottled glass panel, labeled in gold script with the name of the bank manager, he stopped. “I think Mr. Charters wishes to see you alone, Miss Rutledge. I’ll fetch your companion a chair.”


  “I would much prefer that Mrs. Brackett accompany me,”


  Evangeline protested.


  “It’s all right, Miss Evie.” The housekeeper dumped her valise on the floor and folded her arms threateningly at the clerk. She looked like a strongman in a circus sideshow. “I’ll stay right here. It’s your money. He has to give it to you. Now get in there and demand it. If you need my help, you just shout.”


  Evangeline put down her valise and with a last desperate look at Mrs. Brackett, entered the large, dim office. The curtains were drawn almost all the way across the windows—no lamp was lit. A man sitting behind the big desk had swung the swivel chair round so that his back was to her. Evangeline tapped her foot, his rudeness fortifying her resolve. “I wish to have my money now. You had better 26
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  give it to me.”


  The chair turned around smoothly on its wooden base, and in one fluid motion the man sitting in it rose. Very slender, with long arms and legs, his height seemed to go on and on. He wore unrelieved black and against his chest, on a long chain, hung a large silver key-like figure which Evangeline knew from her Egyptian studies to be an ankh. She had never seen the bank manager before but she knew this man was not him. A jittery butterfly sensation began in her stomach and rose until her throat felt constricted. Her legs turned to jelly. If she did not sit down forthwith she was going to faint.


  The man stepped around the desk, caught her, and set her in a chair, carefully but not gently. “Disobedient girl!” He leaned into her face. “I warned you not to defy me.” His eyes, so close to hers, were a frightening yellow, his skin bone-white, his hair was black and so long and straight it trailed past his shoulders and down his back.


  Possessed of a catlike quality, he stepped away to stalk back and forth across the room, seeming terribly confined within it, though it was large.


  “Lord Ravenscroft?” she whispered.


  He whirled round upon her. “Yes, Lord Ravenscroft,” he repeated with heavy sarcasm. “Did you think I would simply let you run off?


  Did you think I would trust you to arrive in Yorkshire without being carefully watched? Your uncle warned me you were unhappy about the marriage arrangements.”


  “Are you surprised?” she asked, her hand to her chest. “I don’t even know you.”


  “Except by my reputation?”


  Evangeline shivered, though a fire burned in the grate. Lord Ravenscroft kept well away from it as he paced. “So you were in the carriage last night. I was beginning to doubt my senses.”


  “I was.” He strode back toward her so purposefully that she leapt up from her chair, moving several steps backward to the door until her back pressed hard against it. She did not attempt to turn the handle, it Sanguinarian 27


  would be pointless. He advanced on her, not touching her, but standing very close, looking down at her.


  “No, I am not surprised that you are apprehensive about our marriage, but whether you like it or not, Miss Rutledge, the wedding will go ahead. My inheritance depends upon it and I will be blazing angry with anyone who stands in the way of my inheriting my family estate. I must marry within the next two weeks, and I intend to marry you, my dear Miss Rutledge.”


  One long, thin, white hand shot out, encircling her neck. His face leaned menacingly close to hers. Evangeline could hardly breathe, though his fingers in no way restricted her throat. “Are you afraid of me, Miss Rutledge?” He stared into her eyes. “I don’t think you can be so terribly afraid or you would not have attempted this petty scheme of yours. You would not have tried to run away from me if you were as terrified as you look.”


  Evangeline swallowed hard but made no attempt to speak.


  “I have business to attend to today which you are keeping me from with this little display of rebellion. I am never pleased when I am kept from my business, never. Now listen closely. Are you listening?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You will go outside and get into my carriage as you should have done last night and you will ride until you reach Castle Haven in Yorkshire. You will make no more childish attempts at running away.


  Will you?”


  Evangeline shook her head.


  “Good,” he whispered. At last he took his hand from her throat and drew the backs of his cool fingers down her neck to the very top of her modest lace collar. Without warning he grasped her breasts, one in each hand, and squeezed. Evangeline gasped in both horror and arousal. Pleasure flooded her belly and crept between her legs. Her nipples hardened and she prayed Raven could neither see nor feel them through her clothing. Maintaining eye contact, he released her 28
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  breasts and took a step back. Evangeline felt unable to break his gaze.


  After a long moment he retraced his steps to sit behind the desk, steepling his long fingers before him, elbows on the writing pad.


  “There is something I want you to keep in mind, Miss Rutledge.”


  “Yes, sir?” she waited.


  “Just because you cannot always see me does not mean that I cannot see you. There is nothing you can hide from me. My eyes are everywhere. Is that clear, Miss Rutledge?”


  “Yes, sir.” He had certainly proven that true. She began to fumble behind her for the door handle.


  “Miss Rutledge,” he said loudly.


  Evangeline stood up straight, clasping her hands before her. “Yes, sir?”


  “You may go.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Struggling with the door handle while her heart pounded in her breast, Evangeline at last calmed down sufficiently to remember that she must turn the handle, not merely drag on it in panic.


  Mrs. Brackett jumped to her feet when Evangeline bolted from the room, slamming the door behind her, her eyes wide with fear, her cheeks flushed scarlet. “Did he refuse?”


  “What?”


  “The bank manager. Did he refuse you the money, pet?”


  “He wasn’t there, Mrs. Brackett.”


  “Who were you talking to then, lamb? I heard you talking.”


  “The Raven. He was in there. He’s so big, Mrs. Brackett, so incredibly tall and he has yellow eyes. They were horrible, like an animal’s.”


  Mrs. Brackett stood a moment in silent contemplation. “Right then, dearie, if he’s in there, let’s have a look at him. How frightening can the man be in broad daylight?”


  The housekeeper opened the door while Evangeline peeped around her broad frame. Sitting at the desk where Raven had been Sanguinarian 29


  only moments before was a stout elderly man bent over a ledger. The curtains had been thrown wide making the room much brighter, though the day was terribly overcast. He looked up curiously at them.


  “May I assist you ladies in some way?”


  “Where is he?” Mrs. Brackett demanded. “Where’s that Raven bloke?”


  Mr. Charters frowned in confusion. “To whom do you refer, ma’am?”


  “Nothing, all is well.” Evangeline drew her back into the corridor and closed the door. “We have to go to Yorkshire. We really have no choice, Mrs. Brackett.”


  “But what about Bath? What about our boarding house?”


  “At this point it is a matter of our lives, or mine at least. Raven is a dangerous man and he seems able to be anywhere at any given moment. I’m afraid of him, Mrs. Brackett. I suspect there is nothing he will not do to get what he wants, and he wants to be married to me.”


  “Why haven’t I seen him, then?” The housekeeper looked doubtful and leaned forward to place a hand on Evangeline’s forehead. “You’re dreadfully hot, Miss Evie. I think you’re getting a fever.”


  “No, I’m quite well.” She picked up her valise resolutely.


  The black-and-gold carriage stood waiting beside the kerb in Piccadilly Circus. Several passersby had gathered, looking nervously at the coat of arms on the carriage door. The entire equipage looked like a funeral hearse with its two black horses, lacking only plumes on their heads to complete the picture. The black silk curtains were drawn back, showing the black velvet interior. It was quite empty.


  Evangeline looked at Hodder, who refused to meet her eyes while he helped her inside, with Mrs. Brackett climbing in after her.


  “He was in the bank,” Evangeline stated loudly to the man. “He was in there just as he was in this carriage last night.”
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  * * * *


  


  Dominic, Lord Ravenscroft, pushed his blue-tinted spectacles closer against his eyes, though he stood in the shadows. Light bothered him dreadfully even on sunless days such as this. Standing at the corner of the building, he watched the two women climb reluctantly into the carriage and drive off, hoping he would have no more trouble from Miss Rutledge.


  With his hands in his pockets he strolled back into the building through a side door. He disliked being stared at, and he always was, even by people who did not know he was the Raven. Unusually tall and lean, his pale, chiseled face and long black hair always drew stares. Mr. Charters rose to his feet, making an awkward bow when Raven entered his office.


  “Close those damn curtains.” Raven shielded his eyes with his arm. The bank manager hurried to obey, apologizing profusely as he did so.


  Raven sank into an armchair, his long legs stretched out before him, waiting until the other man sat down again. “Now tell me all you know about Miss Rutledge,” he said, in the tone of a man used to being obeyed. “That odious little man, Sidley, told me nothing except that she was young and healthy.”


  “She is, my lord, eighteen years old and never a day’s illness that I’ve heard of, and fortunately, she’s very pretty.” Mr. Charters smiled.


  “Is she? I did not notice. Her looks are irrelevant. Continue.”


  “Yes, your lordship. Her uncle has banked here for thirty years, though the account has never been large. I must say though, he had more money than he ever spent on that young lady. He could have afforded to send her to school, though he never did. No yearly draft has ever been made out to a governess, so I don’t believe she has had any education, though I’m told by her uncle that she speaks well and seems to read rather a lot.”


  “A bluestocking, how sweet,” Raven sneered. “Why was she in Sanguinarian 31


  his care?”


  “She is an orphan. Her mother was a concert pianist, very talented by all accounts. She was barely twenty herself when she died in a carriage accident on the way back to London from a concert in Liverpool. The young lady’s father was in the coach also. The public coach. They never had a great deal of money.”


  “What did he do?”


  “A scholar, a very learned man, Oxford-educated. He wrote scientific papers and books, though I believe the lady’s concerts paid most of the bills. Shall I transfer Miss Rutledge’s inheritance to your account now, my lord?”


  “You might as well. I shall be marrying the girl within days. Are there any other relatives?” Raven asked.


  The bank manager shook his head sadly. “None, I’m afraid. No school friends, no particular acquaintances. She never had any money to go out into society.”


  “She is alone in the world.” Raven licked his lips unconsciously.


  “An innocent.”


  “That sums her up for you, my lord.”


  “Perfect.” Raven rose elegantly. All his movements were fluid, though sometimes rather languid as if they were an effort. He moved quickly only when he had to. “You have been very helpful, Charters, I’ll see what business I can send your way.”


  The man rose and bowed. “Most obliged, my lord, most obliged.”
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  Chapter Three


  A sharp wind shook the carriage back and forth, and with every stone that rattled beneath the horses’ hoofs on the rutted road, Evangeline’s apprehension grew.


  Castle Haven was an immense structure of gray stone, standing in the midst of a vast expanse of wild, rocky moorland in the northernmost part of Yorkshire. With the sun going down, its last rays gilding the castle’s Gothic outline against the darkening sky, it appeared menacing.


  When the horses finally clattered to a halt in the courtyard in front of a pair of wide, studded oak doors, it was all Evangeline could do to suppress a scream. She clutched Mrs. Brackett so abruptly that the older woman, who had dropped into a doze, sprang awake in terror to clutch her in return.


  “We’re here, Mrs. Brackett, God help us.”


  “Now you calm yourself at once, Miss Evie, because you are doing your heart no good and you’ll have mine stopped if you go on like this.” The woman patted her hand in a feeble attempt at reassurance. Her face—eyes wide, mouth tight—told another story.


  “Mrs. Brackett, if you left and went back to London I would never hold it against you,” Evangeline assured her. “You have cared for me with a mother’s devotion. You owe me nothing more.”


  Mrs. Brackett spoke firmly, “I’m going nowhere, dearie, you’re like my own nipper. We stick together, you and me.”


  A freezing gust of wind clutched at the carriage, almost lifting it off the ground. For a moment the horses braced themselves. Then the door opened and the step was pulled down. “Let’s have you, ladies.”
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  Hodder’s voice, both familiar and comforting, was very welcome.


  A piercing scream suddenly cut the air, drowning even the raging screech of the wind. The colour drained from Evangeline’s face. She stared at Mrs. Brackett and Hodder in growing horror. “Good God, what was that?”


  “Seagulls, Miss,” the older man said, though he avoided her eyes.


  “Seagulls in the middle of the Yorkshire Moors?” Evangeline questioned, her voice nearly cracking as another scream followed the first, and then stopped abruptly.


  “That was a scream,” Mrs. Brackett accused him.


  “No, it wasn’t.”


  “It was! Take us back to London. I’m not letting my young lady get out of this carriage.” Mrs. Brackett dragged Evangeline back against the velvet seat, hanging on tightly to her. “Close that door.”


  “Now come on, Missis. You can’t stay in there all night. The master will be very angry and aside from that you’ll freeze, because I won’t be going anywhere tonight, and them horses need their stalls and a good feed.”


  “Then freeze we will,” Evangeline said. “That was most definitely a woman screaming in agony and that man has given me one too many surprises these last two days. I want no more from him. I won’t marry him, I won’t. He is unnatural.”


  “Get back on that seat and start driving for London,” Mrs.


  Brackett ordered, holding her ground while refusing to let go of her young mistress. “She’s right. That was a woman’s scream.”


  “No, no, you’re wrong,” Hodder protested. Then, seeing their determination, muttered, as he turned toward the castle, “The master will not be happy about this.”


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Raven took no pleasure in the woman’s death, but neither did he recoil from it. Leaning on the wall of the west turret, he considered 34
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  dropping the corpse into the dense undergrowth far below. “Damn it all, the girl is here,” he ground out, catching sight of the carriage. He had planned to get the kill out of the way before she arrived, but Evangeline’s antics had caused him to be late. God forbid she had heard Eugenia’s last screams, because she had certainly screamed very loudly when she knew her death was imminent.


  He picked up the body easily in his arms and carried it inside the tower, laying it on the floor by the wall. What a shame to have to destroy such beauty. He shrugged and turned away. He would return later to dispose of the corpse.


  Halfway down the tower steps, a tall, solid, woman came toward him. A chain around her waist bore a ring of rattling keys. “Yes, Munk? You are not supposed to be in this part of the castle. It is dangerously derelict.”


  “My lord, the young lady has arrived with her companion.” Her deep voice filled the narrow stone stairway.


  “I know, don’t bother me with it. Show them to their chambers,”


  his tone dismissed her. “I should not have to tell you that.”


  “You don’t, my lord,” she said, her mouth a grim line.


  “Of course, forgive me, Munk.” She was an excellent


  housekeeper. He could never manage Dominica without her, or the castle for that matter. And she was the most loyal of servants.


  “The young lady and her companion are outside in the carriage, refusing to come in. According to Hodder, they heard a scream, my lord.”


  “Damn!” Raven swore, hurrying past the woman who strode after him. He muttered under his breath as he went, “That ridiculous child delayed me in London with her nonsense and now this. I won’t stand for any more trouble from her.”


  Two and three at a time he took the tower steps, coming out at last into the Great Hall where a fire blazed in the immense hearth. It took six good long logs to fill the fire grate and even so it offered heat only in the immediate area. The Great Hall was vast and dark, with only a Sanguinarian 35


  few candles burning in wall sconces in the very darkest corners. The fire was lit only for Evangeline’s sake.


  At the wide oak doors a footman met him. Several maids stood in attendance waiting to receive the new mistress of Castle Haven. They ducked their heads, dropping curtsies as their master passed them.


  Out on the step in the freezing wind, Hodder snatched off his hat, clutching it to his chest when his master approached. Raven was unaffected by the frigid cold. “She’s in the carriage, my lord. She says she’s not coming out.”


  “Does she now?”


  “She says she heard a scream, my lord,” Hodder reported.


  “Nonsense!” Raven spoke so loudly that all the servants flinched.


  “But I thought I heard it myself, my lord,” Hodder said. “Aside from that the older lady backed her up.” Raven looked down at the man, his eyes glinting in the light from the flaming torch beside the door. He had a way of getting down into people’s faces that always had the desired effect. “Stupid of me, my lord, I do apologize, sir.”


  “Good,” Raven snapped.


  “She still won’t get out of the carriage, my lord.”


  “I’ll get her out.” He ran down the steps into the black, freezing night and grasped the door handle, all but wrenching the door from its hinges. “Get out of there, both of you!” he shouted into the depths.


  Piercing screams issued from both women, which only served to infuriate him further. Huddling together even deeper into the corner, the two women stared in horror at him, eyes wide, hands over their mouths. He knew his yellow eyes looked harsher in certain lights. His streaming hair fell forward over his shoulders as he reached a long arm inside to grab Evangeline’s wrist. She screamed again and clawed at him. For a moment he let go, pulling back his hand. She had drawn blood.


  “Now that provokes me.” His tone was dangerously low. “Get out before I remove you, Miss Rutledge. Get out of that carriage and into my castle.”
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  “I have changed my mind, sir. I want to return to London.”


  “It was never your decision to make! Get out!” His voice rose.


  “No, I won’t and you cannot make me, sir.” She sounded quite determined.


  “I can and I will. This is your last chance to get out with your dignity intact. I will count to five and you will get out.”


  “No, sir.”


  “One, two.”


  “You’re a heinous swine. A woman screamed in that castle. What did you do to her?”


  “Three, four.” He crossed his arms over his chest in an attitude of complete boredom, though his mouth was hard and his narrowed eyes never left the two women.


  “I won’t marry you and I won’t lie with you, you monster,”


  Evangeline said with less determination than the housekeeper. “I despise you.”


  “Five!”


  Held tightly as she was by Mrs. Brackett, Raven was able with no trouble whatever to break the stout woman’s strong grip and drag Evangeline toward the door where he took her by the waist lifting her out. Tossing the light bundle over his shoulder, he walked up the castle steps as she pounded on his back with her small fists.


  “I hope you’re not expecting me to carry the other one, my lord,”


  Hodder said doubtfully.


  “There’s no need. Where this one goes, she will follow.” A moment later Mrs. Brackett struggled out of the carriage, her hat askew, umbrella waving, following Raven up the steps into the castle.


  Inside, he told the footman, “Bolt the doors, bolt every door in the castle.” He looked at Munk, who stood over six feet tall. “You can reach the top bolts, Munk.”


  “Put that young lady down, you werewolf.” Mrs. Brackett came up behind Raven and was about to thump him with her fist.


  When he turned his steady gaze on her she thought better of it. “I Sanguinarian 37


  am not a werewolf, madam.”


  “Vampire, then, or goblin, evildoer of some sort. Whatever you are, you’re not a man, I know that much, not an ordinary man anyway. My God, you’re just like Miss Evie said, big and scary-looking with horrible eyes. I didn’t believe the poor little mite when she said you crept upon her twice, but now I see you’re capable of anything.”


  Raven set Evangeline on her feet, holding her upper arms to steady her. “You said that about me?” His voice was quiet, but not gentle. “That I have horrible eyes, that I scare you?”


  “Yes,” she whispered, staring up at him, her blue eyes wide.


  “There was a scream,” Mrs. Brackett declared. “A woman screamed just now. What’s going on in this place?” She looked first at Raven and then behind him at his staff gathered in silence waiting for orders—the footman, a handsome young man with a somber expression, and three maids all in dark dresses with white caps and aprons. Every one of them was silent, stiff-faced, tall and pale. “What you heard, madam, was the wind whipping about the turrets. It sometimes sounds like a scream, but I assure you it was not.” Raven looked down at the big, bulky woman, wondering if he should dismiss her at once. She’d be nothing but trouble.


  “He said it was seagulls.” She nodded at Hodder. “Didn’t you?”


  “I did, Mrs. Brackett, but I wasn’t thinking,” Hodder stated. “The wind wuthers something awful ’round them turrets, just like his lordship said.”


  “It was a scream, wasn’t it, Miss Evie?” The woman turned to her young mistress.


  “It sounded like a scream to me,” Evangeline confirmed. “You have made me scream several times.”


  “But no harm came to you, did it? No real harm,” he asked.


  The bank manager had remarked that Miss Rutledge was pretty, and Raven saw now that he was right—though he was not sure he liked pretty women. She was the antithesis of him and he found he 38
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  appreciated the contrast. Small, very slender and fair with blue eyes, she looked up at him nervously.


  An overwhelming urge to see trust in her eyes enveloped him, leaving him confused for a brief moment. It was a strange and unfamiliar feeling. “Ahh, sweet child,” he whispered, succumbing to a moment of tenderness. “Don’t be afraid of me. I won’t harm you, but neither will I suffer screams and tantrums and disobedience. Go to your chamber now and rest. You must be tired after such a long day.


  Are you tired?”


  She appeared on the verge of tears. “I am quite well, I assure you, my lord.”


  “You will join me for dinner in an hour or so.” He nodded at Munk who stepped forward.


  “Where is your portmanteau, Miss Rutledge?”


  “I have only that valise.” She indicated her old suitcase looking pathetically small in the vast entranceway.


  “You left your trunk behind because you thought you were running away and wanted no hindrance.” Raven raised a dark brow in question.


  Hodder piped up. “I’m afraid, my lord, that both ladies’ trunks are still in the hallway at Wimpole Street. When I found the ladies gone, I panicked and left everything behind.”


  Evangeline blushed, yet she met his eyes squarely, craning her neck to do so. “There was nothing in mine worth bringing, my lord, if the truth be told.”


  With a gesture Raven set the servants in motion. The young maids took their leave, still without a formal introduction to their new mistress. The footman took both suitcases and walked behind Munk toward the dark, stone staircase. She held a candelabrum aloft to light their way. Evangeline offered Raven a small curtsy and followed, Mrs. Brackett behind her.


  “Miss Rutledge,” he called after her. She turned at once to face him. “Let us have no more nonsense.” When she did not reply he said Sanguinarian 39


  more loudly, “Miss Rutledge! I said let us have no more nonsense.”


  “Yes, my lord, no more nonsense.” She dropped another small curtsy.


  “You may go.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  Raven strode the vast distance across the Great Hall to the fire, dragged his chair several feet away and threw himself into it, one long leg draped across the wooden arm. “Wine,” he said absently, knowing a footman stood somewhere close by waiting to serve him.


  A glass was brought to him at once and he held it up to the light of the fire, looking into the gleaming ruby depths. He sipped the dark, dry wine, swishing it around his mouth. Wine was all well and good but what he really needed was to feed. From the pocket of his waistcoat he pulled a small vial of oil of cloves and tipped a bit onto his tongue, wondering if Dominica was in the mood to give.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Evangeline gripped Mrs. Brackett’s arm tightly as they ascended the stairs. There was no banister to assist her, just stone walls on either side. She was suddenly dreadfully tired. It had been a long, exhausting day and everything was so dark and cold in the castle.


  Would daylight make it feel safer and warmer, if daylight could actually penetrate these thick, cold walls?


  At the end of what seemed an interminable walk, the strange, sullen Munk came to a halt and opened the door to Evangeline’s chamber. Like the rest of the castle, the walls were of ancient gray stone with no wooden paneling to give them warmth. The corners disappeared into darkness.


  Evangeline hated it at once. “It’s horrible,” she whispered to Mrs.


  Brackett, taking in the heavy, old furniture, all made from dark wood.


  The great four-poster bed stood looking like a mausoleum with draperies of thick velvet in black and purple. “I feel as if I am at a 40
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  royal funeral.”


  “This is your chamber, Miss Rutledge.” Munk looked down at her. “I’ll send up the maids I have chosen to serve you.” She looked at Mrs. Brackett. “You follow me. I’ll take you to the servants’


  quarters.”


  “Now you look here!” Mrs. Brackett may have been several inches shorter than Munk, but she was wider by far and she’d take no nonsense from the likes of her. “I stay with Miss Evie, so you can give me the chamber next door and until it’s ready for me I’ll sleep here.” She stamped one foot hard on the freezing floor to punctuate her words. “When’s that monster going to marry the young lady?”


  Munk narrowed her dark eyes, staring hard at Mrs. Brackett. “Do not call Lord Ravenscroft a monster. He is nothing of the sort. The poor man has been grossly misjudged. He is your master now, and you will remain here only as long as he wishes.”


  Mrs. Brackett plumped her hands on her wide hips. “Poor man?


  He’s been stalking and terrorizing this young lady for the past two days. If we had our way we’d have stayed in London to start up a nice little boarding house for genteel ladies, not that you’d know anything about gentility.” She looked Munk up and down scathingly. “So don’t you go telling me about Lord Ravenscroft. He ought to be locked up.”


  Munk drew herself up taller still. Her bearing reminded Evangeline of Raven. Indeed there were strange similarities among all the staff, except Hodder, almost as if they were all distantly related.


  “Please remember that I run this castle. You are a servant, and if you stay here, then I will assign you your duties,” Munk said.


  “Get out, go on, clear off!” Mrs. Brackett raised a threatening arm and stepped forward. Munk took a step backward. Obviously disconcerted by the bombastic Londoner, she left the room. “I’m not scared of the likes of you!” Mrs. Brackett called after her.


  Candles had been lit about the chamber, yet they gave only scant light. If she were to live here, Evangeline thought, she would have to make some changes. A blaze in the hearth drew both women toward Sanguinarian 41


  it. They stood for several minutes in silence, their hands extended toward the warmth. The day had taken its toll on them both.


  At last Evangeline turned to look at her valise. She would have to decide on the most acceptable gown to wear to dinner. She had only two and neither was fashionable. In the end she settled on a long-sleeved plaid wool. While it was acceptable for walks to the library and the park and was in very good repair, thanks to Mrs. Brackett, it made her look far younger than she was.


  Having dismissed the maids who had come to dress her, she sat at the dressing table mirror allowing Mrs. Brackett to arrange her hair.


  The housekeeper had set the curling tongs to heat in the hearth to force Evangeline’s perfectly straight hair into ringlets to tie up behind her head with a matching plaid ribbon.


  “I’ll die, Mrs. Brackett, I will truly.” She looked at herself in the glass. “Even if that harrowing man never lays a hand on me I will die from living in this cold, depressing castle. There is no life here, the very air and stones are dead and empty. Do you feel it, the desolateness of it all?”


  “It smells funny, too, have you noticed, lamb?” Mrs. Brackett wrinkled her nose.


  “Yes, it smells like the earth,” Evangeline agreed. “The earth in winter. Do you think he plans to marry me tomorrow?”


  “I’ve been wondering about that and while it may not be tomorrow it will be very soon. Remember what your uncle said, pet, he needs to wed within the fortnight.”


  “Do you think there is still a chance we could escape?”


  Mrs. Brackett dragged over a heavy chair and sat down beside her young mistress. “What’s to be done? He’s on to us now.”


  “I could throw him off the scent,” Evangeline said. “Just to give us some breathing space.”


  “I see what you mean.” Mrs. Brackett nodded. “Act as if you’ve accepted the situation. Mind your manners, do as he tells you, and all the while you and I can be thinking of a plan of escape.”
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  “Yes!” Evangeline leaned forward, more animated than she had been all day. “If I can make him feel secure, he might leave the nuptials for several days. By then we can surely think of a way to get away and he won’t even bother to come after me because it will be too late for his inheritance anyway. Once I am no longer of any use to him he will not want me. He doesn’t want me now, he has made that plain. I am merely the vehicle for him to gain his inheritance.”


  “What would a man like him do without his inheritance?” Mrs.


  Brackett asked doubtfully. “He can hardly go out into the world and try to support himself, not the way he looks. People would run a mile.”


  “He can run this pile of old stones as a boarding house like us and instead of genteel ladies he can take in werewolves and vampires.”


  She laughed.


  “There now, that’s right, you must cheer up. We can’t let this situation get us down. If we could put up with miserly old Silas Sidley all those years, we can put up with Lord Yellow Eyes for a few days.”


  Mrs. Brackett stood up and stepped back to admire her mistress, patting her curls protectively. “There now, lamb, I think you’ll do very nicely. You’re far too fine for the likes of him.”


  “Fine? In this old gown. I look like a twelve-year-old.”


  Evangeline assessed herself.


  “You do, pet, and maybe it will shame him down there into leaving you alone.”


  “You don’t think he’ll try to do anything to me tonight, do you?”


  “I hope not, but I can hardly come and monitor him in his own dining room, can I?”


  “Not even as my chaperone?” Evangeline looked doubtful.


  “Do you think he’d put up with that? I may be able to get the better of that mannish creature with the keys dangling from her waist like a bloody warden in Newgate, but he won’t be browbeat by no one, not that monster. You’ll have to be on your guard down there.


  Just remember now, humour him.”


  


  Sanguinarian 43


  Evangeline clasped her hands in an attitude of prayer. “We must get away, we must. I simply can’t marry him.”


  “We’ll think of something.” Mrs. Brackett gave her a reassuring hug. “Right now you have no choice but to go and join the brute for dinner. I hope he minds his manners, that’s all I can say.”


  “What about you?” Evangeline enquired.


  “Don’t you worry about me, Miss Evie, I’ll look after myself. I’ll find the kitchen and get me dinner and I’ll be here when you’re finished with him.”


  “Walk me down,” Evangeline said. “It’s so dark. Why is there only candlelight? You’d think he could afford oil lamps. He can’t be that hard up.”


  “I don’t know what’s going on here.” Mrs. Brackett draped Evangeline’s shawl about her shoulders and they went out into the frigid stone passage. “But there’s more going on than meets the eye, and no mistake.”


  The long, cavernous dining room was freezing cold, dark, and disquieting. Evangeline shivered for more than one reason when she was finally left alone there. The fire in the hearth had been lit too recently for it to take the edge off the cold air. Her nostrils singed with cold when she breathed hard.


  There was no sign of the Raven.


  A candelabrum in the middle of the long table blazed with light, but beyond that there was only the hearth. Rubbing her arms, she walked toward the fire to stand with her hands held out to the warmth.


  The chamber was deathly silent, though she swore she could hear mice scratching in the walls. Why was he leaving her alone like this?


  To frighten her? Well, it was working like a charm. The urge to keep looking over her shoulder into the distant corners of the chamber was overwhelming.


  By the time Raven stepped out of the shadows saying, “Good evening, Miss Rutledge,” she had worked herself into such a state of fear and anticipation that she screamed.
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  Despite her pounding heart, she could not help but notice his long-legged, elegant walk as he approached her. “Do you intend to scream every time I greet you?” He sounded impatient.


  “No sir.” Her heart fluttered in her chest.


  “That’s a great relief, Miss Rutledge. I should find it immensely tiresome if you did.”


  “I find it immensely tiresome that you keep hiding from me then leaping out,” she said.


  “I do not leap out.” His eyes flashed amber at her in the light from the fire. She had made him angry. “How dare you say I leap out at ladies? I merely prefer to be away from the light. My eyes suffer in bright light.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, my lord. Myself, I find it disturbingly dark in here. But you must see how nerve-wrenching it is to be in a strange place and to be crept upon.”


  “Now you accuse me of creeping?” he questioned. “I have never been accused of creeping before. A moment ago you said I leapt.”


  Evangeline moaned inwardly. She was making no sense, not even to herself. He had her so disconcerted, so highly strung, that she feared she sounded like an imbecile.


  “You are a very odd young woman, Miss Rutledge. Everything seems to frighten you. You are poor, and yet you refuse an offer of marriage from a rich man.” He looked her up and down. “Very strange.”


  He threw himself in a chair at the head of the table, one long leg draped over the side. Evangeline eyed at him, appalled at his bad manners. He should have held out her chair first and then sat down properly. “Are you calmer now, Miss Rutledge?”


  “I’m not sure I am.” She stood looking pointedly at her chair, waiting for him to rise.


  Ignoring the remark he gestured at her chair, which stood directly to the right of his, quite close. Then seeming to understand that he was lacking in manners, he stood up and held it for her with a sigh.
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  “Sit!”


  Evangeline obeyed quietly, though his command was more that of a master to a dog than a gentleman to a young lady.


  “Do you like my castle?” he asked, sitting down again. The look on his narrow face was open and questioning.


  “It’s very nice, sir, yes,” she lied.


  “You hate it,” he said simply.


  “No, I assure you.”


  “Let me make something clear to you, my dear.” He placed both elbows on the table and leaned forward, his long, shining dark hair falling forward. Evangeline inched back in her chair to put distance between them. “You cannot lie to me because I know what you are thinking just by looking at you.”


  “How can you possibly know, sir?” she whispered. “Do you have special powers?”


  “I merely know.” He leaned back, impatient now, and rang the small bell on the table beside his plate. They sat in silence while the first course was served.


  “Red wine with a cream soup?” Evangeline questioned when she saw his glass. Her own held white.


  “I always drink red wine.” He took a long swallow, ignoring his soup which looked delicious. Despite the atmosphere Evangeline realized she was very hungry.


  The second course was fish which he also ignored while Evangeline took a small portion. Only when a large roast of beef was put on the table, the middle pink, oozing blood and very unappealing, did he begin to eat. “Have some beef, my dear, it is good for you,” he urged when she refused the bloody portion the footman cut for her.


  “No thank you, my lord, I do not like blood on my dinner plate.”


  “No?” He looked astonished. “I suppose you like your meat cooked until it is gray and leathery.”


  “That is how I prefer it, yes,” she admitted.


  “Cut Miss Rutledge a slice from the outside,” he ordered the 46
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  footman, watching while a portion of well-cooked beef was served to her then liberally doused in gravy.


  “Gravy!” Raven grimaced then turned at once to his own plate and began to eat. He ate a large quantity very quickly, without speaking and without any obvious enjoyment. He appeared to have no real appetite, only need. When the meat was gone he pushed aside his plate and sat back. Evangeline ate the potatoes and vegetables served with the course and sipped her wine.


  The bloody mess left on his plate turned her stomach queasy.


  “Do you always dress like a schoolgirl, Miss Rutledge?”


  Unexpectedly Raven leaned forward, extending one long finger to touch the row of pearl buttons—tracing it down from her high neckline to her small bosom. She dropped her eyes to the finger, watching it. Her entire body went rigid and she was shocked to feel a current of sensation streak through her. If his behaviour in the carriage was anything to go by, then he did not understand the parameters of polite society. And exactly what had happened in the carriage? The incident ebbed and flowed from her memory like a dream.


  Evangeline sucked in a breath. “You are too forward, sir.”


  He laughed harshly. “Forgive me if I have shocked your girlish sensibilities, my child, but that gown has got to go.”


  “I’m sorry you don’t care for it, my lord, however, I’m afraid I have very little in the way of clothes. When we are married and I have my inheritance, I’ll buy some. My uncle was far from generous when I lived with him. Aside from that I never went anywhere that required me to dress well.”


  Raising a dark eyebrow, he said, “I will buy your clothes. There is no need to pay for your own.” His long forefinger remained on the button between her breasts. Finding her courage, Evangeline pushed it away.


  “I am not your wife yet, my lord.”


  “A mere detail, my dear.” He leaned back in his chair while Sanguinarian 47


  Evangeline eyed him warily, partly to make certain where his hands were and partly to assess his mood. Perhaps it was his long limbs, but he always appeared to be lounging and he had a disconcerting habit of staring straight and unwaveringly into her eyes. “We will marry tomorrow,” he said simply.


  Gathering her wits, Evangeline looked down modestly.


  Tomorrow? That’s far too soon. She met his eyes as though a very important point had suddenly occurred to her. “But that’s impossible, my lord, I have no gown.”


  He waved a hand in dismissal. “I can provide you with a gown.


  There are clothes here that will do for you until I can bring in a dressmaker.”


  “Why would you have ladies’ clothing here, my lord?” she inquired.


  “Ladies have left things here over the years, and my grandmother’s trunk is somewhere about. She was little like you.


  Munk will unearth it. I’m sure I can find you something.”


  “I’m afraid that won’t do, my lord,” she said politely, yet firmly.


  When Raven started up she reined in the desire to leap back and went on calmly. “A lady marries only once in her life if she is very fortunate. A wedding day is a day to remember for the rest of one’s life. A used and discarded gown simply won’t do, sir.”


  “Ahhh.” Raven settled back in his chair, eyeing her with a touch of suspicion, yet he had noticeably lowered his guard. “Yes, I see. But there is no time to make a new gown between now and tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Is there really such a rush, sir?”


  He sipped his wine contemplatively, taking the time to inhale the scent. “Today is Tuesday, in ten days we…” He half-smiled then corrected himself, “I turn thirty.”


  “Then we have a week to plan, my lord, longer actually.”


  “No.” His eyes glinted in the candle light. “No, I want this cleared up as soon as possible. I am not prepared to wait even a week.”
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  “Cleared up?” Evangeline asked in a small voice.


  “Yes. I have wasted enough time. The truth is I have been avoiding the entire issue. I want this marriage business out of the way so I can get on with my life. I have more important things to do.”


  The tears that sprang to Evangeline’s eyes were more genuine than she would have liked to admit. It was only later she realized what a brilliant maneuver it was. The day had been long and exhausting.


  She had been frightened out of her wits more than once. Now she found herself in a dark, uninviting castle with a man who, despite his unusual and rather handsome features, terrified her. Had he any natural affection for her or even a true desire to see her happy she could have borne the situation better, but she meant absolutely nothing to him. No more than the means to an end.


  Raven did not appear to notice her eyes welling up and simply carried on talking. “After the wedding I have to go back to London to ensure that my inheritance is in order. While I am gone you will amuse yourself here. It is probably too cold for you wander the gardens and the moors just yet. Spring will arrive in a few more weeks, which I personally hate, but I’ve no doubt you enjoy flowers and such nonsense.”


  It was not until her chest heaved, the tears spilling onto her folded hands that he abruptly stopped speaking. After a moment of silence he asked, “Are you crying?” He sounded vexed at first, and then his voice dropped to a whisper. “Have I made you cry, child?”


  Taking deep breaths to steady herself, Evangeline snatched the damask napkin from her lap and dabbed at her eyes. “No, no, I assure you I merely have something in my eye.”


  “Let me see.” He leaned toward her. Evangeline covered her mouth with her hand and released a loud sob.


  “You are crying,” he accused her. “What is it?” Raven rose and began to pace back and forth in front of the dwindling fire. “I despise tears. What have I done?” he shouted, downing the last of his wine in one swallow and flinging his glass into the hearth with such a crash Sanguinarian 49


  that she screamed. “What have I done, Miss Rutledge?”


  What had he done? Evangeline rose from the table and went to stand before the fire. He stepped away to allow her access. Even in her wool gown she was chilled in this great tomb.


  She took mental inventory of all he had done in the last two days.


  He was a self-centered, arrogant, unnatural man. He was a bully and he was probably dangerous. A woman had screamed as they drove into the courtyard and now all her plans to keep him from suspecting her duplicity were going awry.


  “It’s the gown,” she lied, wiping her cheeks with the backs of her hands like a child.


  Raven stopped in front of her. When Evangeline looked straight at him, her wide, wet eyes rested somewhere in the region of his mid-chest. He bent forward to peer into her face, causing her to step back, nearly stumbling into the fire. With one arm he caught her around the waist and drew her safely away.


  “It is most unnerving when you lean into my face like that, sir,”


  she said, disentangling herself from his long arm.


  “You said it is the gown? That is why you are crying? You cry about a gown?”


  “I know this wedding means nothing to you, my lord, but are you so callous that you would see me wed in a gown someone left at your home? A cast-off? I might just as well wear this.” She indicated the plaid wool. “At least it’s mine.”


  Raven swallowed hard, seeming truly disconcerted by her tears.


  “You want something new?” he enquired gently.


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll buy you lots of new gowns in due course.”


  “I want a wedding gown.” She almost stamped her foot.


  “Ahhh. You want to look like a real bride for me? You want to do the thing properly. Is that it?”


  “Yes, my lord,” she lied.


  A smile crept across his face and the light from the hearth caught 50
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  all the sharp angles, making him appear to be made of dancing shadows. He was almost handsome. Content, he turned to the table and took another glass, filling it from the decanter. “So you have accepted your fate and are willing to marry me, would that be correct?


  Your willingness is irrelevant, but I would prefer that you accept it and make no more trouble.”


  “Yes, my lord. There is no point in fighting with you. I have decided to make the best of the situation, and since you are getting the better end of the bargain, I think you could do me the courtesy of arranging for a proper wedding gown for me.” By the time her little speech was done she managed to sound quite self-righteous even though she was shivering with cold and apprehension.


  “And why would I be getting the best of the bargain?” Raven turned a chair from the table and threw himself into it, his impossibly long legs stretched out before him. He glared at Evangeline, his eyes narrowed with irritation. “You, Miss, get a castle to live in, my name, which is centuries old, a title, and immense wealth such as you could never hope to acquire without me since you have neither name nor dowry. You are doing very well out of the bargain I made with Silas Sidley.”


  Even with her determination to keep him in the dark about her intentions to escape, Evangeline could not allow that little speech to pass unchallenged. She faced him squarely, wiping the last traces of tears from her cheeks. “A castle? This monstrosity is nothing more than a heap of old stones, ugly, cold and extremely damp! Immense wealth I have no interest in and you won’t get it anyway unless I marry you. I am a very capable lady and could do very well for myself with the £5,000 my parents left me. As for your name, I think you know as well as I do what that is worth.”


  Before she could utter another word Raven sent his second glass crashing into the fireplace, the wine sizzling on the logs. Without moving from his reclining position, he caught her wrist in his tremendously strong grip. Evangeline found herself dragged toward Sanguinarian 51


  him and in an instant was sitting in Raven’s lap. The sinewy muscles of his thighs pressed against her buttocks. He held her waist in one arm while he gripped her chin with his other hand, forcing her to look at him.


  “Another word from you would be a mammoth error in


  judgment,” he whispered very close to her face. “I should lock you up in the tower.”


  While she could muster no more tears, Evangeline decided that the only way out of this situation was to behave herself at once. The thought of being locked up alone anywhere in this crypt made her feel quite sick. She needed to retrace her steps back to where she was winning him over.


  “My lord, forgive me,” she said quietly. “You have offered me a home and a future.” His grip on her waist softened, though she was still acutely aware of sitting in his lap. “But please allow me the respectability of a decent gown of my own to marry in. Could you take Mrs. Brackett and me into York to buy something appropriate, do you think?” She paused and forced herself to look into his yellow eyes. “If you please, my lord.”


  He released her chin and his arm about her waist became a loose circle. “I have a good mind to say no.”


  “You have every reason to, my outburst was unacceptable. I apologize.” She dropped her eyes submissively.


  Taken off guard by her acquiescence, he assessed her openly.


  “Well, I suppose we could put the wedding off until Thursday or Friday. The vicar in Ravenscroft village has been ordered to be ready at any time for us.” He looked into her eyes, before saying decisively,


  “I’ll take you into York tomorrow. We will have to set out early as the drive takes three hours even with four horses.”


  She forced a smile. “Thank you, my lord, and will I have access to my inheritance?”


  “If you wish, but I will buy whatever you need, Evangeline.”


  “Your lordship is very good.”
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  He gave a little laugh, raising one eyebrow. “Only hours ago I was a heinous monster, a werewolf, possibly even a vampire.”


  Was he growing suspicious of her? “Yes, but your lordship must take my natural female nervousness into account. I thought I heard a scream, and it was very disconcerting. Of course I realize now it was only the wind, but you must understand, this castle is a daunting place to one not used to it. I was afraid.”


  “Of course you were, child.” His voice became suddenly very soothing, almost hypnotic. “Of course you were, dear girl.”


  Evangeline found she was no longer sitting tensely in his lap. She felt quite compliant, almost tranquil. Perhaps Raven was exerting some strange force over her, mesmerism or whatever it was called.


  Again he took her chin, softly this time. Gently he drew her face close to his. He opened his mouth a little before he closed it over hers.


  The coldness she had experienced in the carriage was not there now. His lips and tongue were warm upon hers. He tasted of wine, a dry crisp taste she found enticing. Shocked at her own daring and at her sudden fiery desire, Evangeline opened her mouth and received his tongue hungrily. Hot liquid warmth shot through her cunt, electrifying and appalling her at the same time. She found herself sucking on his mouth, drawing him to her.


  It took all her force of will to draw back, both excited and repulsed. Raven’s eyes gleamed in the firelight and he smiled baring straight, white teeth. When he leaned over her again, wanting more, his long shining hair fell forward over his shoulders. “No,” she gasped, afraid of what she had done and the sensations this strange man aroused. “No!”


  A servant appeared silently out of the shadows and Evangeline flushed with embarrassment at being caught in such a compromising position. She struggled to rise. With a frown Raven prevented her, holding her still. “Wine,” he demanded and was served at once.


  “Miss Rutledge?” the footman inquired, looking at her as though nothing were amiss.
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  “Not for me, thank you.” She could not meet the servant’s eyes. A moment ago she had begun to feel quite comfortable. Now, as if a spell had been broken, she was mortified. Her behaviour confused and embarrassed her.


  “Shall I serve the final course, my lord?”


  “In a few minutes.” The footman bowed and knelt by the fire, taking up the coal shovel to clean up the glass. “Later!” Raven said.


  The footman hurried from the chamber.


  “I think I had better get up,” she whispered and tried to move, but could not. Raven put his wine glass to her lips. She shook her head.


  Transferring the glass to his other hand he unexpectedly and without pause placed the hand over one breast and squeezed.


  Evangeline cried out and raised her hand to slap him before thinking better of it. “Very wise,” he whispered, continuing a gentle pressure. “You learn quickly, my dear.” Her nipple hardened, becoming visible through her wool gown. Her embarrassment was compounded by the rush of pleasure surging through her.


  Involuntarily she squeezed her thighs together, making Raven laugh.


  It was a strange laugh, barely recognizable as laughter, being low and harsh, coming like a rumble from deep within him.


  “Please stop,” she gasped from between tight lips. “Please.”


  “Do you hate my touch?” his eyes narrowed. “Do I disgust you?”


  “No, no,” she whispered. “But we are not yet married, my lord. It is not proper. Anyone could walk in. The footman will be back in a few moments, please, I beg you to stop.”


  Raven took his hand from her breast and before she could breathe a sigh of relief he lifted the hem of her gown just as he had done in the carriage, but this time he reached quickly for the ties at her waist and pulled on the bow. Her pantaloons fell away easily and Raven’s hand made contact with the naked flesh between her warm thighs.


  “My lord!” Evangeline began to push at his hand.


  Raven’s long fingers slid deep between her thighs, cupping her mound. “Lovely warm little pussy,” he whispered. Evangeline 54


  Fyn Alexander


  thought she might die any minute. No man had ever touched her thus.


  It occurred to her with a great pang of regret that she had always assumed she would wed a man she loved, a man with her own interests, a handsome, young man of her own age who would court her for a full year before proposing on one knee.


  She looked at Raven with his yellow eyes, his sleek, black hair trailing halfway down his back, his face pale and gaunt, angular cheekbones jutting out, and she shivered.


  “Are you cold?”


  “I am, yes. May I get up?”


  “No.” Raven began to move the heel of his hand slowly and in circular motion against her mound. She moaned as a flood of warmth seeped slowly through her cunt. Color flooded her face. She wanted him to stop, and yet she didn’t. The sensations he induced with such ease were addictive. Evangeline gave up and allowed her head to fall against his shoulder. “That’s it,” he said. “Give yourself to me.”


  Evangeline looked down at Raven’s hand pressed against her light public hair, massaging slowly and surely. With his other hand he held her skirts up out of the way, leaving her pale thighs frighteningly naked. “Open wider, my dear.”


  Evangeline obeyed. She could do nothing else. Watching as if in a dream, she parted her thighs, spreading herself open for her lord.


  Moisture began to seep from between her nether lips as they thickened and grew more sensitive. “You’ll like this.” Raven dipped his head, resting it against her own. He slid his forefinger deep into her wet warmth, high up inside her. The hand that held her gown up dropped it and slid behind and underneath her, drawing away her clothing until he gripped her bare buttocks. His long, thin hand, cool against her buttocks, and his finger probing between them was all too much. The sensations built so fast and so furiously that Evangeline prayed she would soon experience the same release she had in the carriage.


  When Raven drew his finger from her cunt she wanted cry out for Sanguinarian 55


  him to put it back, but he did not withdraw it completely. He slid it up between her plump nether lips. “There it is,” he said.


  “What?” The word was a barely-audible sigh.


  “This.” Swiftly, with the tip of his finger, Raven swept a fast circular motion against the small button between the lips while circling his other finger around the rosebud between her buttocks. A long moan escaped her as the pressure built swiftly, climbing, filling her tense body with unexplainable sensations. The climax he drew from her was greater than before, fiery, overwhelming. Evangeline arched her back and clenched her buttocks and thighs rhythmically, wringing the pleasure from her body. When she could take no more she fell limp against him, panting hard. “How was that?” he asked.


  “Did you like that?”


  “Yes, my lord,” she whispered.


  “I will give you pleasure such as you have only dreamed of. No ordinary man will make you feel as I do.”


  At last she began to recover, tying the ribbon on her drawers, making herself respectable. Raven released her, allowing her to stand.


  Free at a last, she moved quickly away from him and stood close to the hearth. Raven rose and took a great heavy log in one hand, tossing it easily into the fire. “Are you warm enough?” he asked when the dry wood caught and blazed up high. He moved quickly away from the rush of heat.


  “Thank you, my lord, that is much better. Is it always so barren and windswept here?”


  He smiled. “Yes. You like to go out into the sun I suppose, Miss Rutledge?”


  Evangeline kept her rosy face turned away, still too embarrassed to look at him. “Yes, I do, I love flowers and fresh air. Are there many flowers in the gardens?”


  “I don’t know, I’ve never looked,” he remarked absently. “I prefer to walk outdoors in the winter time. I love to walk under a gray sky with a sharp wind blowing. It invigorates me.” He turned his chair 56
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  back to the table and waved her back to her seat.


  “Why did you not marry long ago and gain your inheritance sooner, my lord?” She could scarcely believe they were conversing as though he had not only moments ago touched her body so intimately, causing terrifying sensations to course through her.


  “I had no desire to. Are you really so dreadfully upset about having an arranged marriage?”


  “I will accept it,” she said.


  “You are wiser than I thought, dear girl.”


  The door opened, creaking as everything seemed to creak in the castle. The footman brought a cake piled high with cream and fruits to the table. Evangeline accepted a portion, noticing that the servant did not bother to offer any to his master. Evangeline placed her napkin back on her lap and began at once to enjoy the smooth, delicious cake.


  “I notice you have eaten very little, my lord, at least, you ate a large portion of meat, but nothing else. Is that usual for you?”


  Raven reached out to the silver fruit bowl which sat between them and took a bunch of black grapes. “I have limited tastes,” he agreed, beginning to nibble the fruit. “Do you enjoy that sort of thing?” He pointed at the sweet mound on her plate with obvious distaste.


  Evangeline ate another large mouthful and nodded. “Would you care to try a little?” She forked up a smudge of the airy concoction and held it out to him. After looking at the offering in alarm for several seconds, he threw caution to the wind and leaned forward, delicately taking the cake in his mouth. Evangeline had the distinct impression that had he allowed his manners to desert him completely he would have spat it out. Instead, he grabbed his glass and swallowed the cake with a large mouthful of wine and another to wash it down.


  “You don’t like it?”


  “It’s disgusting. Will you require such things served often?”


  “Yes, I will,” she assured him, enjoying his horror.
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  do.


  Grasping her wineglass, Evangeline was surprised by his sudden movement, and she cracked it accidentally against her desert plate.


  The fine glass shattered, a small splinter lodging in her hand. With a cry, she pulled out the glass and sat watching the blood ooze out.


  There was very little pain—it was merely disconcerting and unpleasant. “Oh dear.” she reached for her napkin.


  Before she had it in her hand Raven lunged at her. Evangeline screamed, pushing at the floor with both feet until her chair slid away from the table. Raven was on his knees before her, her wrist caught painfully in his hand until her bleeding wound was at his lips. For a moment she thought wildly that he was kissing it better, just as Mrs.


  Brackett had done when she was a child. Then, in sheer horror, she realized he was sucking the blood from the small wound, sucking hard and intently. Leaning as far back as she could to remove herself from contact with him, Evangeline remained paralyzed, shocked at the depravity of the act.


  When at length Raven looked up, all Evangeline saw before she fainted were his eyes gleaming yellow in the candlelight and her blood running down his chin.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  It took twenty minutes, even at Raven’s long-legged stride, to walk to the far side of the castle—the part which had been for so long in the most appalling disrepair. Down the length of a crumbling corridor he walked to a heavy studded wooden door. The iron ring handle grated as he turned the mechanism. The tower was solid on the ground floor, but the upper floors were derelict and unusable.


  Quiet footsteps approached him and Munk’s low-pitched voice whispered, “My lord, the maids have just settled the mistress for the night.”


  “Has she been well this evening, Munk?” The love and concern 58
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  Raven bore for his sister was always foremost in his mind. “I had hoped she would feed me.”


  “Her ladyship has had a quiet day, my lord,” Munk said.


  “Dominic, is that you, my dear?”


  “Yes, Dominica, may I visit you?”


  “You may.”


  “You won’t keep her up too late will you, my lord?” Munk asked in concern. “You know how she gets when she is over-tired.”


  “Of course not,” he assured her. “Has she had her medicine?”


  “Two drops of aconite, as always.”


  “You may leave. Thank you, Munk.” She offered a small nod and closed the door behind her.


  Raven crossed the chamber to the bed and drew back the heavy, black velvet bed curtains. Dominica smiled at him and reached out a long, slender hand. Raven took it and sat on the bed beside her.


  Despite the impenetrable darkness neither twin had any trouble seeing the other. Their night vision rivaled an owl’s. They looked remarkably alike, except that Dominica was exquisitely beautiful and, though tall, was not nearly as tall as Raven. Her white skin and dark hair mirrored his, but where his eyes were yellow, hers were green, almond shaped, and beautiful. Also, unlike his, they were not quite as acutely sensitive to daylight. While she did not care for bright sunlight, Dominica could go abroad when the sun was high and occasionally did.


  “Where have you been, Dominic?”


  “In London. I had business, my dear. How are you feeling?” He looked deeply into her eyes for signs of her mood. The medicine had taken effect and she appeared quite serene. “I need to feed, may I?”


  “You have fed already. I can smell blood on you.” A small anger showed in her voice.


  He shook his head. “Merely a taste.”


  “Whose?” she asked.


  Dominica could not be allowed to know about Evangeline. “I had Sanguinarian 59


  to kill a woman tonight. In fact, I still have to dispose of her body. I took hers, just a sip or two.”


  “Not after she was dead?” Dominica drew a sharp breath.


  “Of course not, I need living energy. Life blood.”


  Dominica sat up and from the cabinet beside the bed took a small, very sharp copper lancet. With great care and precision she nicked a vein in the tender skin of the inside of her elbow. Raven grasped her arm and drew it to his lips.


  For several long minutes he drew strongly on the vein, swallowing hard. Dominica had the sweetest blood he had ever tasted and she ate very carefully in order to keep it that way for him. Fruits and delicate wines, very little meat and no medicines save enough aconite to keep her calm through the night—all of which kept her blood pure and fresh.


  When he had drunk his fill, he reached across her and took a piece of cotton cloth resting where the lancet had been, and pressed it to the wound. She had had everything ready for him, but there were times, increasingly of late, when she refused him. The madness that had plagued her since she grew to womanhood had grown worse in the last few years. She was more often unbalanced than rational. More and more she flew into violent rages and attacked him and the servants. Only Munk and three or four trusted maids continued to care for her. The others were too afraid.


  “Dominica,” he said quietly. “I have to get married, my dear.” A long, ugly hiss issued from between her bared teeth. “I know, I know,” he soothed. “But I have no choice. I will not inherit until I marry and I must marry before we turn thirty in order to inherit at all.”


  “But then you won’t have time to play with me.” She pouted childishly. “Have you chosen a girl?”


  He was hesitant to tell the truth, now he had begun. “I am considering several.”


  “May I share her?” Dominica had always preferred her own sex.


  “No! No, you may not. You are not to go near her. She is a mere 60
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  child, an untried girl.”


  “You have chosen!” Dominica said abruptly. “Is she here? Is she in our castle now?”


  “No, dearest, no, she is not. I have merely been looking, that is why I was in London. I have a woman in mind, though there is nothing at present to say I will take her.” He prayed that would appease her.


  “I won’t approve of anyone you marry, Dominic.”


  “I have no choice. You want to travel again, don’t you?


  Remember Russia and Transylvania, how you loved it? It’s so wonderfully cold there.”


  She smiled and curled up on her side. “Yes, it was so cold and so beautiful. Remember that lovely girl I had?”


  Raven patted her hand. “I do remember.”


  “When do we have our birthday? When are we thirty?” That their birthday was near mattered not at all. Dominica never remembered dates or anything which did not affect her immediately. He could tell her their birthday was next month or next year. She would not think of it again until he spoke of it.


  “Not for a while yet. Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell you everything when the time comes. For now put it all out of your head. You are tired, you must sleep.” His voice grew soft and low, the tone he used when he needed to compel someone to do something.


  Drowsily, she murmured, “But you will still sit with me and read and talk, won’t you, Dominic?”


  “Yes, of course, Dominica.” He drew the light covers up over her shoulders. “We will always be best friends.”


  “Read to me.”


  His dear, mad sister was already drifting into sleep. Raven picked up the book from beside the bed and began reading. “Cloudy fears and shapes forlorn, Fly like shadows at the morn, O’er the earth there comes a bloom, Sunny light for sullen gloom, Warm perfume for vapour cold, I smell the rose above the mould.”
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  Chapter Four


  In the cold, early morning light Evangeline had just settled down in the carriage with Mrs. Brackett beside her and Raven opposite, when the castle door flew open. Munk ran down the wide steps, her black gown flapping about her like the wings of a great crow.


  “What is it, Munk?” Concern etched on his face, Raven leapt down, deliberated with her for several moments and then stepped back up into the carriage, not needing the step.


  “Is something wrong, my lord?” Evangeline inquired, praying nothing would prevent them from leaving. The plan she had formulated only that morning with Mrs. Brackett was perhaps not the best, and with Raven in attendance they only hoped they could put it into action, but it was all they had.


  “I cannot leave the castle. Business compels me to remain.”


  Evangeline’s heart sank. The very thought of another night in that tomb was more than she could bear. “That’s very disappointing. I do hope there is nothing wrong, my lord. Has anything unpleasant happened?”


  “No, no. It’s kind of you to be concerned, Miss Rutledge.” He looked down at her, his gaze soft. “I must apologize for startling you last night. You must understand I was merely concerned that you had cut yourself.”


  From the comfort of her corner, Mrs. Brackett piped up, “You more than startled her. The poor mite was in a dead faint when I laid eyes on her. What did you get up to?”


  “Mrs. Brackett, you are not helping,” Evangeline said. “His lordship did not mean to frighten me, and I was simply very tired 62


  Fyn Alexander


  from a long journey. My imagination got the better of me.” She looked at Raven. “So I suppose we must wait until tomorrow?”


  After a long pause, during which he held her eyes intently, he asked, “Can I trust you both to go without me?”


  Evangeline’s heart surged with hope even as she tried to sound calm. “You can, my lord, but that would be your choice.”


  Raven called out to the footman. “Fetch paper and ink.” A few minutes later they watched as he scrawled a letter before handing it to Evangeline. “Take that to the Bank of England in York, it’s in Coppergate. Hodder knows where it is. You will be given access to both my funds and your own. You may feel free to spend what you wish and keep your dowry untouched.”


  “That is most generous, sir.”


  “I will be able to be far more generous after the wedding. My funds are limited at present, but there is plenty for your needs today.


  The dressmaker Hodder will take you to already has an account set up.” When Evangeline looked at him in surprise he quickly added,


  “My mother, rest her soul, used Madame Blethin for years.”


  Evangeline smiled gently. “I’m sorry, my lord, I hope all this has evoked no unpleasant memories for you. When did her ladyship pass away?”


  “Eight years ago,” Raven said.


  “Eight years?” Mrs. Brackett interjected. “And you still have an account with her dress maker?”


  “You, madam, have too much to say.” Raven’s voice was dangerously low. “I am in the process of considering whether or not to keep you in my employ. You are not helping your case.”


  Evangeline turned to the woman. “No, you are not, Mrs. Brackett.


  His lordship is being more than generous with both his time and his understanding.” She glanced down at the letter. “Not to mention his money. I think you should apologize.”


  “What?” Splotches of scarlet appeared suddenly on the woman’s cheeks. She was outraged. “Apologize to that monster?”
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  Evangeline salvaged the moment with a stern look at her companion. “You are forgetting that you are a servant and that you may be dismissed at the discretion of your employer, Mrs. Brackett.


  You are no longer dealing with a little man like Silas Sidley. Please apologize to Lord Ravenscroft at once or I must dismiss you myself.”


  Mrs. Brackett looked Raven squarely in the eye and appeared for a moment as if she would tell him exactly what she thought of him.


  Evangeline held her breath in fear of what would come next.


  “Begging your pardon, Lord Ravenscroft, I forgot my place.”


  Raven blew hard through both nostrils to indicate what he thought of the woman. When he looked at Evangeline a very slight smile of approval tipped up one corner of his mouth. Without needing to lean forward to bridge the gap between them, he took her hand in his, holding it briefly to his lips. He remained on the castle steps watching as they left.


  “Mrs. Brackett, I’m so sorry,” Evangeline burst out the moment the carriage was in motion.


  “I should hope so, making me apologize to the likes of that deviant.” She crossed her arms and looked away.


  “I had to.” Evangeline shrugged apologetically. “You were making things worse. Surely you could see that. It was going to be difficult enough putting our plan into action with Lord Ravenscroft present. The fact that he has been called away and is still allowing us to go could not be more fortuitous. I won him over last night. We agreed to keep him unsuspecting.”


  “Yes, well...I just don’t like the man.”


  “Neither do I. At least you did not have to have dinner with him last night. He ate very little and only the bloodiest meat. It quite turned my stomach.” Evangeline gripped her middle at the memory.


  “You never did tell me what he did to make you faint, my lamb.


  Did he have bad manners? Did he try to attack you?”


  Evangeline felt her cheeks grow hot at the memory of what he had forced on her the night before. “Actually he did several things, most 64
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  of which I will not repeat, since good manners prevent me.”


  “He didn’t threaten your chastity, did he? Because when we get away you’ll want to marry a real gentleman. We don’t want you ruined, Miss Evie.”


  “I am not ruined, I assure you of that.”


  Though the memory of last night’s dinner had faded for a time with her fainting spell it resurfaced now, bringing with it the strange picture of her cut hand. A small cut, nothing serious, though it had bled profusely for a moment or two. Raven had got down on his knees to hold her hand and had actually sucked at the wound, swallowing her blood. Evangeline swooned in her seat.


  Mrs. Brackett threw an arm around her to support her. “Are you feeling faint again, pet? What’s the matter with you?”


  “He drank my blood.”


  “What?”


  “He did. I remember now. I cut my hand, Mrs. Brackett.”


  “I know that. I put a bandage on it for you. What happened before that?”


  Evangeline sorted through the misty memories of the incident. “I was rather nervous and accidentally cracked my glass against my plate. A shard of glass stuck in my hand. Lord Ravenscroft grabbed my hand, I thought to tend the wound. Instead he sucked my blood.”


  Mrs. Brackett’s mouth dropped open in horror, “By all that’s holy, I knew he were one of them bloodsucking creatures. It’s indecent, that’s what it is, indecent and unholy.”


  “It is certainly very strange and disconcerting. I fainted more from shock than anything else I suppose.”


  “God protect my poor lamb!”


  They were outside the big wrought iron gates when three figures emerged from the hedgerow—a man and woman who looked only a little older than Evangeline and a child of perhaps three or four years.


  They were dressed in rags barely covering their spindly limbs. Their sad, worn faces peered up at her. “Stop the carriage! Hodder, stop!”
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  She stood up and banged on the roof. The horses came to a jolting halt and she opened the carriage door.”


  “What are you going to do, Miss Evie?” Mrs. Bracket inquired.


  “We can’t leave them. They’re cold and hungry.”


  “Well, we can’t take them with us and that monster won’t take them in at the castle. He’ll send them off with a cuff round the ear.”


  “No, he won’t, I won’t let him. I’ll make him take them in.”


  Evangeline reached out to the young woman and helped her into the carriage. The man followed holding the child in his arms. “Back to the castle,” she told Hodder.


  A few minutes later the horses trotted up to Castle Haven once more. With a curious look on his face his lordship came out onto the steps clearly wondering why they had returned so quickly. “Leave this to me,” Evangeline said.


  Lord Ravenscroft opened the carriage door himself, looking at the three pathetic creatures. To Evangeline’s immense surprise he reached in and took the little girl in his arms. “What have we here?” he said, his voice soft.


  “My lord, this poor family was approaching the castle, I believe to ask for succor.” The young man and woman climbed down and bowed their heads to his lordship. “I must insist…”


  But she did not finish her sentence, before Raven said, “No one in need is turned from my door.” To Munk he said, “See that they are fed and have a place to sleep, Munk. They can come to see me later today and we’ll see if we can find some work for them.”


  Evangeline looked at Munk and saw that the woman was not the slightest bit surprised at her master’s kindness. The young man spoke up deferentially. “My Lord, they told us in the village you would take us in. The villagers said you never turn away a beggar.”


  Raven handed the child to her father. “Off you go with Munk. All is well,” he said. They followed Munk inside and Raven closed the carriage door. “Good-bye, Evangeline. You had better get on your way. I will see you later.”
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  The moors disappeared swiftly behind them as London


  approached. Everything was falling into place, but Evangeline could not stop thinking about the beggar family. Had she misjudged his lordship?


  


  


  * * * *


  


  The opposite of London, York was small and quaint, an old walled town with a history older than London’s. Evangeline was captivated at once and leaned out of the window to get a better view.


  “We must visit the Minster,” she said. “I’ve heard so much about it.


  Did you know that a Roman fortress once stood on that very spot?”


  Mrs. Brackett pulled her up short. “We are not on a sightseeing tour, Miss Evie. We are running for our lives, remember?”


  “Yes, of course, I know that. I suppose I was trying to take my mind off it.” She sighed. “Do you think we can manage this, Mrs.


  Brackett? Twice he has come upon me unawares. He could do it again. I fear that man can do anything.”


  “I don’t know, dearie, I’m sure I don’t.”


  For several minutes Evangeline enjoyed the beauty of the old buildings—the sense of history that was York. It was only when looking from the fourteenth century gables down to the cobbles beneath the horse’s hooves that Evangeline saw the people on the kerb stopping to stare at the Ravenscroft coat of arms, at the black horses, and at her. Everywhere she went people would stare at her if she were associated with the name of Ravenscroft.


  In Stonegate, Hodder brought the horses to a stop and jumped down from his seat. “This is Madame Blethin’s dressmakers’ shop, Miss Rutledge,” he said as he opened the door. “This is where you are to go for your gown.”


  Forcing herself to sound cheery, she smiled. “Oh, marvelous.”


  Hodder assisted her to the cobbles. “I must say, Miss, you are taking it all very well. Yesterday I’d thought you’d never settle in.”
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  Mrs. Brackett climbed down behind her, grumbling all the while.


  “We are trying to make the best of it,” she said, playing her part. The door of the old shop opened, and a tall, dark-haired woman walked out, ducking so as not to bump her head on the arched doorway. She was quite old, but very stately and elegant. Hodder handed her a letter. “From Lord Ravenscroft, ma’am.”


  The woman took it and ushered them inside, leaving Hodder waiting with the carriage. They were seated at once and offered tea which they refused. Madame Blethin drew up an ornate, gilded chair beside theirs and proceeded to open a portfolio of drawings of wedding gowns. “His lordship said in his letter that you are to have the honour of becoming his bride. You are a lucky lady.” She smiled warmly.


  “I am indeed,” Evangeline replied. After flipping through pages of gowns that seemed more appropriate for a fancy dress ball of the more outlandish type than a wedding, Evangeline looked up at the modiste. “These are wedding gowns, Madame Blethin?”


  “Of course.”


  “But they are not quite what I had in mind.”


  “What did you have in mind, Miss Rutledge? The letter of introduction from dear Lord Ravenscroft”—she smiled affectionately as she said his name—“stated you are to be his bride and must be made a wedding gown in the next two days. For his lordship I will put everything else to one side and do his bidding.”


  Evangeline assessed at her. Dear Lord Ravenscroft? “You know his lordship well, Madame?”


  The woman smiled again as if Evangeline were referring to a much-loved son. “Yes, everybody loves him. He has given me so much business over the years and I like him personally. He is a dear, dear man.”


  Taken aback at the description, Evangeline asked, “What business? There are no ladies in the castle.”


  Madame Blethin got abruptly to her feet, her face suddenly a 68
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  blank mask. “I outfit his maids and many years ago, his mother.”


  Something was not right. Why would Raven employ a proper modiste for his maids? He must have had a lady in his home recently—a mistress perhaps—which was why the dressmaker had suddenly become cold as if she had said too much. She remembered with horror the screams she had heard last night. Was it possible he grew bored with his women then murdered them? “Was he married before?” Evangeline asked quietly.


  Madame Blethin turned to face the women, saying, “If he was, he wouldn’t need to marry you.”


  “Now look here, you cheeky little shop lady.” Mrs. Brackett rose up to face the tall woman. There seemed to be a surfeit of very tall people in their lives all of a sudden. “You are talking to the future Lady Ravenscroft, and if you want her business, you’ll mind your manners. I’ve a good mind to take my young lady to another shop.”


  “Forgive me,” Madame Blethin said immediately. “I spoke out of turn. Please, Miss Rutledge, if you do not want any of these designs then tell me what you would like. We have a limited amount of time at our disposal, but I am happy to accommodate you. ”


  Evangeline acknowledged the apology with a small nod. “I should like something more modest and less suited for a fancy dress ball .”


  She pulled several sketches from the portfolio, leafing through them.


  “A number of these gowns are in black. If they were not so low cut they would be more suited to a funeral than a wedding.”


  Clearly offended, the dressmaker snatched the drawings back. “I am sorry you do not like my designs. I will fetch my sketch paper and you will tell me what you would like.”


  When they were alone Mrs. Brackett leaned over. “What’s all the fuss about, Miss Evie? It’s not as if you ever intend to wear the thing.


  Just pick one of the black ones, or that red thing with the frothy collar and let’s be done with it.”


  “You’re right,” Evangeline agreed. “I suppose I just hate the thought that anyone would think I’d actually wear one of those Sanguinarian 69


  appalling designs. They belong in a music hall.”


  “No question of that, my lamb, but let’s not spend too long here.


  I’m anxious to get on my way. We’ve to visit the bank yet.”


  Evangeline leaned in close, whispering, “Are we still going to follow the plan? Go in to a tea room, go to the ladies cloakroom, then disappear out of the back?”


  “Since it’s that Hodder bloke and not the Raven we can send him off to a pub to have a few pints and really leave the way clear, then we won’t need to sneak out the back, my pet. There should be coaches leaving York for the south all day, it being such a busy town.”


  “We’ll get going as soon as we can.”


  Mrs. Brackett nodded. “Good, but let’s not do a bunk until after we’ve had a good nosh, I’m right hungry.”


  They spent another ten minutes with Madame Blethin while she sketched a modest gown to be made up in white satin. Half an hour later, Hodder stopped the carriage in the Shambles, a narrow, busy medieval street, and assisted both women down.


  Evangeline spotted a tearoom and was about to step toward it when Hodder said, “No, Miss Rutledge, the dining room his lordship always patronizes is just down the snickleway, here.” He pointed to a very narrow alley leading off the Shambles under a brick archway.


  Evangeline looked at him. “His lordship is not here, Hodder, I will go where I wish and that little tea shop looks very pleasant and cosy.”


  “But his lordship ordered me to take you to The Black Cross.”


  “The Black Cross?” Evangeline repeated. “Why does everything to do with Lord Ravenscroft look and sound funereal.”


  “I don’t know, Miss.” Hodder looked evasive. “Does it?”


  This would not do. She was supposed to be lulling the man into acceptance. He might start to suspect her if she carried on like this.


  “The poor man,” she said, adopting a sympathetic expression. “He must still be in mourning for his parents. No wonder he thought I should wear a black wedding gown.”


  “Er, yeah, that’s right, Miss.” Hodder nodded with enthusiasm.
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  “Poor man.”


  “We had better go to the place of his choice,” she said to Mrs.


  Brackett. “Lead the way, Hodder.”


  The man breathed a sigh of relief as he took them down the snickelway. “I know it seems a small thing, Miss, to go to the place his lordship wants, but I swear, the man knows everything and he gets very annoyed at anyone who crosses him.”


  “Never fear, Hodder, his lordship will have nothing to reproach you with. You have followed his instructions to the letter. Now, where will you go for luncheon?”


  “I’ll go around the back, Miss, and eat in the kitchen.”


  “Nonsense!” she began to panic. “You can’t do that. You must take the horses for a proper rest. We will want to wander round York a bit now we are here. I want very much to visit the Minster. His lordship said we may. We can walk there from here in five minutes when we are finished.”


  “I’m not to let you out of my sight, Miss. His lordship’s orders.”


  “Do what you must,” Evangeline said as if it mattered not at all to her.


  “But I intend to have a very leisurely luncheon, a walk around the Minster including a visit to the Chapter House to look at the ceiling, and then a stroll around some shops. Goodness knows when I will get to York again. For the first time in my life I have money in my reticule and shops to wander around. I intend to indulge myself.”


  As she spoke Hodder’s shoulders slumped. He suppressed a sigh admirably. “Yes, Miss Rutledge.”


  “Now why don’t you get those poor horses rested and get yourself some luncheon at your favourite public house. We can meet at half past three beside the River Ouse. I think I might like to take a look at that, too. I believe there are sometimes kingfishers to be seen.”


  “Well...” He was weakening. “I suppose we could do that, Miss, but it might be a bit cold by the river at this time of year. What if I meet you by the Roman pillar across from the Minster?”


  “At half past three.” Evangeline smiled and walked into the tea Sanguinarian 71


  room with Mrs. Brackett close behind her.


  The Black Cross was dark and cold inside, just as Evangeline knew it would be. At the back of the room a rather meager fire in the big stone hearth offered some light. The tables near it remained unoccupied. A hush fell when they entered. Evangeline went straight to the table closest to the fire where she plumped herself down with Mrs. Brackett opposite. All eyes were upon them. One by one the other patrons turned away. “Not of the blood,” someone whispered close by. “Must have taken a wrong turning.”


  Evangeline squinted in question at Mrs. Brackett, who shook her head. What blood? What did they mean?


  A young woman, simply dressed in a dark gown, approached and set a handwritten menu between them. Evangeline suspected there might not be anything on it they would want. If Raven chose to lunch there whenever he found himself in York she could only guess what was on offer. “A pot of tea for two, some chicken sandwiches and some cream cakes please,” she ordered in a tone that brooked no argument.


  “Could you possibly be in the wrong place, Miss?” the young serving woman asked politely. “There are a number of tea rooms about town that might be more suited to your taste.”


  The young woman irritated her immensely. She had not wanted to come to this dark, unpleasant establishment in the first place. “No, I do not believe we are in the wrong place. Lord Ravenscroft quite specifically recommended the Black Cross. In fact, he sent us here,”


  she said loudly.


  At the mention of Raven’s name all eyes were once more upon them and a hum of conversation rose up. From another room a man materialized, bowing low. He was tall and thin, very pale and quite old. “Lord Ravenscroft is a valued patron of this establishment, ma’am. Please pass on my regards to him. Now, how may I serve you?”


  Evangeline repeated her order. “And would you be good enough 72
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  to build up the fire a little more. It is very chilly in here.” If Raven’s name had such an effect on people she might as well use it to her advantage.


  “Certainly, ma’am.” He looked at the maid then gestured to the fire. She threw more logs onto the dying embers and used the poker to set the blaze going while the man went to see to their meal.


  “I’m telling you, pet,”—Mrs. Brackett smiled—“if he was a normal man, not a monster like he is, it would be very nice to be married to him. Money to spend. Just the mention of his name and people seemed pleased to help…anxious to help.”


  “Do you think they are afraid of him and that’s why they jump to when I mention his name?”


  “I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s not a man to go unnoticed even if he weren’t rich and titled, not the way he looks, but what do we care as long as it works to our benefit?”


  Their meal arrived and they tucked in while refining their plan of escape. They had decided to return to London since it had always been home to them both. An enormous grandfather clock to one side of the room chimed out half past one. They had two full hours before Hodder would become concerned and even then he would most likely give them the benefit of the doubt for another quarter of an hour.


  Evangeline lifted the teapot. There was just enough left for another cup each. Pouring the remains of the tepid tea, comfortably full and warmed through, she sighed. “A few days ago life seemed so certain. My dreams were still intact and now look at us, Mrs.


  Brackett, running for our lives from a man we suspect of being the worst kind of monster.”


  “Oh, lamb.” The older woman patted her hand gently. “I know what your dreams are. To fall in love with a nice young gentleman and get married.”


  Evangeline smiled. “Yes, but more than that, to study, to improve myself, to make up for the holes my education. There are places I want to visit abroad, galleries, artworks I want to see. Imagine, Mrs.
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  Brackett, Egypt and the tombs of the ancient pharaohs!”


  The woman nodded dubiously. “But what about gentlemen? You must have had thoughts in that direction. You know my own marriage was short-lived.” She shook her head. “He died young and I never fancied another man afterward.”


  “I know, Mrs. Brackett,” Evangeline said. “I always thought a nice young gentleman of superior intellect would be right for me. A young man with soft eyes and an intelligent brow.”


  “Not like that Raven with his yellow eyes and his hair hanging halfway down his back.”


  Evangeline sighed. “I think he’s quite handsome in an unconventional sort of way, but he looks older than he is, doesn’t he, older than thirty.”


  “He does,” Mrs. Brackett agreed.


  “But Mrs. Brackett, the way he responded to that poor beggar family surprised me. He was very kind and took them in at once.”


  “He probably just did that to fool you, Miss Evie. To make himself look kind.”


  “But they said they were sent by the villagers.” And then there was Munk’s expression when his lordship told her to look after the family. She expected his lordship’s reaction. No, it was definitively not an act for Evangeline’s benefit.


  “I’m sure I don’t know, dear.” Mrs. Brackett tipped back the remains of her tea and struggled to her feet. “Let’s get ourselves off to the bank and then the King’s Arms. That’s where the coach leaves from most frequently, I believe.” They pulled on their coats and straightened their bonnets. Evangeline took money from her reticule and laid it on the table.


  Seeing that they were leaving, the tall, elderly man who had been so solicitous of them throughout their meal came out and bowed low.


  “Ma’am,” he addressed Evangeline, “might I be so presumptuous as to ask if you are the young lady his lordship is to marry?”


  “I am indeed.” She smiled. “In fact I am in York today to order 74
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  my wedding gown.” There was a collective gasp as every person in the room drew in breath at once.


  “Then you are of the blood?”


  That phrase again—whatever did he mean? “I am indeed. What did you expect?”


  “It is not my place to ask, ma’am, I beg your pardon. I merely thought you seemed so...” He searched for the right words. “Unlike Lord Ravenscroft.”


  “He is a gentleman and I am a lady, how alike could we be?” It was not a question anyone could answer, and Evangeline made to leave. “My companion and I are going now to York Minster to look at the great cathedral and take a moment for contemplation.”


  The man bowed elegantly from the waist and led them to the door.


  As they passed, the strange-looking patrons rose, offering small bows and curtsies. Evangeline nodded regally to each one. The older man opened the door and stood back. “It was a pleasure to serve you, ma’am. Might I ask your name?”


  “Miss Evangeline Rutledge.”


  “Lady Ravenscroft as of next week,” Mrs. Brackett added, as though she had forgotten they were running away.


  The man bowed again. “It will be my pleasure to serve you, as it has been my pleasure to serve his lordship.”


  Evangeline accepted the courtesy graciously. “I shall be certain to tell my lord how kind you have been.” She breezed out into the street.


  The sky looked decidedly overcast as the two women hurried along the narrow, busy streets. Stopping at a costermonger’s cart which sold hot chestnuts they enquired as to the direction of the King’s Arms public house. “It’s right on the River Ouse, Miss,” the old man said, eyeing Mrs. Brackett appreciatively. “Follow Cumberland Street and you’ll be there in less than ten minutes.” He winked at the older woman.


  “Cheeky beggar,” she said to Evangeline huffily as they walked on.
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  The King’s Arms was right on the water and was famous for flooding when the river was high in the spring. Now in mid-January the river sat dark and cold, flowing swiftly. The wind was much colder by the river and the women would have been more comfortable in the public house, but propriety dictated that unescorted ladies remain outside.


  It was no more than fifteen minutes before a coach arrived and Mrs. Brackett went to inquire of the coachman where he was going and when he would be leaving.


  “We’re in luck,” she told Evangeline. “He’s going on down to London and he doesn’t have to change the horses because he did it only a couple of hours since. He says he’s not going on till he’s had something to eat, though.”


  “How long?” Evangeline asked anxiously, looking at her pocket timepiece.


  “No more than half an hour I hope, but he says we can get inside to stay out of the cold. Come on, pet.”


  They hurried over to the coach and Evangeline paid two fares to London. The coachman helped them inside. “No bags, ladies?”


  “Our baggage will follow us.” Evangeline adopted a forlorn look.


  “I have had news that my father is ill and we must hurry home to him.


  There was simply no time to pack. It hardly seemed important when I received word about papa.”


  The driver took off his hat. “Sorry to hear that, Miss. I’ll just be getting a quick bite and a pint and we’ll have you on your way in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”


  “Thank you.” Evangeline feigned wiping a tear while the coachman closed the door.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Raven had spent half the day placating and comforting Dominica, who, just as he was about to leave that morning, had flown into one of 76
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  her murderous rages. It was rare for Munk not to be able to control Lady Dominica, but that morning she had found his sister impossible, and when Dominica was like that only Raven could control her.


  Despite his mistake the night before, he felt that Evangeline had softened toward him. If only he had controlled his overpowering urge to feed when he saw her hand bleeding. He was already hungry and the sight of her blood had fairly hypnotized him. He had never done anything so stupid before as to take blood from a person under such circumstances.


  Pacing the Great Hall, he heard the grandfather clock in the entrance hall chime the hour. He had expected her back by seven at the latest—it was now nine o’clock and there was no sign of the carriage. Could they have got into an accident? In a few long strides he was at the double doors flinging one side open. A sharp wind cut through him which he did not notice at all.


  Stepping outside he scanned the courtyard to the open wrought iron gates and the moor beyond, listening carefully, as alert as a deer listening for predators. His hearing was so acute that at times, when the castle was silent, especially at night, he could even hear Dominica far away behind stone walls in her part of the castle, singing or laughing, sometimes screaming.


  There it was! In the far distance he heard the steady canter of horses’ hooves and the rattle of the carriage as it struggled along the rutted road toward the castle gates. To his astonishment Raven found himself breathing a great sigh of relief. She had come back to him. All day while tending to Dominica he had feared in the back of his mind that she might make another foolish attempt to flee him. He should have more faith in her.


  So that he would not appear to be watching for her, he waited until the carriage was near the gates before returning to the Great Hall.


  


  


  * * * *
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  Hodder looked up at Castle Haven and knew what that poor young lady had felt when she first laid eyes on the monstrosity. If she was half as terrified as he was now, then it was no wonder she had run off again.


  The Raven had told him not to leave the ladies unattended and what had he done? Taken the first opportunity that presented itself to meet up with his cronies at his favourite pub, leaving Miss Rutledge and the big woman to wander about York all alone. Now he must face Lord Ravenscroft and tell him that the ladies had never arrived at the appointed meeting place.


  Half an hour more he had waited, looking up and down the street in the rain, praying that any minute the slender, fair little lady and her stout companion would appear. When he knew at last that they were not coming and that he would be returning without them, he had gone back to the pub and steadily drank five or six more pints of bitter with whisky chasers, only stopping when he had been relieved of his last coppers.


  Since there were no ladies to take to the front door, he drove across the courtyard and directly around the side of the castle to the stable yard and carriage house at the rear. The groomsman came running out to greet the carriage, opening both doors wide to lead the horses inside the warm, lamplit stable.


  When the doors were shut firmly against the biting wind, Hodder climbed carefully down, staggering and having to catch himself against a standing stall. Even after driving for hours in the cold, open air he was still decidedly drunk.


  “Had a few too many, Hod?” the groomsman asked with a laugh.


  “As long as you got that young lady returned safely to his lordship.”


  He nodded in the direction of the castle. “He need never know you was tipsy on the job.”


  “He’s going to know.” Hodder hung his head. “And I’ll be out on the streets for all it’s winter.” The groomsman was already heavily 78
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  involved in taking care of the four sweating horses. Another man came to help him and they fell into conversation, leaving Hodder to stumble back through the dark stable yard and into the castle through the kitchen.


  In the Great Hall he found his master drinking red wine and pacing up and down before a dwindling fire. Bloody man never seemed to feel the cold. It was dark, too, only the fire and one miserable candelabrum on a tall stand to light the place. If he didn’t know better he would think his master a miser for skimping on light and warmth.


  Hodder stopped a few paces away and looked up into his master’s angular face and yellow eyes. “They’ve gone,” he whispered.


  “What?” his lordship asked softly, then screamed, “What did you say?” The glass in Lord Ravenscroft’s hand flew across the Great Hall, shattering against the stone wall. Hodder’s feet left the ground as his lordship took him by the front of his greatcoat, lifting him until he was inches from the yellow eyes. A grimace from his master revealed even, white, very sharp-looking teeth.


  Eyes bulging, his heart ready to explode, Hodder tried to speak. “I waited...they was gone...left them at The Black Cross...said they was going to the Minster.” It all came out at once in a wild jumble of barely articulated words.


  Lord Ravenscroft released him so suddenly that he lost his balance and fell to his knees. Scrambling back to his feet he began again. “Everything went exactly as you ordered until I took them to The Black Cross, my lord. The young lady ordered me to leave them alone. She said they was going to go to the Minster afterwards and look around York a bit. I advised them against going to the river at this time of year, it being chilly. We agreed to meet by the Roman pillar. I waited and waited.”


  “She has run off again,” his lordship ground out. “This time I will bring her back with her hands and feet bound and that is how she will remain until the wedding is over.”
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  “I’m so sorry, my lord.”


  “Sorry does not begin to answer how angry I am.” Lord Ravenscroft raised his arm as if to strike him. Hodder stumbled back out of his master’s reach. “In a few hours we will leave to chase them down and when I have that stupid child safely back in my possession I will decide how to deal with a servant who lets his master down, who disobeys orders, who cannot be trusted. Now get out of my sight!”
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  Chapter Five


  Evangeline walked into the small dining room of the boarding house, surprised to see a young gentleman sitting there. “I thought this house was for lady boarders only,” she whispered to Mrs. Brackett.


  “It seems not, Miss Evie. Anyway, he looks harmless enough,”


  Mrs. Brackett replied.


  “I’m sure he is, but I’m steering clear of gentlemen until we are settled.”


  The young man rose at once, bowed slightly, and sat down again only when they were seated. Evangeline returned his good manners with a small nod. A hearty breakfast of eggs and kippers was served by a pretty young girl in a plain dress and sparkling white apron who smiled a rosy-cheeked smile at them. A little flowering African violet plant sat in the middle of the table making springtime seem not so terribly far away.


  “What a contrast,” Evangeline said as she tucked into toast and marmalade after her kippers. “Everything here is so alive and bright.


  This is exactly the kind of atmosphere we will provide when we settle on our boarding house. Flowers on the tables, a fire in the hearth on cold days and crisp white linen.”


  Mrs. Brackett buttered more toast before generously spooning marmalade on to it. “That’s right, my pet, sparkling windows, not a cobweb to be seen, everything shipshape. But ladies only, we can’t be putting up with gentlemen.”


  Evangeline stole a glance at the young man under lowered eyelashes only to find him looking at her. They both smiled and blushed at the same time, and Evangeline made a quick grab at the Sanguinarian 81


  milk jug to hide her embarrassment, only succeeding in knocking it over. “I thought you were steering clear,” Mrs. Bracket reminded her.


  The young man made a speedy exit while the lady of the house came hurrying over to clean up the mess. “Don’t worry about that, Miss Rudge.” She dabbed at the milk with a cloth before sitting down with them. “Now, since you both arrived so late last night and were so tired, we did not settle on how long you would be staying?”


  Evangeline was unsure what to say. They had found themselves back in London not knowing where to go. London was big and familiar and they could hide there. She wanted to stay out of the way until Raven’s birthday was over, but she also wanted to begin looking for a house to buy.


  The journey by coach had been blessedly uneventful, bringing them to London well after dark. They did not want to ask the coachman for advice in case Raven spoke to the man and found out where they were staying, so for more than an hour they had walked the streets looking for a suitable boarding house, staying well away from Wimpole Street in case they saw people who knew them and who would point them out to Raven if questioned.


  “Perhaps as long as a month, Mrs. Goddard. We plan to buy a home of our own soon with my inheritance,” she whispered, leaning forward. It was hardly proper for a young lady to talk about money and she did not wish to engender any ill will by telling the lady of the house that she too intended to open a boarding house.


  “Oh, very nice, Miss Rudge,” the woman whispered back. “And are you a relative, Mrs. Hinge? That was not made clear last night either.”


  “I am Miss Evie’s old housekeeper,” Mrs. Brackett replied. “And we would appreciate it if you would keep our presence here a bit quiet.”


  The woman leaned closer. “Why would that be necessary? I can’t have any scandal in my house, you know. This is a respectable establishment.”
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  “Scandal?” Mrs. Brackett could scarcely contain herself. “Don’t mention that word and my young lady’s name in the same breath.”


  Mrs. Goddard began to apologize at once. “Oh, I wasn’t meaning to suggest anything, Mrs. Hinge, but I must be careful about the reputation of my establishment.”


  “That’s as it may be, but my young lady’s name is as pure as the driven snow.” She used the expression despite the fact that the little snow they had in London turned into filthy slush within hours of falling. Mrs. Brackett looked about the room, then at the door to ensure they were alone, before whispering across the table, “There are those who think a woman should not inherit at all. Not even the small amount Miss Evie got. There are some in the family who would like to get that money back if they could. The young lady’s future is at stake. That’s why we have to be on our guard.”


  “I had no idea. Oh, I do hate that sort of thing,” the woman said, her face showing plainly her annoyance. “We women must stick together. It may be a long way off yet, but I believe the emancipation of our sex will come. Believe you me.”


  A hush fell over the table. Obviously the lady of the house felt very passionately about the subject. Female emancipation had never even occurred to Mrs. Brackett, a woman who had worked hard and supported herself all her life.


  “Emancipation?” Evangeline whispered.


  The woman nodded, dropping her voice very low. “Property rights...the vote.”


  “The vote?” Evangeline and Mrs. Brackett whispered, their hands over their hearts.


  Nodding confidently, the woman stood up. “I’m very glad you both confided in me. You will be safe in my home.”


  Mrs. Brackett smiled approvingly. “If any gentlemen comes asking about Miss Evie, would you be good enough to put them off the scent? There’s one in particular, tall bloke, thinks very highly of himself, but he only wants the young lady for her money, pitiful as the Sanguinarian 83


  amount is.”


  “You can trust me.” All businesslike again, she called the young maid to clear the breakfast tables while Evangeline and Mrs. Brackett went upstairs to the small bedroom and parlour they had rented the evening before.


  As they settled by the fire in the tiny parlour, Mrs. Brackett put her feet on the fender and sighed. “What a relief, Miss Evie. A good night’s sleep, a good breakfast, and a warm fire. I was ready to drop dead last night after all that traveling and walking the streets.”


  “My dear Mrs. Brackett.” Evangeline leaned forward from her own comfortable armchair and patted the older woman’s stout arm.


  “All I have put you through, I owe you so much.”


  “No, no, lamb, I’m not suggesting you are any trouble at all.”


  Even as she spoke, her eyes were drifting shut. They had only been up a couple of hours.


  Evangeline picked up the tongs and put more coal on the fire.


  “Now where are we?” She sat back knowing she was speaking largely to herself. “We have my £5,000 in cash. It’s plenty to buy a very nice house, a modest new wardrobe and you could do with some new apparel as well, Mrs. Brackett. We have to look the part if we are to be the landladies of a respectable boarding house.” She smiled at the prospect. “Raven will turn thirty next week, or something like that, which means that for the next seven days, possibly ten, we must remain out of sight.”


  “Let’s stay here by the fire for the next week,” Mrs. Brackett mumbled, her eyes closed.


  “That sounds very tempting, but I really think we should consider looking about for a house. I don’t want to sit around for a week. If we are staying in London I think I’ll start looking, you know, just walking the streets around the areas we are interested in to see what’s available.”


  A steady snore rose up in answer. Evangeline went to fetch her coat. She really did need a new one. With one last glance at Mrs.
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  Brackett to ensure that she was comfortable, she went quietly downstairs. She was about to step out into the gray morning when she was stopped by a voice behind her.


  “Miss Rudge?” Evangeline turned to see the young man from the breakfast room hurrying up the passage. He wore his top hat and carried a cane, clearly about to go to work.


  “Yes, Evelyn Rudge.”


  He extended a hand, his cheeks flushing. “James Harding.”


  Evangeline took his hand in her small gloved hand. “Mr.


  Harding.”


  “Are you about to go out, Miss Rudge?”


  With her hat and coat on and her hand on the doorknob it was quite plain that she was. Evangeline gave a smile. He was very pleasant and handsome, and while she was not in the mood for getting to know anyone, it was rather nice to have a gentleman pay attention to her. Like herself, he could not be more than eighteen or nineteen. “I am.”


  “Perhaps I could walk with you a little way?”


  “Indeed, Mr. Harding, I should be glad of the company. Are you new in London?” They walked out into the busy street.


  “Yes, I’m from Dorset. I have secured a position as a bank clerk,”


  he said proudly.


  “How splendid,” Evangeline said brightly.


  “It will do very well for now. I have greater ambitions, I assure you.”


  “I’m sure you do.” She smiled.


  Evangeline began to feel very exposed and rather nervous now that she was out on the street. She wished she had stayed beside the fire with Mrs. Brackett. But no, surely she would be safe for a little while. Hodder could not have got back to the castle before eight last night, probably later—therefore Raven would not have left until daylight this morning in order to pursue her. He would be all morning on the road, then he would have to find her in London, assuming he Sanguinarian 85


  knew she was here and had not gone to Bath instead.


  “Are you new in London, Miss Rudge?”


  “Yes,” she lied. “We are visiting. I have relatives on whom I will be calling over the next week or two.”


  “Since we are both new to London we could explore it together a little. With your companion, of course,” he added quickly. “Would you like to go to the Zoological Gardens or the Museum?”


  Both were places Evangeline had spent any number of happy hours exploring. “I should love to see them,” she agreed innocently.


  “Then let’s do that.” He stopped on the corner. “Sadly I must turn this way to the bank.”


  Again they shook hands. “Have an industrious morning, Mr.


  Harding.”


  “Thank you. Will I see you at luncheon at the boarding house, Miss Rudge? I always go home for meals.”


  “You will indeed.”


  “Until then, Miss Rudge.” He sauntered off happily, turning once to wave.
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  Chapter Six


  Miss Rudge, indeed! Raven sneered. It was difficult for a man such as Raven to remain inconspicuous, but he did his best as he followed her along the road.


  Last night he had had every intention of waiting until morning to pursue her, but after pacing the Great Hall for an hour, he knew he must leave at once or go mad. Quite literally dragging Hodder from his bed he had ordered the man to dress and harness two horses to the small carriage. The small carriage was far less noticeable than the large black one, being dark blue and bearing no family insignia.


  All morning he had watched Evangeline going in and out of shops. About midmorning she went into a dressmaker’s which sold ready-made items, some of which were displayed on manikins in the bay window. She came out wearing a new coat, a dark, serviceable piece of goods which made her look no more grown up than the last and decidedly frumpy as well. No doubt she thought it was a disguise!


  But it surprised Raven enormously how much he enjoyed watching her while she went about her activities unaware of him. There was a certain charm and grace to her walk, a dignity in the way she held her head. The cold air made her cheeks rosy, enhancing her fresh prettiness.


  He could have taken her at any time. It wasn’t enough, however, to just grab her off the street. He wanted to disorient her, to frighten her into obedience by showing himself, then blending back into the darkness. The widening of her eyes, the sudden indrawn breath, her hurried step on several occasions throughout the morning proved he had succeeded.
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  At a quarter to noon she looked at her pocket timepiece and began to walk back in the direction of the boarding house. The streets were busy with gentlemen hurrying home for their midday meal, maids with baskets over their arms coming from the market, and costermongers hawking their wares with loud voices. As they drew nearer to the boardinghouse, the streets grew quieter.


  Raven slipped down a narrow alley between the tall, terraced houses. He could snatch Evangeline right now as she walked by and bundle her into the carriage which had followed him all morning, never staying more than a few yards behind. Hodder was draped in his oil cloth for disguise, though no rain threatened.


  Lounging against the wall, he watched her approach. Now was the moment to move in. Taking several steps out of the shadows, he stood ready. Their eyes met. Raven could not resist a grin as hers widened in horror at the sight of him.


  “Miss Rudge?” Young Mr. Harding came up behind her and took her elbow. “Are you ill? You look decidedly white.”


  Evangeline looked at the young man, then back at Raven, who slid back into the alley, into the shadows where, with his black cloak shrouding him, he disappeared. Later would do just as well as now.


  He refused to tussle on the street with some silly young man even though he knew he could send the lad rolling into the gutter with one thrust of his hand.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  After waiting and watching all afternoon, growing increasingly irritated with Evangeline for not venturing out again, Raven decided it was time to go in and get her. He knew which room she was in, having seen her from a distance looking anxiously out of the corner window throughout the afternoon.


  He stood now in the rear garden of the boarding house, protected from passersby by the high garden wall. Hodder, unhappy and very 88
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  nervous, refused to move away from the gate. The man had been most unwilling to accompany him on the actual abduction, yet dared not voice it.


  Raven glanced up at the moon which gave far more light than he needed to examine the back door. It would be bolted from the inside by now. Pushing against it and trying the latch he found his suspicions correct. He stood back looking up at the house, wondering how easy it would be to scale it. His long reach had always made climbing easy, and his exceptional eyesight gave a clear outline to every possible foot and handhold.


  “Sir, might I make a suggestion?” Hodder whispered, his agitation apparent in his stumbling speech.


  “If you must,” Raven replied with irritation.


  “What’s wrong with knocking on the front door, sir? Normal people do it all the time.”


  Raven peered down at him in the darkness, seeming to grow taller still. “Normal?” he questioned very quietly.


  “What I mean, my lord, is regular people, you know, sir, just


  ...just people...” Hodder’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Most people knock on front doors as a first choice and scale the outside of the house as a last resort, my lord.”


  “Do they indeed? Go back to the carriage, take it around the front door, and be ready to leave when I have Miss Rutledge. I will bring her down the front stairs,” Raven ordered and watched as Hodder quickly left the garden, looking immensely relieved.


  Deciding it was time to proceed, he climbed onto a window ledge and began to scale the house. It took him only minutes to reach the window of the small parlour which Evangeline had abandoned for her bed just half an hour since. It was locked, presenting no more than a small obstacle to his folding penknife. Inside he scanned the room, the light from the glowing hearth making him squint.


  In his soft leather boots his step was completely silent both on the floor boards and on the rug as he made his way to the bedroom.
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  The two women lay sleeping in the wide bed, Mrs. Brackett flat on her back snoring loudly, Evangeline curled up quietly beside her.


  The trick was to lift Evangeline from the bed without disturbing the older woman and then to keep Evangeline silent while he left the house. He was loath to drug her and at the last moment had declined the offer of chloroform from the proprietor of the Black Cross where he had gone to inquire about her before leaving for London.


  Silently he stepped over to the bed and very gently lifted her up into his arms. She was soundly asleep and had it been a warm night she may not have woken until he put her in the carriage. However, the room was chill and the cool air closed around her bare feet, working its way through her cotton nightgown. They were on the landing outside the room when her eyes fluttered open and she clutched at herself to ward off the chill. Raven instantly dropped her legs and clamped his hand over her mouth before lowering her sufficiently for her feet to touch the ground.


  The struggle began at once, inflaming his anger, though she was no match for his great strength. Had he not tripped on the stairs and had to release her in order not to injure them both, they would have been outside without a sound. Raven had no trouble controlling her physically but once he lost his grip on her she screamed at the top of her lungs.


  They went from silence to screams, shouts and doors banging open in seconds. They went from being alone to being surrounded by women in nightgowns and nightcaps, and the one gentleman in the house felt it his masculine duty to protect them all.


  Raven half fell, half stumbled into the downstairs hallway. An oil lamp flared suddenly, held aloft by a young housemaid, momentarily blinding him. The hallway fell silent when he cried out, turning away from the light, covering his eyes with his forearm.


  When he was able to open his eyes once more, he stood towering above them, his yellow eyes gleaming, his teeth bared in a sneer. “Get down here, Evangeline Rutledge!”
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  “You have mistaken that lady for someone else, sir.” Mr. Harding came down the stairs toward Raven while the ladies huddled together watching. “She is Miss Rudge, and I must warn you I am ready to protect her.”


  “And I am ready to murder you if you do not get out of my way,”


  Raven said.


  “Miss Rudge is not leaving these premises, sir. You have made a mistake.” The young man looked increasingly nervous but stood his ground bravely.


  Raven looked into his eyes. “No, I have not made a mistake. We are to be married. Now get out of my way.”


  “You want her money!” the landlady shouted from the top of the stairs. “You won’t get it. She is free to do as she wishes. Mr. Harding, go outside and call for the constable. He won’t be far away.”


  When the young man stepped toward the front door, Raven barred his way with one long arm. Mr. Harding swung at him and with very little effort Raven gave him a shove sending him flying backward onto the hall rug. He looked up the stairs to find Mrs. Brackett with an umbrella raised threateningly. Evangeline was halfway down with two older ladies standing protectively in front of her.


  Blazing with anger, Raven reached past the ladies, grabbed Evangeline by one arm and pulled her down the stairs toward him. At the front door he found Mr. Harding back on his feet and eager for a fight. This time the young man was ready, and a struggle ensued with Raven using only one arm, refusing to let go of Evangeline again.


  Then with a great rush down the stairs they were upon him. Mrs.


  Brackett pounded his back with her umbrella and the other ladies beat him with their fists, while Mr. Harding attempted to leap on his back and wrestle him to the ground.


  His patience gone, Raven knocked young Harding to the ground once more, threw Evangeline over his shoulder, and with one sweep of his strong arm moved all the ladies out of his way.
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  down the front steps and into the street, and there was one further tussle while he bundled Evangeline into the carriage. The terrified older woman was still banging on the carriage door with her umbrella at the end of the street and only ceased when they turned the corner and the horses picked up speed.
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  Chapter Seven


  Evangeline’s last sight of Mrs. Brackett was of her standing in her nightgown waving her umbrella and crying. She found herself sitting in Raven’s lap, held tightly in his arms, as unable to move as if she were bound hand and foot.


  “I’ll make you sorry, my child. I will make you wish you had never defied me.” He spoke in a whisper yet his voice filled the carriage, filling her head until it felt fit to burst. “I will marry you and you will remain locked up until the deed is done, and since I am decidedly worn out by your antics I might even leave you locked up after that, because you belong to me and I can do anything I want with you.”


  Tears streamed down Evangeline’s pink cheeks and her chest heaved with helpless, angry sobs. “Mrs. Brackett will come for me.”


  Raven laughed, holding her still more tightly against him. “That woman will never set foot in my castle again! In fact if I ever catch her in Yorkshire again I will see to it that she is run out. Do you understand your position at last, Evangeline? Do you, child? You have no one. You were bought and paid for and if you had obeyed your lord you could have had your Mrs. Brackett and anything else you wanted. You chose to defy me so now you shall have nothing.


  You are helpless, and I am your master. Reconcile yourself.”


  “I despise you!” she screamed at him.


  “I don’t care,” he said very calmly.


  For a long time Raven held her tightly against him on his lap as he leaned back comfortably into the leather cushions. She could not move her arms at all. Once she tried to kick at him with her bare Sanguinarian 93


  heels, but he neither remarked on it nor seemed to notice. Unwilling to repose against him, she held her body stiff until her muscles ached.


  The soft upholstery and excellent suspension of the carriage made the drive smoother than it might have been, considering the speed at which they began to travel once they were outside the city. But it was cold. Raven felt cold to the touch and the air in the carriage was frigid since the windows were open several inches.


  Her feet were numb by the time she finally swallowed her pride.


  “I am very cold.”


  “Cold?” he queried, finding the remark strange. “Oh, yes, I suppose you must be.”


  “Could you close the windows?”


  “If I did that, I would have to let go of you.”


  “Please, I’m freezing, my feet are numb, and I cannot possibly leap from the carriage at this speed. Really, my lord, what do you think I am going to do?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t trust you.”


  “I might just freeze to death in your arms, would that please you?”


  “Oh, I don’t think that’s going to happen,” he said with maddening calmness. “Still, I suppose I could close the windows.”


  From his pocket he pulled a length of rope and began to bind her hands. Evangeline was too cold and tired to bother trying to fight with him.


  “You brought rope with you?” she questioned.


  “I came prepared. I thought I might need it.” With her hands bound securely, he released her and laid her on the seat opposite him before closing both windows. From beneath the seat he pulled out a heavy wool rug which he arranged over her.


  Evangeline tucked her feet underneath her, shivering uncontrollably in the darkness. Raven sat opposite, silent, but it was too dark to see him. The moon clouded over, a strong wind rocked the carriage periodically and only after a long time did Evangeline begin to feel warm. He made no attempt to touch her again or molest her in 94
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  any way and her courage came creeping back.


  “Why have you gone to such effort to get me back? You don’t love me.”


  “That’s quite correct, I don’t love you. As for the rest, you know I need to marry.”


  “I will never love you, never.”


  “That’s irrelevant. I have no wish to have you love me. Had you obeyed me you could have been very comfortable with me. I will have a great deal of money at my disposal after I marry. You could have anything you want. Aside from that there will be little or no need for us to see each other after the nuptials and the consummation.”


  Evangeline shuddered. “I will not come to you willingly. You will have to take me by force.”


  “You did not fight me in the dining room while I pleasured you, but I will do whatever is necessary to get the job done. And it will be done. The wedding will be made legal. I want no questions asked later as to my rights to my estate.”


  “You disgust me.” Her tone was filled with loathing.


  “Don’t go too far, Miss Rutledge. You are not my ideal woman either.”


  “What is?” she demanded. “The sort of women I saw in the Black Cross with their black gowns and white bosoms? They looked like women of the night.”


  “I’m warning you,” he said quietly.


  “You are hardly human, Lord Ravenscroft. You are a monster, a yellow-eyed, sinister monstrosity.”


  “If you wish to hurt me then you have, Miss Rutledge. Does that content you? I apologize. I have never been handsome.”


  Evangeline fell silent, though it was not his words, but the hurt in his voice that gave her pause. He did not speak again and she fell asleep, exhausted.


  Torrential rain rocked the carriage when they stopped at last in the courtyard of Castle Haven. Evangeline was stiff, her feet numb with a Sanguinarian 95


  prickling sensation in the soles. Struggling to sit up, she found her wrists still bound together, and sank back helplessly when she attempted to rise. Raven lifted her out and carried her. Rain beat down heavily upon them, soaking them to the skin before they could get to the castle door where Munk stood watching and waiting. It was near to dawn with a few faint streaks of light in the eastern sky. Once inside, Raven set Evangeline on her feet and then turned and bolted the castle door.


  “Munk, Miss Rutledge will not stay in her own chamber for the time being. Until after the wedding she will remain in the East Tower.”


  Munk looked at Evangeline, disapproval in every line of her long face. Evangeline knew she looked a fright with her hair coming loose from her long braid and stuck to her face with rain. Her nightgown was plastered to her skin, revealing far more than was decent. “Come, Miss Rutledge, I will show you the way.”


  When Evangeline failed to follow her, Raven picked her up and strode ahead of Munk, taking the stone steps two and three at a time.


  The walls flew dizzily past as they went along passages and climbed more and more steps. A still, biting cold such as she had never known gripped her. This part of the castle seemed more deserted than the rest. There was no sound but that of Raven’s soft footfalls and Munk’s heavier tread behind them.


  At length they stopped at a studded, arched door. Munk sorted a key from the bundle at her waist and unlocked it. Behind the door a vast, round chamber was hidden. The walls were of bare stone, the windows small, but they did have glass in them and Munk went at once to close the shutters against the gray morning light. The room had absolutely no furniture and no fire was laid in the hearth. It was no more than a frigid, empty cell.


  As cold as the grave.


  Raven stood her on the stone floor, icy beneath her bare feet, and walked out. Munk followed him and a moment later Evangeline heard 96


  Fyn Alexander


  the grating of the key as it turned in the lock.


  She was alone in Yorkshire’s equivalent of the Tower of London and all because her uncle had sold her for £10,000. She was hungry and exhausted and she was locked in with no food and nowhere to lie down but the bare stone floor. If she lay there for even a day Raven would find her dead on his return. Was that what he wanted, no, surely not? What he wanted was to marry her and get his inheritance and then he would probably lock her up again and let her die. She had little doubt at that moment that he would do it.


  In utter despair, her hands still tied, Evangeline slid down the wall and sat on the floor with her knees drawn up to preserve what warmth she had left in her body, and, impossibly, she slept.


  When she awoke it was to find Munk shaking her. Strangely she felt quite warm and found that she had been covered with several wool rugs. A fire had been laid in the hearth and one of the silent servant girls carried in coals on a long shovel and set a blaze going. A couple footmen carried in a bedstead with a thick mattress, and two maids were already filling a copper bathtub with steaming water.


  Stiff from huddling on the floor, Evangeline rose and tiptoed toward the fire. At the hearth she leaned in toward the warmth, her thin body shaking. A few more pieces of furniture were brought in—a chair and a writing desk, a couple of heavy rugs for the floor. When all was arranged, Munk shooed out the servants and turned to Evangeline.


  “Miss Rutledge, will you get into the bath, ma’am?”


  “Would you be good enough to untie me?” Evangeline asked, mustering all the dignity she could manage.


  “Certainly, Miss,” Munk replied, quite as though it had often been her duty to untie young women for her master.


  The sight of the steaming hot water was so inviting that regardless of the woman watching, Evangeline threw off her limp, dirty nightgown and stepped eagerly into the tub. She sank down luxuriously up to her neck. “What a relief. I thought I would never be Sanguinarian 97


  warm again.”


  “I will bring up your breakfast tray, ma’am. I am to wait on you until the wedding. His lordship doesn’t trust you at the present time.”


  “I doubt I shall ever trust him.” Refusing to look at the woman, Evangeline did not thank her, but lay drinking in the warmth as she heard the key turn in the lock. For at least half an hour she luxuriated before washing herself thoroughly. Soap for both her body and hair had been provided and a towel lay on a chair waiting.


  Just as the water was beginning to get a little cool she heard the key turn once more and the heavy door opened. Standing up, she reached for the towel to dry herself and saw, not Munk, but Raven with a tray on his arm, looking at her.


  With a screech she sat down again, splashing water on the floor.


  “Get out!”


  Slowly and deliberately Raven placed the tray on the hearth to keep the dishes warm, then crossed the room, picked up the towel and handed it to her. Evangeline did not move, but sat huddled in the water, her arms crossed over her breasts, her knees tight together. The water was cloudy with soap, but still she felt exposed and angry that he stood watching her.


  “Get out,” she repeated, and when he did not move she said quietly, “Please go.”


  Raven remained where he was holding out the towel. Realizing he had no intention of leaving, Evangeline snatched it from him and stood up very quickly, covering herself as she did so and climbing out of the tub.


  “Your belongings are there,” he pointed at the small valise she had brought with her only a few days earlier. From it Evangeline took her dressing gown.


  “Will you turn your back at least?”


  “No.”


  After waiting for several more minutes in a dilemma of despair and modesty, she struggled into the dressing gown while unwrapping 98
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  the towel as best she could to show as little skin as possible. Rubbing her hair with the towel and taking her hairbrush from her valise, she went to the fire and sat down in the chair beside it.


  Since Raven had absolutely no manners she refused to display any either. She picked up the large bowl of porridge with honey and milk and began to eat. Raven watched her curiously for a few moments, and then moved back away from the fire and closer to the drafty windows. “Would you open the shutters so I can see better,” she asked.


  He glared at her, reluctantly opening one shutter.


  Wanting to anger and insult him, determined to pay him back just a little for outwitting her, Evangeline remarked, “Where are your shaded spectacles to cover your yellow eyes, my lord? Surely you need them in such powerful, bright daylight.”


  Raven’s eyes narrowed and his teeth bared slightly. “The wedding will take place the day after tomorrow at the church in the village. If you attempt at any time to run away I will thrash you. I will make you regret any such attempts.”


  “I believe that, sir. I believe absolutely any terrible thing you threaten.”


  “Until then you will remain locked up. Be grateful I have brought you some comforts while you are here. I need not have. And there is no one to come to your aid, so don’t bother screaming. You will only annoy me.”


  The bowl empty, Evangeline lifted the silver lid from a plate and found scrambled eggs and sausages with grilled ham. She set upon it without looking at him.


  “Tell me, sir,” she spoke between mouthfuls, without looking up at him. “What exactly are you, a werewolf, a vampire, or some other grotesque anomaly of nature? I should like to know what I am dealing with.”


  He took several steps toward her. “At this moment I am growing angry enough to deny you food for the rest of the day,” he said Sanguinarian 99


  through clenched teeth. “Several days.”


  Evangeline ate faster, afraid he would remove what was before her. “I suppose I cannot stop you and I most certainly would not put such conduct past you, my lord.”


  “As I said, we will marry soon. Until then you will remain here quietly. Munk will wait on you. Do not attempt any tricks of escape, I assure she is very strong and she has my permission to use whatever force is necessary to keep you quiet, including laudanum. You will not deny me my inheritance.”


  The plate empty, Evangeline poured some hot tea. “You would deny me the chance at happiness with a normal husband.” She felt much feistier now she was warm and fed.


  “Normal husband? Who?” Raven sneered. “That little man at the boarding house who wanted to take you to the Zoological Gardens?”


  Evangeline arched an eyebrow. She was not attracted to Mr.


  Harding, but it would do Raven no harm to think she was. “He seemed very pleasant to me. I thought him very handsome.”


  Raven flinched and ducked his head for a fraction of a second, stung by the remark. “He is penniless! He is a bank clerk. What use would he be to you?”


  “What use are you to me?” she demanded. “At least he is an ordinary mortal, the way God meant us all to be. I have no idea what spawned you, but it was not the hand of God.” She rose to her feet to fetch her gown, her long silky hair spilling over her shoulders as it dried in the heat from the fire. “If I wed you it will be kicking and screaming. I will not go willingly. The entire village will see you humiliated, forcing an unwilling maiden to wed you.”


  “And what if I give you no choice, Miss Rutledge?” Raven crossed the room to stand in front of her though she could see the heat of the fire distressed him. He raised a hand to shield his face from the bright warmth.


  “You would drug me with laudanum to keep me quiet?”


  Raven grabbed the front of her dressing gown, pulling it loose 100
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  before she could raise her hands to cover her bare skin. With both his strong hands he pressed her into his body and managed to remove the dressing gown from her shoulders at the same time, tossing it to the floor. Naked and unable to move she stood, held tightly to his chest, as helpless as she had been in the carriage. “With your maidenhood gone who will have you? Then you will truly be mine. You will have no choice but to marry me.” His long cool hands strayed over her buttocks, cupping and squeezing them.


  Horror surging through her, Evangeline looked up to meet his eyes. Awash with mortification, she had no idea how to behave in such a terrifying and ludicrous situation. “Are you saying you would force me to your bed before the wedding? Are you telling me you would ruin me on purpose?” she whispered.


  “If that is what it takes to get you to the church, then yes. The choice is yours, Miss Rutledge. Before or after the nuptials,” he looked over at the bed. “But one more escape attempt and I will take that choice from you whether a bed is available or not.”


  Unable to speak or look at him any longer, she averted her eyes.


  “Will you let go of me please, for decency’s sake?” she asked quietly.


  “That is, if you possess any decency, sir.”


  Raven squeezed her harder against him. Grasping her small, round buttocks, one in each hand, he squeezed hard again, separating them until the cool air touched her anus. He pressed the tip of one finger against the tight rose. “Assure me you will behave from now on.”


  “I promise,” she whispered, her cheeks scarlet.


  Scooping her up against his chest Raven plumped her on the bed.


  From his pocket he produced two long cords of fine, soft rope. In an instant he bound her ankles together and then flipped her over to tie her wrists behind her back. “My lord?”


  “Evangeline,” he said, as though he were forcing himself to be patient. “Perhaps ruining you is not the way to win you over. I should not have said it. Pleasuring you, showing you how delicious it can be to have an experienced man torment you until you scream is the Sanguinarian 101


  answer. Let’s try it.”


  “No, let’s not!”


  Raven laughed and threw off his jacket.


  Bound and helpless, still lying face down, Evangeline could do nothing but wait. When she saw him lean down toward her buttocks she turned away to bury her face in the eiderdown. The sensation of Raven’s face pressed into her bottom quite overwhelmed her. Her breath caught in her throat as her buttocks flamed with rippling pleasure. The sensation was indescribable and her mind struggled to make sense of it. Raven had cupped her bottom and touched her intimately when she had sat in his lap, but to press his face into a part of her body she never dreamed she would show anyone made her swoon. She released a scream into the eiderdown when his tongue darted out and began to lick the cleft. Up and down, he swept his cool, wet tongue, sending waves of sensation flooding her body. Warm liquid seeped between the plump lips of her cunt.


  “Tell me it’s good,” he whispered, barely pausing to speak before continuing. Raven licked wide circles over each buttock, but always returned to the cleft, probing deeper each time until his tongue touched the flaming sensitive skin of her rosebud. Evangeline clenched her buttocks tightly but could not dislodge him. The rising pleasure between her legs removed every last shred of her modesty.


  She no longer wanted him to stop. She wanted the same apex of pleasure he had invoked in her before.


  Raven sat up and when she felt him move away Evangeline wanted to scream, to beg him to continue his ministrations. He rolled her deftly over onto her back. “Evangeline,” he said, triumph in his eyes. “Your cheeks are pink, your eyes are wide. Look at your nipples, hard as little pebbles. Sweet juice seeps from between these plump lips.” As he spoke he cupped her mound of Venus with his strong hand, grinding the heel into the golden pubic hair.


  “Now I will make you scream.” Raven lifted her body gently so that the top of her head was very close to the headboard. Grasping her 102
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  ankles, he raised them above her. With the loose ends of the rope he secured her feet to the headboard, through the ornate fretwork so that she was bent almost double, exposing her buttocks in such a way that they separated, showing her puckered anus. Evangeline felt her pussy completely exposed, her lips separating in this unnatural position.


  “There.” Raven smiled. “Now you are mine.” He lowered his head. Evangeline closed her eyes, unable to think or focus any longer.


  Her mind whirled. Her body burned with pleasure. The sudden sensation of Raven’s warm mouth covering her cunt made her release a long, loud cry. He began to lap, his tongue sweeping up and down and then around in circles, covering every bit of the sensitive skin between her lips. Over and around, up and down he licked endlessly while the pleasure which Evangeline thought could rise no more built to unbearable heights. Suddenly he thrust his tongue deep inside her where his fingers had been before.


  He began a new rhythm, his tongue lapping circles around her cunt and then thrusting hard, penetrating her. The muscles in Evangeline’s legs and buttocks tightened. She panted loudly and shamelessly, unable to suppress the depth of her arousal. When she thought she could take no more, it happened. That overwhelming flood of pleasure, that peak which clutched at her body, encompassing her, filling her mind until she could no longer think. That wonderful sensation engulfed her. The cry that tore from her throat rose up to the high ceiling as her body jerked uncontrollably.


  “There, my dear girl, there. Wasn’t that wonderful?” Raven sat beside her, tenderly stroking her buttocks and thighs while looking at her pussy. At length Raven released her legs and wrists and she curled into a ball on the bed as the aftermath of her crisis still swept through her limbs, reverberating like ripples in a pond. “What is that?” she whispered. “What is it called, the peak that you force me to?”


  “The French call it an orgasme,” Raven said. “Do you like it?” He smiled. Evangeline did not answer and Raven stepped away and stooped to pick up her dressing gown which he draped over her body.
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  Without another word he left.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Raven ate no more than once a day, usually in the evening, so it was sufficient to arouse Munk’s curiosity when he ordered a meal before noon. In the dining room he sat alone at the end of the long table, his forehead resting in both hands, his food untouched.


  One of the servants had neglected to close the shutters against the daylight and Munk strode over to close it until only a crack of light remained. When the dimness reached a comforting level Raven looked up.


  “Are you going somewhere, my lord?” As a very loyal servant of long standing and the only person he trusted to supervise Dominica’s care, a certain latitude was acceptable and he allowed Munk to ask such a question.


  He looked down at the meat on his plate which he had no appetite for at this time of day. “I must go to Liverpool, or more precisely, the village of Speke. There is work I must attend to before the wedding.”


  “Work never upsets you, my lord. You are often invigorated by it.” Coming to stand beside the table, Munk waited.


  Looking up at the tall, masculine woman in her smart but austere black work dress, Raven said simply, “Speak, Munk.”


  “Miss Rutledge, my lord?” she spread her hands to indicate many questions.


  “She is unsuitable,” he said. “Don’t you think I am sensible of just how unsuitable she is?”


  Munk bowed her head. “Most unsuitable for a man such as yourself. She is not nearly good enough for you, my lord.”


  Raven sat back, looking up at his servant. “She is not nearly as pliable as I thought she would be, Munk. I did not anticipate her running away like this. She must not escape again. You must see to it that she does not. I would marry her this day, but I have an 104
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  engagement I cannot put off.”


  “It would be better to do it at once before anything else happens,”


  Munk agreed. “Madame Blethin must have worked all day and into the night on the wedding gown with every seamstress she has in her shop, because it arrived a little while ago. A hideous white creation.”


  “As expected.” Raven snatched his glass and downed the red wine in one gulp. Munk immediately refilled his glass. “I have no choice at this point. I left it too late. I should have chosen a girl and married long before this. I kept putting it off.”


  “Because of Lady Dominica,” Munk stated.


  “Yes, because of my sister.”


  “Is it too late to find someone of the blood and let this girl go?”


  Munk asked. “There is still more than a week, my lord.”


  “No!” Raven said sharply. “She has defied me and provoked me. I refuse to let her go now, on principle. She will marry me and accept her fate, or she will be sorry. I’ll make her sorry.”


  Munk’s mouth twisted in anger. “She should be grateful to marry a lord. She comes from nothing. You have given her an opportunity that would not present itself to her under ordinary circumstances.”


  Raven sighed, placated somewhat by Munk’s words. “She is a pretty child, though, don’t you think?”


  Munk nodded very reluctantly. “I compare all beauty to Lady Dominica’s great beauty. No one matches her ladyship.”


  “But Evangeline’s beauty is different. She is small and fair. So different from our kind.”


  “She is attractively pale of skin, my lord, but that blonde hair.”


  She frowned. “And her taste in clothes does her no justice. She is too drawn to the sunlight. Before she ran away she asked me what the gardens are like in the summer. It’s incomprehensible.” Munk frowned.


  “Strange,” Raven agreed. He began to eat his meat quickly and efficiently. “More suitable clothes we can provide, but I’m afraid that after the wedding we must indulge her desires to go outside and look Sanguinarian 105


  at flowers and such nonsense.”


  “She may still try to run off after you are married, my lord. I think we should get her a companion to keep watch on her.”


  “Yes, I have not yet told her the full details of the will.”


  Munk leaned forward and Raven remembered that he had never told her either. If anyone should know such details about the family then it was Munk. “Half the estate, which is a considerable sum in itself, will come to me on the wedding day. After that my bride and I must reside together for a full year and she must provide me with at least one child for me to inherit the rest of the estate. So you see Munk, she must not get away even after the wedding, though I have not yet told her this. If I have to keep her locked in the tower for a full year then that is what I will do.”


  “And if you don’t marry, my lord?”


  “I keep the castle to live in until my death, but nothing else, not the lands nor the farms. I would have no income except what the government pays me for the work I do for them.”


  Raven took several pieces of fruit from the silver bowl before him—apples from their own orchard and oranges from the orangery of a cousin in the south. He ate them quickly with great bites, and then stood up. “I should be home in the early hours of the morning, Munk. Keep Miss Rutledge under lock and key.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  She followed him as he strode out of the dining hall, across the Great Hall, and up the wide steps toward his chamber. “Ensure that her fire is kept blazing. She likes to be warm at all times. The cold seems to bother her terribly. Give her the foods she likes and make certain Dominica suspects nothing. I don’t want her upset.”


  “You need not worry, my lord. I will take care of them both until you return.”


  At the door of his chamber Raven spoke to his manservant who was carefully preparing a small bag for his journey. “I need very little.


  I am traveling on horseback. I will stay at an inn only if the weather is 106
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  too bad to travel overnight. Make sure that my hip flask is filled with absinthe.”


  “It is, my lord,” the servant assured him.


  Raven began to walk in the direction of the west tower. “I will visit Dominica before I leave.”


  “Shall I come, my lord?” Munk inquired.


  “No, I will see her alone.” He stopped to look at Munk. “Visit Miss Rutledge often to ensure that she is safe and not trying to climb out of the tower windows or scale the sides of the castle to escape.


  But do not keep her company or allow anyone else to. She is being punished.”


  “Yes, my lord. I can’t imagine Miss Rutledge would appreciate my company anyway.”


  “No, probably not, Munk. Good day.”


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Her black velvet cloak flying about her, Lady Dominica walked the walled garden of the tower where she had lived for most of the last fifteen years. She was free to walk about her garden and the rooms of her tower, but never beyond, except on the four major festivals of the year when Court was held at the castle. She had no idea why she was locked in and had never thought it just. Sometimes she thought it was because she was a vampire, but that made no sense because they were all vampires at Castle Haven. Dominic had always told her it was for her own well-being, and she adored Dominic with a frightening intensity.


  The morning was especially cold and sharp. The high walls of her garden were rimed with a thin skin of ice. The grass was still sparse and yet crisp with frost beneath the leather soles of her slippers.


  Dominica felt the cold more than her brother, but still hardly at all.
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  and she missed him. Even when he was with her he seemed distracted, thinking of something else, or someone else. She knew he was looking for a wife. It was something about the castle and their inheritance, but it was all too complicated for her to understand. The thought of Dominic paying attention to anyone but her enraged her.


  Dominica reached out to touch a thorny rose bush still bare of buds—the few leaves still clinging to it had turned brown and perished in the cold. A footfall across the garden on the crisp grass made her pause. Her dear Munk come to keep her company? But no.


  One more light step and she whirled around, throwing her arms wide.


  “Dominic!” She always knew his step. Even though he was two hundred yards away, her acute hearing never failed her.


  With long strides he reached her and took her into his arms. She rested her head against his chest while he cupped her cheek and stroked her hair. “Feed me, Dominica, please. The hunger is upon me.”


  She made to comply, before remembering she was angry with him. Stepping away she looked up at him. “Talk with me for a while.


  You have not read to me in a long time.” She led him along the garden to the stone bench close under the wall. He looked anxious.


  “I read to you last week, don’t you remember? We read poems by Lord Byron.”


  “You keep going away,” she pouted. “Why? I miss you.”


  “I’m sorry, Dominica, you know I have things I must do sometimes. There are things away from the castle I have to attend to. I cannot always be here. Feed me,” he said again. “Please, Dominica.”


  “You will pass the rest of the day with me, won’t you? I love Munk but I get tired of her.”


  The doubt in his eyes caused anger to flare hot within her. “Are you going away again?” she burst out.


  “Just until tomorrow morning. There is something I must do.”


  Dominica’s full lips pulled back from straight white teeth in a vengeful, animal-like sneer. “If you leave me I won’t feed you,” she 108
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  said, rising to her feet, her long cloak swirling about her She watched as the light drained from his eyes and his shoulders drooped. He needed her, he had always needed her, so he had better do as she wanted. “You don’t understand, Dominica, I have no choice. I will be back to stay with you. I’ll read to you, I promise.”


  Striding briskly, she crossed the garden and entered the tower heading directly for her parlour. Raven followed close behind. “Go away!” She turned on him from where she stood by the small fire in the great stone hearth. “Go away from me, Dominic, I don’t want you here. I don’t love you!”


  “Of course you do.” He held out his arms, using the tone that lulled her and made her want to be agreeable, but today it would not work. Nothing would make her happy but to have him beside her all day.


  “Go away, go away!” She flew at him, pummeling him with both fists, and then digging her nails into his cheeks until blood spilled down his face. “Drink your own blood,” she said through gritted teeth.


  Dominic gently extricated her hands from his hair and clothes and swiftly left the tower, locking the door behind him. Dominica ran after him to the big arched door, banging on its iron studded surface with both fists, but he was gone, his soft footsteps receding down the passage. She ran outside again as the wind rose, whipping the tired rosebushes and trees in the garden. Just as she could hear a pin drop in a bustling, crowded hall at Festivals, so could he hear her calling him from great distances. She screamed into the wind, knowing Dominic would hear her even if he was outside in the front courtyard already.


  “Dominic, come back, I will feed you, I will! Come back!”


  The wind caught her words, carrying them up and over the walls.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  From her tower chamber, though her hearing was no more than Sanguinarian 109


  ordinarily good, Evangeline stood listening intently when a cry rose up that was definitely not seagulls or any other such bird. It was a woman. She ran to the window and struggled with the stiff, old latch until it opened. A piercing cry carried on a freezing blast of wind made the hair on her scalp grow tight. She distinctly heard a woman screaming, “Dominic, come back.”


  


  


  * * * *


  


  A light snow fell, making Raven’s black hair look gray in the moonlight. His shoulders were sprinkled with snow and his chest where his jacket and shirt lay open. He had left his cloak and hat with his horse, which was tied up in the forest behind Speke Hall. For several hours he had rested with the animal, waiting for the sounds of activity in the Hall to die down, for the lamps to go out. He walked now around the perimeter of the great house, listening for sounds, attempting to locate the man he had come for.


  Raven knew Speke Hall well. The minor gentry who had once owned the Tudor Manor and let it fall into the most appalling disrepair, had sold it to the Watt family who were in the process of restoring it, just as Raven would restore Castle Haven very soon. The moon cast no light over the dilapidated West Range where he walked, wondering if he should enter through this part of the house. The entrance to the courtyard was through the North Range, but he was far more likely to be seen there, by a servant or a night watchman.


  In the darkness he heard a slight creak and saw a window frame along the wall so rotted that it sagged as he looked at it. With both strong hands he pushed at the soft wood until it fell in, sliding his long body in after it. He walked on silent feet, ignoring the rodents scurrying about him as he disturbed them, and made his way toward the staircase in the West Range which, unlike Castle Haven’s main staircase, was narrow and steep.


  His government intelligence man had told him his quarry would 110
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  be in the blue bedroom, just along the upper landing from the staircase. On silent feet he made his way there and quietly opened the door.


  Only one candle lit the room, which after the complete darkness of the hallway was just bright enough to disturb Raven’s sensitive eyes. He squinted.


  “What the devil?” The man was about to climb into bed where a servant girl lay shivering, waiting for him. She was very young and frightened, but whether it was at the sight of Raven or the prospect of bedding Reginald Alt he could not tell. But he did not want her blamed in any way for the man’s death.


  Raven met the girl’s eyes, holding them just long enough to entrance her. She was of low intelligence, an easy victim. “Get out and go straight to your attic. Do not alert anyone.”


  The girl stared at him for several long seconds before moving. All the time Alt was going to the wardrobe, fumbling in a panic for a weapon. In no hurry, Raven closed the door behind the girl and stepped silently up to the man just as he brought forth a pistol.


  Usually Raven took a victim from behind—it made it easier for them both. This night he had no choice and his lightning-quick hand flew out, his knifepoint catching the light of the candle.


  The next few moments passed very slowly as they always seemed to when he killed someone. Raven pointed the razor-sharp tip of his blade at the jugular vein. Even in complete darkness he could have found it by instinct. The small light from the candle allowed him to see perfectly where the tip entered the man’s neck and then thrust deeper while Alt’s eyes bulged and stared straight ahead. A strange gurgling sound came from his throat.


  Raven withdrew the blade, allowing the blood to flow freely. Alt clutched at his neck to stanch the flow, but he was already falling.


  Raven caught him to prevent a thud on the floor boards. Laying the man down carefully, he snuffed the candle and left the room.
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  and the sight of the blood weakened him. The urge to go back in and lap it up was so strong that he stood rigid on the spot, controlling himself with immense difficulty. Blood from a dead person had no transformative energy and the idea of blood from a man like Alt made him sick.


  A scent assailed his nostrils the moment he calmed down and allowed himself to think. A scent so subtle no ordinary person would have caught it. He smelled sweat and fear from the servant girl and was able to follow it along the landing and directly to the attic where the servants slept. He found the girl crouched at the top of a very narrow staircase, listening. When she saw Raven approach her in the thin light from a narrow window above, she fainted, slithering down the steps into his arms.


  The beast was upon him now and he lost control. With the tip of his knife he made a tiny nick in the large vein of her neck and drank deeply for over a minute. Only when he paused, his hunger beginning to be sated, did he notice how strong and bitter her blood tasted. He wondered briefly what she ate to make it so. He licked his lips, deciding he had had sufficient for now to take the edge off. With care, he pressed his forefinger to the small wound until he was certain the blood had stopped flowing. He would not have the girl bleed to death—he had not come to kill her.


  Less than ten minutes later he was outside in the freezing night, riding hard toward Yorkshire and home. Riding toward Evangeline, and amazed to find that he wanted to see her, that he wanted to try again.


  He could easily tame her and make her submit, he just didn’t want to. He wanted her to obey him because she wanted to, not because she had no choice. Why did she defy him at every turn? Why did she hate him so much? Was he so repugnant and was it because he was a vampire or because she disliked him as a man?


  He would go home to Castle Haven, have a long rest and then talk to her, try to be kind, try not to lose his temper. I want her to love me.
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  He rode on quite determined to try again.
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  Chapter Eight


  Lacking all amusements, no books or sewing to work on, Evangeline had far too much time to think, leaving her thoughts to wander down endless dark and sinister passages.


  She had heard a woman scream both on the day she arrived with Mrs. Brackett and yesterday. Something very strange was going on at Castle Haven, quite aside from the strangeness of his lordship. Was it possible he had another woman imprisoned there as well? Another woman who had refused to marry him, just as she had. Her mind began to race with possibilities. He could have any number of prisoners in rooms like this in the castle ready to give him their blood at his pleasure. Would he want to devour her blood once they were wed? Would he keep her locked in the tower forever where no one could help her?


  She had to escape. There had to be a way to get out.


  


  By the time darkness had fallen outside and the one candle she had in the room was lit, she had worked herself in to such a frenzy of fear and suspicion that she could not touch her dinner at all and sat staring at the fire, listening for every creak, every gust of wind, every scratch of a mouse scurrying by her door.


  When Raven entered on soft feet, she was beginning to doze in her chair. Sensing a presence, her eyes flew open to see him leaning against the cold stone wall across the chamber, his long, lean body reclining comfortably. The moonlight creeping in through the shutter made his angular face appear for a moment like a mask. A strangled cry escaped her.


  “I thought you had given up screaming at the sight of me, Miss 114
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  Rutledge.”


  “I was not expecting you, my lord.” She drew back in her chair, pulling her shawl closer about her shoulders. “You frightened me.”


  She squinted to see him better. “Your face is scratched.”


  “A branch caught me when I was out riding. I did not see it in the dark.”


  “You didn’t see something in the dark?” She almost laughed. “I don’t believe you.”


  “Your meal is untouched.” He nodded at her dinner tray sitting on the hearth. “Did you not like it? I can send for something else.” His voice was tender, putting her on guard. Should she trust him? She wanted desperately to trust someone. No, she could not let her guard down.


  “My appetite has left me,” she said simply.


  “I hope it returns soon. I would not have you wither away to nothing.” He smiled. “Why don’t sleep in the bed? You would be more comfortable and warmer.”


  “I cannot imagine you would care if I should become ill and die.


  Not until after the wedding anyway.”


  “Actually I do.” He pushed himself upright and moved toward her. “You must provide me with an heir.”


  Evangeline started. “But you said nothing about an heir.”


  “An heir is taken for granted, Miss Rutledge. I find it hard to believe you do not know that. My family will has stated for centuries that the heir must live with his bride, or her bridegroom, for a minimum of one year, producing at least one child. In my family the eldest inherits, whether male or female, but they must keep the Ravenscroft name.”


  “That’s all terribly interesting, my lord,” Evangeline stated with a hint of sarcasm. “And what if I have a child and it dies? So many do.


  Will I be imprisoned in this tower until I give you a healthy infant?”


  “Ravenscroft stock is as strong as young horses. My children will not die, Miss Rutledge. I desire only one from you.”
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  “And I, my lord, desire no child from you. I want no child with yellow eyes or your freak show height, no matter how strong and healthy. You are decidedly strange to look at, sir!”


  “And you!” He raised his voice to such a pitch that she jumped, scooting back further into her chair. “You, Miss, are too thin and too small. You are decidedly ordinary!” He strode to the door, then turning upon her continued, “And you have far too much to say for yourself, damned cheeky little chit!”


  “Those scratches came from a woman,” she accused him. “What did you do to the poor creature to make her have to fight you off?


  They’re nail marks.”


  “They are nothing of the sort.”


  With that he stormed out, slamming the door so hard that Evangeline swore she heard stones rattle loose and tumble down the tower walls to the ground.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Anger raged in Raven’s heart as he walked the pitch-black passages. He had gone to ask after her well-being, even offering to have different food brought up for her. He went to her to show his concern, to try to soften her anger a little, and what did she do in response to his thoughtfulness? She insulted his physiognomy and refused to bear a child with his characteristics, as if she had any choice in the matter.


  He knew he was not attractive. He had always loved Dominica’s beautiful green eyes and resented his own yellow ones. He looked older than his thirty years and his sister looked younger. He was not jealous, but he was hurt that Evangeline would point out his faults so readily, especially since he was trying so hard to be kind and to control his temper.


  


  


  * * * *
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  Lady Dominica heard her brother coming toward her tower from a good hundred yards away. She ran excitedly to the locked door and stood anxiously awaiting him. When the door opened and he stood before her smiling, she threw herself into his arms and felt them close around her, enveloping her. Dominic always made her feel protected.


  “I’m sorry I scratched you, Dominic.”


  “Do not trouble yourself, my dear,” he said kindly.


  At once she smelled blood on him, just as she had a few days ago.


  This blood smelled different, but it was still blood that had not come from her, and Dominica had been her brother’s main source for close to fifteen years. Angered, yet desperately wanting him there, she drew him to the bed chamber and sat beside him on the chaise longue.


  Neither spoke as he carefully nicked her vein and drank deeply from her wrist. Afterward they sat in silence, Dominic seeming serenely peaceful and Dominica angry that she had cause to suspect him.


  When he asked reticently, “Dominica, am I ugly?” she knew he was being influenced by a woman, and a woman who was not of their own kind. Any woman of the blood would see him as beautiful.


  “No, dear brother, you are not. Ladies find you beautiful.” He looked very tired for some reason. She knew nothing of what happened beyond the castle walls—his life beyond her tower and garden was a mystery to her. “Why would you ask such a question?”


  He laid his head on the back of the chaise. “People stare at me on the street. They always have.”


  “That is only because you are so tall. If I went out, they would stare at me also. Munk tells me I am very tall for a woman, even a woman of the blood.”


  “They would stare at you because of your beauty.” He smiled.


  Gently, Dominica ran one hand over his chest, feeling without seeming to for evidence of someone else in his life. The key to her tower he always left in the outside of the door when he visited her, only taking it when he left after locking her in. So she knew when she Sanguinarian 117


  felt another key in his coat pocket that it was to a different room in the castle. There was someone else locked up here besides her. “Have you found a bride yet?”


  “No,” he said, tensing slightly. “Why do you ask?”


  “No reason. Stay with me tonight, Dominic, you could sleep right there.”


  “Yes, all right,” he agreed. He got up to lock the door properly and put the key in his pocket. On the nights he stayed with her he always left the key easily accessible in his pocket, knowing she would not wish to leave or go wandering about when he was with her. “Get into bed now, my dear.”


  Dominica obeyed him at once, climbing into bed and lying down quietly, her eyes never leaving her brother, who stretched out on the chaise lounge. “Good night, Dominic.”


  He closed his eyes and within minutes slept like the dead.


  Dominica watched him for some time until she felt his soul unreachable. Always he slept lightly, waking easily, sometimes in response to her dreams. Usually her only desire was to have him close-by. Tonight all she wanted was the keys in his pocket. That new key held a secret, something Dominic was not sharing with her, and that made her angry.


  Rising silently, she had the keys in her hand without her brother sensing any movement. Then throwing on a loose black silk dressing gown over her nightgown, she fastened the tiny silk-covered buttons and left the tower, locking Dominic in behind her. It was some months since she had wandered freely about the castle and a sense of excitement coursed through her. It was very late—all the servants would be in their beds. She could go anywhere, do anything, but all she wanted was to find who Dominic was hiding.


  Examining the key as she walked the silent, dark passages of the castle, she tried several doors. They were all unlocked. Where would he hide someone, or imprison someone? The east tower which was still in good repair? Yes! That was where his bride could be hidden.


  


  118


  Fyn Alexander


  With purpose now, she strode through the castle, down the staircase, across the Great Hall, along the passage to the far side of the castle, and up the spiral steps. At the end of the east tower passage she saw a light under the door. Someone was in the tower. Without pause she put the large iron key in the lock and turned it.


  The chamber was lit only by the light from the hearth. Warm air struck Dominica’s face the moment she entered, making her flinch.


  This person liked warmth too much to be one of their kind. She took in the large chamber which was nearly bare except for the chair beside the hearth, and the bed. A small bump curled up in the middle of the huge bed looked almost like a child. Closing the door behind her, she moved closer and sat down on the side of the bed, pulling the heavy eiderdown back to reveal a small blond young woman snuggled into a ball for warmth.


  “How sweet.” Her lips curled back from her teeth. “So this is what he is keeping from me. My brother is supposed to tell me everything.


  I was born an hour before him. I am the true heir.”


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Evangeline thought she was dreaming, yet she heard the voice quite clearly beside her in bed. She opened her eyes, looking up into the most beautiful face she had ever seen. Pale skin and green eyes were gilded by the golden firelight. For an instant she was afraid, but this was a woman. Had the other prisoner found her? Sitting up she wrapped her arms around her knees. “How did you find me? Who are you?”


  “I live here. Who are you?” the woman asked.


  “Evangeline Rutledge. I have been here for only a few days. Are you a prisoner, too?”


  The woman paused and seemed to consider the question. “Yes, yes, I am held in my tower, which is very unfair. Why are you here?”


  She sounded angry.
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  “Lord Ravenscroft wishes to marry me, though I have no wish to marry him.”


  The woman’s beautiful eyes flashed angrily. “He said he had not found a bride.” She leapt up and paced the room, her silk dressing gown flying about her like ravens’ wings.


  Evangeline watched the woman, becoming increasingly anxious.


  She seemed a bit mad. “Have you come to help me escape? Are we going to go together? Who are you?”


  “I am Lady Ravenscroft.”


  “But I am to be Lady Ravenscroft,” Evangeline said doubtfully.


  The woman leaned into Evangeline’s face and hissed at her like a snake about to lunge. Evangeline drew back from the horrible sound and the bared teeth. One look at the beautiful hands, the long manicured nails, and she knew this woman had raked Raven’s face.


  She seemed capable of anything. “You will never be Lady Ravenscroft, a small sickly-looking faerie like you. You will disgrace the family name.”


  Evangeline recoiled from the madness so evident in the woman. “I have no wish to be Lady Ravenscroft,” she spoke softly, not wanting to provoke her. “I want to go home. Will you help me?”


  “Help you, why should I? I should kill you. I will kill you if you take my Dominic away from me!”


  “No, you may have Dominic. Keep him. I do not want him. Please help me get away and then he will be all yours again.”


  There followed a long pause during which the Lady Ravenscroft assessed her with narrowed eyes, her full lips pursed. Then she took the key from her pocket and held it up in front of Evangeline who dared not reach for it. “I’m going back to Dominic. If you tell him I was here I will have to kill you. In fact, I might anyway.”


  Stunned by the threat, Evangeline recovered herself sufficiently to say. “My lady, was it you who cried out to him yesterday? I heard someone.”


  “He leaves me to come to you, which makes me very angry.”
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  “He did not come to me yesterday, save very briefly in the evening.”


  “Then where was he?” she demanded.


  “I have no idea and I would prefer he was anywhere but with me.”


  “You don’t want my Dominic? You’re mad,” she stated, her eyes blazing.


  “Do you love him?” Evangeline enquired.


  “I adore him.”


  “Even though he wants to marry me?”


  “I will forgive him if you leave and never come back,” she said.


  Evangeline phrased the next question carefully, not wanting to shock the woman. “Has Lord Ravenscroft ever suggested he might want to consume your blood?”


  Lady Ravenscroft laughed. “Of course he has. He does it all the time.”


  Evangeline’s mouth dropped open. “And you allow him to?”


  “His thirst becomes a raging beast within him if I do not. Aside from that I like to feed him. It gives me pleasure.”


  For a moment Evangeline could not speak. This beautiful woman was telling her that she gained pleasure from letting The Raven drink her blood. “And tell me, Lady Ravenscroft, is he a...”—she paused, before daring to whisper—“a vampire?”


  “Foolish girl, what do you think he is?” she snapped. Just when Evangeline thought the woman would never leave she dropped the key onto the bed and left without looking back.


  Waiting until she was certain the woman was gone, Evangeline crept up, looking fearfully out into the dark, freezing cold passage.


  Ensuring there was no one coming, she tried the key in the lock, almost laughing with delight when it fit. She had the key to her prison tower.


  Outside, the rain beat upon the windows. The few trees out on the moors were bent nearly double by the raging wind. This was no night to try to escape. She would become hopelessly lost out on the moor—
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  she could easily die out there tonight. There was no choice just now but to lock herself in again and wait for the opportunity to escape, and it would have to be soon as she had only a little time left before the wedding.


  After locking the door from the inside and hiding the key between two loose stones in the chimney breast, she sat down beside the fire to contemplate what the evening had brought.


  Why had Raven sought a wife when he already had one? Perhaps she had been unable to bear him a child, thus invalidating his receiving his inheritance and making it necessary for him to acquire another wife. The strangeness of Castle Haven grew more profound with every passing day. Evangeline began to fear for her very life, not just her integrity and sense of decency. Lady Ravenscroft had threatened to kill her and she had no doubt the woman would do so if she did not escape soon.


  With a sudden desperate pain she missed Mrs. Brackett terribly, dear Mrs. Brackett whom she loved so dearly. How she longed to see her again, to be comforted and reassured by her. At least the woman now had money at her disposal. Evangeline had taken her entire inheritance in cash and Mrs. Brackett still had it, thank goodness. She could buy herself the house they had dreamed of and Evangeline hoped she would. The dear woman deserved to get something for all she had done to help her young mistress.


  The events of the past hour were so strange that Evangeline got up more than once to check that the key was truly there, to make sure she had not dreamt or imagined it all. She knew now what an innocent she had been, protected for eighteen years. In the short space of a week she had been betrothed to a vampire, run away twice, been threatened with murder by the vampire’s wife, assaulted by her, and locked up in a tower. Until a week ago her greatest dilemma had been how to convince the Geographical Society to admit her as a member since they did not seem to like ladies. With visions of her encounter with Lady Ravenscroft playing and replaying in her mind, Evangeline 122


  Fyn Alexander


  drifted off where she sat, sheer exhaustion leaving her free from dreams, once she succumbed to sleep.
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  Chapter Nine


  Evangeline was still half-asleep in the chair beside the fire when Munk carried in her breakfast in the dim early light. She placed the tray on the hearth while a young maid carried a large, deep box across her arms and laid it on the bed, before tidying the room and building up the fire.


  “What is that, Munk?” she asked.


  The woman opened the box while Evangeline poured some tea to wake herself up. She had grown chill and stiff in the chair. From the box Munk withdrew a frothy white confection which she shook out and held up for her mistress’s approval. “Your wedding gown, Miss Rutledge.”


  “Yes, of course,” she said. With the mention of her wedding, the strange visit of the night before returned. Raven’s first wife, his real wife, had found her. She had also threatened to kill her if she revealed the fact.


  “Are you ill, Miss?” Munk asked at her sudden stillness. “Have you taken a fever?”


  “No, Munk, I’m quite well, thank you.” The fact that she now had a means of escape made her nervous. She could not stop herself from darting a glance at the chimney breast where she had hidden the key.


  “Are you sure you are well, Miss Rutledge?” Munk repeated.


  “Yes, Munk,” she repeated, rather testily this time. She pointed at the gown to change the conversation. “It’s very pretty, isn’t it?”


  Her nose wrinkling in distaste, Munk stated, “It is, Miss Rutledge, if you say so.”


  “Very traditional.” Evangeline had no more intention of marrying 124
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  that vampire than she had of staying in Castle Haven.


  “I suppose that depends upon whose traditions you follow,” Munk mumbled.


  “I heard that, Munk,” Evangeline warned her. “Though I do not know what you are talking about, unless you concur with that strange dressmaker that I should be wearing black for my nuptials, and considering the circumstances, perhaps I should.”


  “I’m not sure I know what you mean, Miss.”


  “Of course you know what I mean. This marriage is not my choice. It is a farce, and I am frankly dreading it. I’d rather drink arsenic.”


  “Yes, Miss.” Munk smiled, leaving Evangeline no doubt that she would gladly provide the poison with just a little encouragement.


  Evangeline put down her tea to examine the gown. “I suppose I shall be wearing this later today?” If she kept Munk thinking she had accepted her fate, she would stand a better chance of taking them by surprise. “Are there flowers for a posy?”


  “There are no flowers, Miss. His lordship has no use for flowers.


  Aside from that, the wedding has been postponed again.”


  “Really?” Evangeline tried not to look hopeful.


  “That stupid man in the village has got himself an ague or something and lost his voice. He cannot speak to pronounce the vows.”


  “The vicar?”


  “Yes, the vicar. His lordship is very angry. He has been raging up and down the Great Hall these last few hours. Word came by messenger this morning that the marriage must be put off another day or two until the man can speak. Lord Ravenscroft is not happy, I can tell you.”


  “No, I’m sure he’s not, and neither am I at the prospect of another night in this tower.”


  Munk turned from her and began tucking the gown back into the box. “Though it’s just as well, what with Court this evening,” she said Sanguinarian 125


  quietly to herself, her back to Evangeline.


  “Court? Who’s going to court?” Evangeline questioned.


  “No, you mistook my words, Miss.” Munk put the lid back on the box and placed the whole thing on the floor against the wall before going quickly to the door.


  “Then what did you say?” Evangeline followed her. “What has that man done now that a magistrate must be involved?”


  “Nothing that I know of. Excuse me, Miss Rutledge, I am needed downstairs.”


  “Will his lordship come to see me today?”


  “I shouldn’t think so. He is very busy. Now that the wedding has been delayed I’ve no doubt he will see to other business.”


  “I should hate to trouble him!” Evangeline stated, as the door closed in her face. “Thank you, God,” she whispered, “for making the vicar sick.”


  After ensuring yet again that her key was safe, Evangeline set about her breakfast with enthusiasm, keeping an eye on the weather which had brightened considerably since last night. It still looked very cold though and she remembered that she no longer had a coat, having left London the second time wearing nothing but a nightgown. She must be alert to the best possible time to escape and though she was loath to walk about the castle or moors at night, she saw no other choice but to go under cover of dark.


  But what was that about going to court? Had Raven drank the blood of someone who objected and been brought up on charges? She would not be at all surprised. She could not even begin to imagine all the possible future embarrassments of being married to a vampire.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Raven felt decidedly cheered after a morning of frustration. While another couple of days must pass before he could marry Evangeline, tonight he would have the distraction and pleasure of the quarterly 126
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  gathering of the people. A severe winter storm had prevented the Winter Solstice Court gathering and they had postponed it until January.


  For four centuries Court had been held at Castle Haven. There was a time, long since past, when there was a monthly meeting, held every full moon. On top of that there were four gatherings a year for the major festivals. Now that there were fewer of their kind, and they lived at such distances from each other, they met only four times a year to hold C ourt and at the same time celebrate the festivals. Some came from as far away as France and Spain.


  The carriages began arriving as soon as the sun went down, filling the courtyard with gentle noise and activity. Straw had been put down on the cobbles to muffle the clattering of carriage wheels, a gesture heartily appreciated by those whose sense of hearing was more than ordinary. At both Court and the festivals wealth and class had no bearing. Those with wealth brought their poorer cousins with them in their carriages. They were equal among their own. Only age and knowledge held status at Court.


  The wide double doors were flung open to the chill night where Raven stood, dressed splendidly, to greet his fellows. Munk beside him looked unusually dressed up in a black silk gown with her hair less severely pulled back than for daily wear.


  Never a vain man, Raven liked to dress well when Court met or a festival was upon them and he had taken great pains to be attractive this night. Among his own kind he was considered to be quite handsome, but his sense of himself had taken a few hard knocks with the insults that girl had lavished upon him this last week and he felt very insecure about his appearance, though Evangeline had had very little to say after he had pleasured her. She had been too busy panting.


  When the first of his visitors were helped down from their carriages by the footmen, Raven turned to Munk like an insecure boy.


  “Do I look acceptable, Munk?”
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  circumstances, looked him up and down with a smile of intense pride.


  His hair, often a little wild, was brushed to a gleaming shine, falling down his back well past the shoulder blades. A snowy white shirt with a smart black stock could be seen beneath his black silk frock coat.


  The coat fitted his long, narrow body perfectly and was made just a bit fancy by the embossed design upon it. He had had the silk especially woven and when the candlelight caught it, the outlines of the ankhs could be seen patterned against the background. His trousers also fit snugly against his long legs. His black leather boots gleamed. A large solid silver ankh rested on a long chain against his chest.


  “Like your father before you, my lord, you are the handsomest of men,” Munk said, her deep affection for her master and mistress being the closest thing she ever felt to love. “And your dear sister is the most beautiful woman on earth.”


  Raven regarded her affectionately. “Ah, my dear Munk, what would we do without you? If only my bride found me more to her taste, things would be easier. She tells me I am ugly.”


  “Ugly indeed! It is she who needs to improve her appearance. It is unfortunate you cannot wed one of our own, my lord, one who would appreciate the remarkable man you are.”


  “It would make life easier, I know, but there has been far too much interbreeding among our kind. There are too few of us now. We must bring in new blood to strengthen our line.”


  Munk nodded sadly. “Interbreeding keeps the bloodlines pure, but then it can also result in many problems, as we now know.”


  “Do you believe it is the reason Lady Dominica suffers madness?”


  he asked.


  “I think there can be no doubt, my lord.”


  He nodded, accepting her word. “Evangeline must give me a child, hopefully twins.”


  “Let us hope the child she gives you is of the blood, not of her kind,” Munk said. “Sadly, there is no way to predict these things, my 128
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  lord.”


  “I too hope my children will be of the blood, but you must be good to her, Munk, to Miss Rutledge, be kind. She is an innocent.”


  “And if she makes another attempt at escape, my lord?”


  He shook his head. “That won’t happen. She has learned her lesson. She knows I am not to be trifled with. If only she could feed me,” he said wistfully.


  “I doubt she ever will do that, my lord. In fact, I think you will be fighting that girl for a long time to come.”


  For a moment his heart sank at the prospect, and then rallied again when a couple came up the steps. “Lord Ravenscroft, well met!” They embraced. He was among his own, as it should be.


  “Shall I go now and bring Lady Dominica to the gathering?”


  Munk inquired. “She looks more beautiful than usual tonight, my lord. She looks absolutely stunning.”


  “Thank you, Munk, yes, bring her to her people.”


  “Shall I tell her of the announcement or will you, my lord?”


  “You tell her, Munk, but be sure to give her her drops first to calm her.”


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Dressed in the only gown she had, a plain gray wool, her hair tied back with a single ribbon, Evangeline padded her bed with the wedding gown to the rough shape of a body, pulled on her only shawl, and let herself out of her tower prison. She had no boots, only soft slippers on her feet.


  The freezing corridor was so dark she could see nothing and felt her way along the damp, stone walls, wishing she had had the sense to bring a candle and a blanket from the bed. She could break her neck in the darkness and put an end to all her troubles in one fell swoop.


  At the tower steps she turned sharply to her right, following the passage along through the darkness, not wanting to emerge at the Sanguinarian 129


  bottom of the east tower steps in case she bumped into Munk coming up to see her. Even in the darkness she knew that the walls were crumbling and water streamed down them in certain places. No wonder Raven was so desperate to wed—the castle was all but ruined.


  Light ahead both attracted and disconcerted her. The main staircase was lit all the way down with candles high up on the walls.


  Surely that was unusual. In her short stay at Castle Haven she had never seen the castle lit up. Evangeline knew that to descend the main staircase would be a mistake. If she were to get caught anywhere it would be there. She had to get down by one of the four tower stairs and since she did not know the castle at all, she would have to take a chance.


  At the next tower she took fate into her hands and, plastering herself against the stone wall of the narrow spiral staircase, she began her descent. The further down she tiptoed, the more noise she heard.


  There was a low hum of voices, a clattering of dishes and a chinking of glasses, as though a great many people had gathered for dinner.


  She could not imagine Raven having that many friends.


  Shivering, with her back flat against the freezing wall, she looked out carefully to find that she was in the far corner of the Great Hall.


  Momentarily, she was distracted by a perfect view of the most bizarre scene she had ever witnessed.


  On a dais at the far end of the Great Hall, seated side by side on large carven chairs behind a trestle table, sat an elderly man, tall and dignified, looking very smart in his evening clothes. Beside him sat a woman, equally well-dressed and possibly his wife. Among the throng Evangeline saw faces she recognized from the Black Cross, and Madame Blethin, the seamstress, was there.


  The Great Hall was filled with people, most of them taller than ordinary and pale of skin, seated at long tables, medieval-style, eating and drinking. Fruit was piled high on the tables in engraved gold and silver bowls. There was more meat than Evangeline could stand to look at. Red wine flowed freely and an abundance of food was being 130
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  continually brought in by the footmen and maids. Besides the meat and fruit she saw platters of steaming-hot potatoes and vegetables.


  The food looked for the most part quite simple with no great adornments and little in the way of fancy sauces. Several dishes looked like they were made from eggs but with blood added to redden them which made her stomach queasy.


  Flaming torches in wall sconces lit the scene, casting an eerie light upon the men, darkly clad in evening clothes, and the women in the kinds of gowns Madame Blethin had tried to fob off on her, low-cut, with trailing trains.


  They were as unconventional an assemblage as Evangeline would have expected to find at Castle Haven. Her breath came in short gasps and her heart pounded at the multitude of them. Raven was seated beside the elderly man on the dais with the beautiful Lady Ravenscroft to his right. She was smiling brightly and laughing at the conversation, seeming the very life of the group. One would never think she spent her days locked up in a tower.


  Raven seemed to think it the answer to all his problems to lock up anyone who took him to task.


  Evangeline watched him now, in his element among this strange fancy dress crowd, smiling, almost happy. She had never seen him smile so fully before. It changed his face completely, making him almost handsome. She was so intent upon watching him that she did not notice the elderly man and woman rise until a hush fell over the Great Hall. Raven rose also, with Lady Ravenscroft.


  They were elegant and beautiful and, strangely, very alike to look at. Munk stood beside a stone pillar, tall and very straight, watching the quartet with undisguised pride and admiration.


  “Friends, fellow travelers,” Raven called out. “Brothers and sisters of the blood, welcome to Castle Haven for our belated winter solstice gathering.” Murmurs of approval went round the room. “I hope you are enjoying your meal. We will soon get to the dancing, but we must first address Court interests and for that our dear elders,”—Raven’s Sanguinarian 131


  voice softened now with affection—“Rory Dancer and his dear wife, Ethella, will address you.”


  What in God’s name is this? Raven had said Court. Obviously this was what Munk had spoken of. It seemed Court was some kind of vampiric gathering.


  “Dear children,” Rory Dancer began. “Since we last held Cour t there have been three babies born among us, three more of our kind.


  This is cause to celebrate. The babies will be blessed at the first festival of the year in the spring.” Though there were no young children present, there were a few young women with babies at their breasts. Each stood proudly, displaying their little ones in turn, and were introduced to their fellows while receiving nods and smiles of approval from the assembly.


  “There have been five marriages. This too is a great cause for celebration as there will be yet more babies after the next Winter Solstice,” Rory continued. Again each couple stood up and introduced their husbands or wives to the people.


  From the shadows of the tower steps Evangeline watched the proceedings with utter amazement. These strange people with their immodest and inappropriate taste in clothes seemed all of a sudden very ordinary, showing off their infants and introducing their new husbands and wives. She had to remind herself that they were vampires, unnatural bloodsucking monsters, and if the old tales about them were to be believed, then surely the little gold cross she wore hanging about her neck would ward them off and keep her protected until she was safely outside. A gift from a relative long ago, she had found it among her belongings, and though she did not always wear it, she decided that if ever there was a time, then this was it.


  Raven spoke again. “Please listen while our dear elder, Ethella Dancer, speaks.” Raven smiled at the woman so lovingly that Evangeline could almost have believed she was his mother.


  “Thank you, my dear boy,” she said to him, then addressed the Court. “I have been asked to make a very special announcement and 132
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  I’m honoured to do so.” It seemed the crowd was expecting something, because they were already smiling and raising their glasses. “We have been a long time trying to persuade our dear Lord Ravenscroft, Raven as he is affectionately known, to find a bride, and finally necessity has caught up with him.” Everyone laughed.


  “Lord Ravenscroft, our dear brother in the blood, benefactor to many of us here, and friend to all, will be married.”


  A resounding cheer rose up to the great arched roof, filling the room, and for a moment Evangeline found it quite frightening.


  Raven stood smiling down upon the crowd from his great height, his beautiful wife acting as if nothing untoward was happening—as if they had not just announced the wedding of her husband to another woman. She smiled happily while Raven whispered something to her, perhaps to reassure her. Evangeline felt both angry and afraid of these grotesque and peculiar goings-on.


  When the cheering died down, Ethella spoke again. “Lord Ravenscroft will marry a young lady from London by the name of Evangeline. The wedding will have to take place in the church in Ravenscroft Village in order to make it legally binding which in this case is important for Raven’s inheritance.”


  Charming! Evangeline fumed. Now they all know he’s only marrying me for the sake of the will.


  “Why is our dear Raven forced to marry outside our kind?” The question hung in the air and Evangeline waited like everyone else, knowing it would be answered shortly. “As you know, children, we need new blood. Those who would destroy us have reduced our numbers lower than at any time in the history of our people. We must continue to build a strong and ever-growing vampire community.”


  Evangeline froze. She had said it, vampire. They were all vampires! Lady Ravenscroft had told her as much during her nocturnal visit. No wonder the lady looked so radiant up there. Her husband thought he was to marry another woman while she had made arrangements for the woman to flee.
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  “Bring the lady out, let us meet her and show our allegiance,” a strong voice called from the assembly. “Yes, let us see the new lady of Castle Haven.” A rather soft stamping of feet ensued, making Raven smile indulgently before raising his hand. He looked at Ethella who nodded her permission for him to speak. Surely Raven outranked everyone there. Why would he ask permission to speak?


  “My betrothed is not here this evening. You will meet her at the next festival. She is not of the blood and must be introduced slowly to our family. I assure you she will be a perfect wife and member of our community in the very near future. I hope you will all be very kind and patient with her.”


  A woman at one of the tables stood up raising her glass of red wine. “To Lady Ravenscroft, and to the new Lady Ravenscroft.


  Strength in unity.”


  Everyone stood, raising their glasses. “Strength in unity,” they chorused, while on the dais Lady Ravenscroft smiled proudly and Raven hugged her to his side.


  I’ve seen quite enough of this ungodliness. That man calmly hugging his wife in front of everyone while he announces his marriage to me. They seem to think I’m some sort of sacrificial lamb.


  If I die out on the moors, then so be it. I’ll do that rather than live here among such decadent people.


  A maid walked through carrying a tray laden with small plain honey cakes. Evangeline watched her distribute the cakes among the tables then watched carefully where she went. About fifty feet from the tower stairs a dark passageway led off, shielded by a set of wooden screens. The passage must lead to the kitchen and a door to the outside.


  The men began to remove the trestle tables and the footmen carried some very old-fashioned instruments to set up on the dais.


  Evangeline was surprised when Raven went over to a tall harp and sat on a low stool to run his long fingers over the strings. For a moment she was mesmerized by his elegance and a strange beauty she had not 134
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  been aware of before tonight. The music he made was ethereal.


  There was a good deal of moving about now, people talking happily, forming groups to dance. It was time to make a run for it. She threw one last look back at the dais and saw Munk standing beside Raven and looking directly at her.


  Their eyes held while Evangeline’s heart stopped. Then the woman spoke to Raven and he looked up from his instrument, his expression moving from tranquility to a storm over the moors.


  With a sudden burst of adrenaline, Evangeline ran, weaving through the throngs, her eyes intent on the screened passage. In a moment she was thrust into darkness, running blindly, afraid she might hit a wall or a door, completely unable to see, yet knowing she could not stop because Raven was behind her and he could see perfectly well in the dark.


  A crack of light under a door twenty feet ahead of her seemed her only chance. Bursting through the door she found herself in the kitchen. It was empty, giving her a moment of relief. Then a door opened across the big room bringing with it a blast of cold air. A young man stepped inside carrying an armload of wood. “Can I help you, Miss?”


  The way out! Evangeline reached the outside door just as the kitchen door flew open behind her and Raven bellowed, “Grab her!”


  In an instant Evangeline was outside. A racing wind tore at her clothes and filled her ears with its fury. Fear drove her on into the night. The moon appeared and disappeared behind clouds, reappearing yet again as the clouds raced across it. Evangeline ran headlong, barely able to see, not knowing where she was going.


  Raven followed.


  On Evangeline ran, struggling through the dense moorland grass and undergrowth. She began to flounder, stumbling and falling only to struggle to her feet again. She looked back continually but she did not see him.
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  surrounding her, making her stop in her tracks before launching herself again at the night with a scream.


  Raven caught her about the waist. Lifting her easily off her feet, he swung her high up over his shoulder, holding her ankles in one strong hand. She screeched her fear and rage into the night. Her struggles were futile against his immense strength. Without speaking he carried her back to the castle.


  Evangeline’s heart sank, first with fear, then anger, when Raven carried her back into the lamplit kitchen and through into darkened passages. They began ascending dark steps, her chance for freedom growing dimmer with every stride he took. She had no idea where she was. She expected him to take her back to the tumbledown tower, but instead he proceeded through the black corridors until at last they entered a chamber. Without pause he tossed her into the middle of a huge bed before lighting a single candle.


  Looking like a startled fawn, Evangeline gazed about her. Her hair had fallen free of its ribbon, her knees were grazed and bloodied from falling on the rough moor grass and her gown was wet with snow. She sat on a four poster bed draped with heavy, black velvet curtains and red silk covers. The windows of the vast, dark chamber were covered in black curtains. The furniture was big and old-fashioned, of highly polished dark mahogany wood. Raven stood at the foot of the bed, his hands on his hips.


  “How did you get out, Evangeline? How did you escape me yet again even after I warned you of the dangers of such an act?”


  Still panting, she found it difficult to speak. “Someone left the door unlocked.”


  “No one left the door unlocked.” He went quickly to the adjoining dressing room and returned saying, “I have checked the pocket of the coat I wore yesterday. The key is gone. Only Munk and I had keys to the tower. How did you get mine?”


  A little more in command of herself now, she made a pathetic attempt at nonchalance. “I stole it from you.”
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  “That would be impossible. I would have known,” he said decisively.


  Lady Ravenscroft had threatened to kill her if she told him she had visited her.


  “Dominica!” he said, suddenly and loudly, making her jump. “She must have left after I fell asleep. She must have suspected you were in the castle. She would never have left me otherwise. What did she say?” He lowered his voice and he asked softly, “What did she do?”


  “I don’t know what you are talking about. I never waken at night.”


  “I suppose it could have been worse,” he said quietly. Did he even care that her life had been threatened?


  “The first time I ever saw Lady Ravenscroft was in the Great Hall with you,” she lied. “Why didn’t you tell me you were married already?”


  “Married?” He frowned. “Yes, I suppose in some ways I am.”


  Evangeline was about to berate him for his duplicity, argue with him for his deceit, when she stopped. He had begun to remove his jacket and then his stock. “What are you doing?”


  “I warned you,” he said simply, continuing to strip, laying his beautiful evening suit over the back of a chair with great care. “I tried seducing you with pleasure, but it did not work.”


  Evangeline scrambled back toward the head of the bed. The door was thirty feet away across the chamber and Raven could easily reach it before she could. Blindly she reached out, grabbing the first thing that came to hand, a large book on the table beside the bed. She launched it at him, missing him by several feet. Raven turned from her, naked to the waist, to go after the book.


  “Stupid child!” He picked up the book carefully. “You must only handle The Vampire Codex with the utmost reverence! I should thrash you for this.”


  Evangeline used the moment to flee for the door. With both hands on the iron handle, she fought to turn it, finding it stiff and far beyond her strength. Raven returned the book to its place and came after her.
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  She saw him coming and in an instant remembered the one trick Mrs.


  Brackett had taught her to ward off gentlemen with roving hands .


  When he was close enough to touch her, she whirled round and drew her knee swiftly upwards, catching him between his thighs.


  Then with a sharp downward jab, her slippered foot thrust into his knee, bringing him down with a frightening howl of anger.


  Leaping across his body, she ran for the dressing room, knowing there would be another door to the corridor for the valet to enter through. The handle this time was much easier to turn and she found herself outside in the dark corridor yet again. She ran on and on, her little slippers echoing eerily on the stone floors. She found stairs and began to run up, knowing it was insane to go up since that would only trap her further, yet not knowing what else to do.


  Minutes passed. Stopping for breath she pressed her back flat against the wall to get her bearings. Even in the darkness the corridor felt familiar. The wall behind her felt crumbly and damp to the touch.


  She was back in the east tower corridor she had left no more than an hour ago. “The fight is not over yet, Evangeline,” she whispered.


  “Don’t give up now.”


  “But the fight is over, Evangeline.” Raven’s voice filled the air around her. It even seemed to fill her, her head and her whole being.


  She could not escape this man. Everywhere she turned, there he was, waiting for her.


  “Oh, God,” she moaned. “Why can you not just accept that I despise you and want to leave here forever? Why would you want to marry a woman whose flesh creeps at the very sight of you?”


  A long moment of silence followed. Had her words made an impression on him? Had she finally made him understand her utter loathing for him? “You have made me angry,” he said at last, his voice low, his tone neutral. “You have brought out the worst in me with your unkind words, my dear Evangeline. I am not an evil man, but I am quite determined now that you will pay for your rebelliousness. I am going to tame you if I do it with my last breath.”
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  “Then I hope you draw your last breath very soon,” she said with all the courage she had left.


  “Your tower awaits you!” From the darkness he emerged and snatched her up.


  An involuntary scream escaped her at the suddenness of flesh merging with voice. She felt the coolness of his naked chest against her hands. Even when she was expecting him to handle her he managed to take her by surprise.


  Raven opened the door and thrust her back into her chamber. The fire had dwindled in the hearth, yet still made the tower noticeably warmer than the corridor outside. Raven put her on her feet and slammed the door shut. Having no key he took the one heavy chair in the room and dragged it to the door with one hand where he jammed it under the solid ring handle. “That will slow you down. Though after I am finished with you, you will not try run away again since no one would have you anyway.”


  “What are you going to do?” The words were barely articulated as her fear escalated.


  He walked over to the bed and threw back the covers. “Oh, very clever, my dear.” He picked up the wedding gown. “You’d have been better served putting this on over your clothes for warmth if you had truly planned to run away over the moors. How far do you think you would have got in the cold?” As he spoke he walked slowly toward her. His smooth, hairless chest was at her eye level.


  “I have no idea. I might have stowed away in one of those carriages outside. Or I might have died and perhaps that would have been better than being here with you.”


  “Get on the bed,” he ordered.


  “No,” she said.


  Raven seized her and lifted her off the ground, carrying her swiftly across the tower and putting her on the bed.
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  unhook the buttons, he simple tore them apart, swiftly disrobing her while her panic and horror rose incrementally with each piece of clothing he threw aside. When he reached her lace-edged pantaloons he grasped the front firmly at the waist band and ripped them free in one movement. Evangeline began to scream. She felt for her little gold cross but it was gone, the chain broken in the scuffle.


  “You were warned, Miss Rutledge. I told you what would happen if you tried my patience again.”


  She fought to cover herself, using first her hands, then grabbing at the bed covers, but all in vain.


  Raven fell on top of her, pinning her to the bed. Somehow amid the struggle he managed to remove his boots and trousers. His naked flesh, cool against hers, induced frightening sensations. Raven’s skin was completely hairless and very smooth. His torso was boney and angular, his long limbs wrapped about her so that she could not move.


  Her legs were trapped, making Mrs. Brackett’s trick impossible to repeat.


  In fear and panic she sank her teeth into his shoulder, feeling a moment’s satisfaction when he threw back his head and howled. He raised a hand to strike her then swore and drew his hand back. “This situation is bad enough without me losing my temper as well.”


  “Is that worse than what you are doing now?” It was difficult to speak with his weight upon her. “How is it worse? Strike me if you will, but do not ruin me for pity’s sake.”


  Raven went still. His eyes bored into hers, filled with anger and sudden uncertainty. “But I warned you,” he said through his teeth. “I told you what I would do if you tried my patience again. You knew I meant what I said, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, I knew.” She spoke very quietly. “I took the risk anyway.”


  “Do you hate me so very much, Miss Rutledge?”


  “Yes, I despise you. If I am to have a husband, I would prefer he be of my own choosing and that he be a man of natural tastes.”


  “An ordinary mortal?”
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  “That is what I would prefer, yes. Now would you please be good enough to remove yourself, my lord.”


  “I have tried to be kind,” he said quietly, his anger seeming to have fled. “I have made this room comfortable. I gave you access to your funds. What have I done that is so bad?”


  “You are forcing me to marry you simply because of your inheritance.”


  “Many marriages are based on inheritance.” He sounded quite reasonable and she knew it was true.


  “You bought me,” she whispered.


  “Yes,” he agreed. “That was not the best start, I admit.” Raven climbed off her and stood beside the bed. “Give me the key.” He sounded only weary now. “I will lock you in and go back to my people. We will talk again in the morning. I am not such a cad as you want to think me, Evangeline.”


  “You will find it in the pocket of my gown, sir,” she said.


  Raven looked about him and seeing the discarded garment, he bent to pick it up.


  Without a moment’s pause to reconsider her actions, Evangeline grabbed the candlestick from where it stood on the floor beside the bed and brought it crashing down onto Raven’s back. Though not particularly strong, she threw all her small weight behind the heavy silver object and was both relieved and horrified when she heard his heavy cry. He fell full length to the floor while Evangeline grabbed her nightgown and began to push the heavy chair out of the way.


  Flooded with adrenalin, she moved it easily and ran naked into the corridor, scarcely noticing the cold, and struggling as she did so to cover herself.


  “Where are you going? What have you done?” Munk stood before her, blocking her path. In the same instant she felt Raven behind her.


  “My Lord, are you hurt?” Munk asked in horror, seeing her master naked, moving his shoulder up and down awkwardly.
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  took Evangeline by the arm while Munk followed them back into the chamber, looking about at the chaos with disapproval. She began to tidy up. “Leave that, Munk,” he said. “Tell my guests I will be back shortly.”


  “Lady Ravenscroft is upset at your absence,” she said.


  “Apologize to her—tell her I will be down soon to dance with her.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  “Send word to the village first thing in the morning that the vicar will be well enough to wed me to this, this...”—he scowled down at her—“this young woman, or I will personally deal with him and he can find himself another living.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  Munk left the room, closing the door firmly behind her. Raven swept Evangeline up in his arms. Then sitting down on the side of the bed, he turned her quickly until she lay across his lap face down. “My Lord,” she cried out, unsure what he intended to do. She looked over her shoulder to see his eyes intent upon her backside and his hand raised high. The first slap landed with a loud clap. Evangeline tensed and began to struggle, but Raven held her intimately against his body, cradling her, making it impossible for her to wriggle away. She kicked her legs frantically but it had no effect on his freedom to belabour her buttocks. “I warned you,” he said, landing a torrent of spanks until her buttocks blazed with heat. “But you would not listen.


  You make promises you have no intention of keeping.” His hand never wavered in its work as the spanks rained down hard and even, his long hand able to cover both her small buttocks at once.


  “My lord,” she screamed several times, but her protests were lost on Raven. He was relentless in his determination to punish her.


  Evangeline gave up the fight exhausted and when she did, the heat from his hand and its contact with her hot buttocks sent a shot of fiery pleasure soaring through her cunt. At last his hand began to slow just as Evangeline wanted it to continue.
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  “You are in my power and control and I will give you what you need and want. You have no say in the matter.” The last spank landed gently on her backside and his hand rested there, massaging tenderly.


  Evangeline was so aroused she opened her mouth to beg him to continue, but her pride prevented her. “I know what you want, Evangeline, my dear,” he whispered. “You want this.”


  Her legs hung unmoving, too tired to protest. Raven slid his hand down and pushed her thighs apart. Evangeline complied and when his fingers parted her nether lips, thick and swollen with excitement, she began to moan loudly. “Sweet little pearl,” he said, finding the hot bud. With a swift up-and-down motion he stimulated her, the pleasure coursing through her legs and belly, overwhelming her senses. Sweat bathed her body despite the chill air. “Shall I stop, Evangeline, sweet Evangeline?”


  “No,” she cried out.


  Raven’s deep laughter rumbled through the chamber. He increased the speed of his fingertip against her pearl and her climax exploded through her slender body, arching her back and sending her into jerking spasms of pleasure. After a time, the ripples of sensation slowed and weakened in their intensity. For long minutes Evangeline lay trembling and limp across his lap while he rested his hands lightly, one on her back, the other on her buttocks.


  “Your punishment is over, and so is your pleasure, but now I have a job to do.” Raven lifted her onto the bed and fell on top of her. She felt his knee forcing her thighs apart. “Please, my lord, don’t, I beg you!”


  “I have had enough pretty words from you, dear girl. You play with me. You lie to me. You trounce me with heavy objects.” He grasped her wrists, pressing them into the bed. “Your games are over.


  No man will want you after the Raven has had you.”


  “My Lord, please,” she cried out. “No!”
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  Chapter Ten


  The black carriage bearing the Ravenscroft coat of arms stood outside the small church rocking in the wind, the horses stamping their feet in protest at the cold and inactivity. In its velvet and silk interior, Evangeline sat silent and pale beside Munk. Raven had gone inside the church to speak with the vicar.


  Evangeline looked out of the window in time to see the tall, elderly Mr. Dancer and his pleasant-looking wife, whom Evangeline would never have taken for a vampire. They were going into the church. Were they all in there, those creatures from last night? All waiting to see her married to the Raven? She shrank from the very idea and slid down into the black, fur-lined cloak which Munk had wrapped about her after helping her into her wedding gown.


  Raven emerged from the church, squinting into the gray morning light even with his blue-tinted spectacles protecting his eyes. He wore his evening suit from last night with a fresh white shirt underneath.


  The villagers, who had begun gathering about the church doors as soon as the Ravenscroft carriage was spotted in the village, watched their lord with fear and wonder. When he walked too close to them down the path toward the carriage they stepped quickly back, crossing themselves as they did so.


  “He looks terribly handsome,” Munk said proudly. “Don’t you think so, Miss Rutledge?”


  “I think terribly handsome is exactly the phrase I would use, Munk. Yes, he is handsome in a very unusual way.”


  The villagers were dwarfed by his height and awed at his presence. Yet last night, among his own kind, he had appeared 144
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  carefree, happy, completely at home— man she did not know. He was part of another race entirely, one completely alien to Evangeline. A race she was not part of and did not wish even to recognize.


  “How long have you served the Ravenscrofts, Munk?” Evangeline had never asked the woman a personal question before.


  Munk scanned her face quizzically. “All my life, Miss, I began with them as a child. My family died of the scarlet fever which was very bad that year. The late Lady Ravenscroft took me in and gave me work in the kitchen. I have been with them ever since working my way up to the most respected servant in the castle.”


  Evangeline met Munk’s eyes. “They are vampires, all of them are vampires. Did you know?”


  “I know nothing,” Munk whispered. “Nothing at all.”


  Evangeline flinched when Raven pulled the door open and thrust his hand inside. “It is all arranged, let us go in.”


  “The vicar has his voice back?” Evangeline was unable to hide her disappointment.


  “He does,” Raven stated. “Take my hand and get out!”


  When she emerged from the carriage, her cloak falling open to reveal the high-necked, lacy white gown, and her hair falling fair and loose down her back, she looked so incredibly young and virginal that the villagers sighed as one, shaking their heads sadly at this slaughter of innocence.


  Evangeline looked up at Raven nervously, her eyes wide and fearful. The villagers snatched caps and bonnets off their heads while their whispering rose up like a sudden wind. The words , the poor child, and what a shame, found their way to her ears. Raven snatched Evangeline to his side, looking down at them all until they began to bow and back away.


  With flying coattails he drew her swiftly up the path and through the arched church door, her feet hardly touching the paving stones.
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  proceedings. Evangeline looked about for the attendees of last night’s soiree. “Where are they? Those people from last night?”


  “They could not remain here. We cannot draw attention to ourselves by going about in public in such numbers. Some had long journeys. They went home.”


  Standing at the altar, the vicar, a surprisingly young man, looked at Evangeline with the same bewilderment as the villagers. “Miss Rutledge?” he questioned, convinced she could not possibly be Raven’s bride.


  “Yes, vicar, I am she.” She stood before him with Raven at her side.


  “You are to marry his lordship?” His voice rose questioningly. He reached a hand toward her but refrained from touching her.


  Evangeline looked up at Raven, then at the vicar. “It would seem so. But I cannot.”


  Raven gripped her elbow hard. He was already angry at the villagers’ reaction and now the vicar began to question them. “Get on with it,” he ordered. “Be quick! I want this done quickly.”


  With a deep sigh the young vicar began, avoiding Raven’s eyes, plainly frightened of him. “Marriage is the lawful union of a man and a woman. If anyone here should know of any just impediment why these two people should not be lawfully married then let him speak now or forever hold his peace.”


  “Yes! I have,” a voice from the congregation shrilled.


  “Thank God,” Evangeline whispered, recognizing the voice at once. With intense relief she turned around to see Mrs. Brackett’s large square figure marching up the narrow aisle between the pews.


  One meaty fist was clenched, the other brandished her ubiquitous umbrella. She looked like the ancient Queen Boudicca leading her people to fight the invading Roman hoards. Behind her came her own little infantry of Mr. Harding, followed by the landlady from the London boarding house.


  “Get them out of here!” Raven said.
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  “I’m not going anywhere without my young lady.” Mrs. Brackett held her umbrella like a spear ready to become airborne.


  An excited whispering rose and fell continually, sounding as if a swarm of bees had entered the church.


  “What is going on here? Who are you, ma’am?” the vicar stepped around Raven to address Mrs. Brackett. “Why can his lordship not marry the young lady?”


  “Because she doesn’t love him,” she said categorically. “In fact she despises him!”


  Absolute silence fell at her words.


  “I love her.” Young Mr. Harding, cheeks pink, eyes bright, stepped up beside Raven. “I love this young lady with all my heart.”


  The contrast of the fresh-faced young man beside the towering yellow-eyed figure of The Raven was so stark that the villagers shook their heads as one, marking the difference. Approving of one and soundly disapproving of the other. What young lady would have Lord Ravenscroft with all his money and title, when a stalwart young fellow, wearing his heart on his sleeve, was the alternative?


  “You only met her a few days ago, you simpleton,” Raven bellowed, making him jump.


  Mrs. Brackett reared up. “And you only met her less than a fortnight ago, and you had to purchase her from her uncle like a piece of horseflesh because she wouldn’t have come to you willingly, money and title be damned.” She turned to face her audience.


  “Thousands of pounds he paid for the poor lamb, that’s how desperate he is for an innocent young wife.”


  “You bought this young lady?” the vicar asked, horrified.


  “Like a sack of potatoes,” Mrs. Brackett said loudly. The villagers leaned forward. Those who had not come into the church earlier to witness the spectacle were drawn in now by the noise and excitement, and crowded about the door.
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  of human misery goes on in the colonies, but this is England!” He looked positively cherubic, even as he looked gallant and heroic.


  Nervously, Evangeline observed that the mob was turning on Lord Ravenscroft.


  “Human misery indeed! She was miserable already. She had no money and no prospects.” He waved a dismissive hand at Mr.


  Harding. “He’s nothing but an ordinary little bank clerk.” He looked at the vicar, snatching off his spectacles to peer down at him, teeth bared. “The fact that she does not love me is irrelevant. It is not an impediment to marriage. I’ll wager you marry people every day of the week in this church who do not love each other.”


  Shifting uneasily under Raven’s gaze, the young vicar had to admit he was right. “My Lord, I cannot refute what you say, but if the young lady refuses you, then I cannot go against her wishes.”


  Everyone turned to look at Evangeline who said quietly, “It’s not just that. There is more.”


  “I’ll say there’s more,” Mrs. Brackett rejoined. “He kidnapped her.” A great gasp filled the church, encouraging Mrs. Brackett to raise her voice still higher above din. “Twice! First from her home in London. He took her in a carriage what looked like a hearse to that horrible dark castle out there on the moor. It’s a vile place, cobwebs in every corner. Screams issuing from locked tower rooms. We escaped by the skin of our teeth and then he kidnapped my poor young lady again from the boarding house we was hiding in.”


  “I witnessed that!” young Mr. Harding burst out. “He dragged the young lady out of the house screaming while we all fought to protect her. She was wearing only a thin nightgown.”


  The congregation’s collective breath was indrawn so suddenly that Raven’s coattails lifted.


  “I was there, too,” the landlady confirmed, nodding vigorously.


  “He entered my house by scaling the walls like some strange and weird animal, and climbing in through a window.”


  The crowd sank into a stunned silence.
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  “This has gone far enough.” Raven stared grimly around him. The villagers cowered back in their pews under their lord’s terrible gaze, but they were enjoying the spectacle too much to leave. “Get on with this ritual,” he ordered the vicar, taking Evangeline’s arm and turning her back to face the altar.


  “No,” she said firmly, “I cannot marry you, my lord.”


  “You have no choice,” he ground out.


  “I have a very good reason, as you well know.”


  “Tell me, Miss Rutledge,” the vicar gently encouraged her. “Tell me what impedes you from marrying Lord Ravenscroft.”


  “It would be against the law.” She looked at the young vicar. “I cannot marry his lordship for the simple reason that he is married already.”


  The hum of the onlookers rose up once more.


  “I am not,” he protested. “Where did you get that idea, you silly girl?”


  “Oh, yes you are.” She planted her hands on her hips, glaring up at him. “I have seen Lady Ravenscroft with my own eyes.”


  “The mad woman!” The voice came from the congregation.


  Raven whirled round upon them. “Who said that? Who says my sister is mad?”


  “Your sister?” Evangeline asked. “She is your sister? Why did you not tell me you had a sister?”


  “The mad woman of Castle Haven,” someone else said in a whisper. “We thought she were dead.”


  “I will murder the next person who says Lady Ravenscroft is mad,” Raven raged at them. When he raised a threatening fist the congregation inched back in their pews.


  “That woman is your sister?” Evangeline asked. “The tall, beautiful woman with hair as black as your own?”


  “Yes, Dominica. She’s my twin sister.” He looked over to the side of the altar where Rory Dancer stood with Ethella to witness the marriage. “Rory, confirm that Lady Dominica is my twin sister.”
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  “She is, my lord.” His wife nodded.


  “If he’s got a sister, why didn’t he tell Miss Evie?” Mrs. Brackett asked.


  “That is irrelevant. The point is that I am not married.” He turned to Evangeline. “Therefore I am free to marry you.”


  “In that case I have no choice in the matter,” she said simply and faced the vicar, resigned. “Please proceed.”


  James Harding rushed forward to stand beside Evangeline. “No, my dear Miss Rutledge, I have come to rescue you. You need not marry this man, you must not.”


  “There is nothing you can do, sir, but I thank you for trying.”


  “Miss Evie, what’s the matter, lamb, has he hypnotized you?”


  “No, my dear Mrs. Brackett. The fact that you have come has made me very happy. I thought I might never lay eyes upon you again, but if Lord Ravenscroft has no wife, and it seems he has not, then I have no choice but to marry him.”


  Mrs. Brackett frowned. “You do, Miss Evie, we’re all on your side, even the vicar, aren’t you, vicar?”


  The young man looked at Evangeline with the same puppy dog eyes with which Mr. Harding regarded her. “I am,” he agreed.


  “You don’t understand, Mrs. Brackett. I’m ruined.”


  “No, you’re not, Miss Evie. I was there most of the time and I’ll attest you being as you should be. No one will hold it against you that you were forced to be alone with this monster.”


  “Mrs. Brackett, please, you don’t understand.”


  “No, lamb, I don’t.”


  “If you call me a monster again, you’ll understand my wrath,”


  Raven said through his teeth.


  Mrs. Brackett raised her umbrella defensively in Raven’s direction. “Tell me, Miss Evie. Why do you feel you must wed the creature?”


  Evangeline’s voice rose loud and clear for all to hear. “Last night his lordship threw me down and forced me in order that I had no 150
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  choice but to marry him.”


  “He raped you?” the woman gasped.


  “He did,” she confirmed.


  A protest rose to Raven’s lips, falling away when something hard and heavy bore down upon his skull. Mrs. Brackett began to clobber him unremittingly with her umbrella. Mr. Harding joined in, delivering several blows to Raven’s midsection with his fists while words like “scoundrel” and “cur” filled the air.


  All hell broke loose in St. Clement’s Church, Ravenscroft village.


  The congregation, at first wary, now outraged beyond belief at the demon from the castle, turned on him. He may own the land they lived on. They may owe him their allegiance as well as their rent. But a lovely, delicate young lady had been brought down by the man and all the fear that had held them in their places was suddenly unleashed.


  They ran at him down the narrow central aisle, others climbed over the pews to come at him from the sides, the women beating him with their fists, the men tumbling over one another to take a clout at him.


  In the mayhem Mrs. Brackett grabbed Evangeline by the hand and dragged her toward the vestry, Mr. Harding hard upon their heels.


  They stood in the vestry doorway watching the assault.


  “He had it coming.” Mrs. Brackett nodded wisely.


  “Serves him right, the great bully.” Mr. Harding looked at Evangeline, his eyes brimming with tears. “Oh, Miss Rutledge, I’m so sorry he harmed you and I was not there to protect you.”


  “It is hardly your place, Mr. Harding. You are not responsible for me. We are all but strangers,” Evangeline said.


  “I don’t feel that way at all.” He grasped her hand and held it to his lips.


  “That’ll do,” Mrs. Brackett stepped in. “Let’s get Miss Evie out of here before that madman comes to his senses and tries to get her back again.” She nodded in the direction of the melee. Raven was starting to get the better of the crowd.
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  them through, locking the door upon the vampire. He led Evangeline through to his cottage which was attached to the church and into his tiny living room, saying, “There, you’re safe now, Miss Rutledge.”


  Evangeline burst into tears.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Bent double protecting his head from blows for the last few minutes, Raven managed to struggle upright. After their initial surge of outrage had passed, the villagers began to remember who was the lord and who the vassal.


  “Get back, all of you, do you hear me? Get back!”


  When at last the church stood in silence and Raven looked about him, all that remained of his wedding party was the faces of his two dearest friends and elders looking at him with searing disappointment in their eyes. “I can explain,” he said lamely.


  “I think you had better,” Ethella reproached him.


  When Raven and the Dancers entered the Ravenscroft Inn with Munk following behind them, the landlord stood stoutly with his hands on his hips as if he were about to refuse them service. Then remembering that his lordship had in fact given him ownership of the pub many years ago and at a very good price, too, he bobbed his head at them.


  “Will you sit by the fire, my lord?”


  “No!” all four said at once.


  “Bring red wine,” Raven ordered. They headed toward a scarred old trestle table in the farthest corner from the blazing hearth. There was an open shutter beside the table and Raven leaned across to close it. When their wine was before them Rory raised his clay goblet aloft.


  “Strength in unity.”


  “Strength in unity,” the others intoned.


  “Now, Raven, what has gone wrong here?” Ethella looked him in the eye like a mother demanding answers from an errant child. “What 152
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  did you do to that girl? You disappeared from the gathering last night for quite some time.”


  “I get the impression that the girl has been in castle for a while,”


  Rory joined in. “And is it true that you bought her?”


  Raven looked into his wine cup, suddenly ashamed. “Yes,” he mumbled. “You know how it is with Dominica. I had to marry outside the blood. How else could I get a respectable woman to marry me but to pay for her? Life moves forward, we forget the passage of time. I was thrown into a panic around the Winter Solstice when I received word from my London solicitors that our thirtieth birthday was upon us and I had to marry in order to inherit. The estate has fallen into ruin over the last eight years since our parents died and I have had to deal with Dominica’s increasing madness. You know what my parents were like, they spent and spent with no thought to the future or anyone but themselves. They died and then their bills started coming in, money for this and that, always more than I had to pay out.” He looked at Munk. “I could never have managed without you, Munk.


  Quite suddenly I had to get married at once, so I advertised.”


  “Are you still working for the British government?” Rory whispered.


  “Yes, I have had to,” Raven admitted. “They pay extremely well.”


  “The girl,” Ethella prompted. “You kidnapped her? You raped her?”


  Raven told the entire story from the beginning, sometimes banging his fist on the table in frustration, sometimes avoiding their eyes in embarrassment. Evangeline had been unwilling to marry him from the start. She found him alien and ugly. He admitted to kidnapping her twice. He admitted to frightening her on purpose. He had locked her in the east tower, yes, but he knew she needed warmth, which he had seen to. He had ensured she was supplied with foods which he personally found disgusting. What more could he do?


  “Did you rape her?” Ethella persisted.


  “No!” he said.
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  “Is that the truth, Raven?” Rory asked looking into his eyes.


  “It is true. I did not rape her.”


  Ethella reached out to rest her hand upon his. “Then why does she say you did?”


  Raven emptied his cup and filled it again. “I threatened to ruin her if she tried to escape me again, and she did. Last night at Court everything was going so well, I was so happy. Dominica was at her best. Munk told her the wedding would be announced and she seemed to accept it. Then Munk saw Evangeline. She had escaped the tower. I suspect now that Dominica had something to do with it. I wanted to frighten Evangeline into obeying me, so I told her I would ruin her if she tried to escape again. Then no man would have her and she would have to marry me.”


  “That was wrong, Raven,” Rory told him sternly. “You behaved very badly.”


  He moaned, his head in his hands. “I know, but I was desperate.”


  “What happened last night?” Rory persisted.


  “I threw her on the bed and lay on top of her,” he said quietly.


  “She fainted because it seems I disgust her beyond measure. I suppose when she awoke she thought the deed was done, but it was not, I swear.”


  “And if she had not fainted?” Ethella asked.


  “I don’t know,” Raven admitted. “Once she fainted I left her alone and came back to Court. I sent Munk to see to her. I was desperate to make her obey me, at least until after the wedding. After that, after she had a child, she could do as she wished. I was prepared to give her anything she wished to make her happy. Now the whole village thinks I am a monster.” He sank his head into his hands. “I have only a few more days and my fortune will be lost. I need my fortune, our people need it. What can I do?”


  “Court her,” Ethella said. “You have some time left in which to court her.”


  Raven looked up sharply. “Court her?”
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  “Yes, woo her, seduce her.”


  “What? You mean bring her flowers and sweetmeats?” He shuddered.


  “Yes, but more than that, you must apologize for your behaviour.”


  “Apologize?” Raven burst out so loudly that every head in the taproom turned round. “She has defied me, she has run away from me. She has told me I am ugly and overly tall, she called me unnatural. She has assaulted me twice. She said she despises me.”


  “She really does need a good whipping,” Munk joined in. “To treat such a man as his lordship so shabbily! I wanted to thrash her myself.”


  “The child must not be thrashed,” Rory said. “Ethella is right, Raven. Threats and coercion are not our way. You must win the girl’s heart. There is no other way. You must court her.”


  Raven spread his hands helplessly. “How? How does one court a lady? I have never done such a thing.”


  “You have known ladies over the years, Raven. You are nearly thirty.”


  “I have never courted one, merely taken what was on offer,” he said reasonably.


  “If you do not know how to approach Evangeline as a lover then we must assist you,” Rory said.


  “Most important,”—Ethella looked straight at Raven, waiting like a mother until he met her eyes—“you must not lose your temper. You have always been quick to anger. You have always been hotheaded.


  Now, I know you have had a lot of responsibility thrust upon you. A family name to preserve. A fragile sister to look after. An estate with hundreds of tenants to see to. And you are a leader in the vampiric community, but still, that is no excuse.” She shook a finger at him.


  “Now, let us make a plan of approach. You must win Evangeline’s heart.”
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  Chapter Eleven


  Evangeline sat in the tiny parlour of the vicar’s little cottage, having finally got rid of the vicar himself, who had gone to tidy up the church after the fiasco of the wedding. The landlady and young Mr.


  Harding had gone at last to rent rooms at the Ravenscroft Inn.


  “I thought I was seeing the angels themselves when you all rushed down the aisle,” Evangeline told Mrs. Brackett, giving her yet another warm embrace. “How did you get them to come with you?”


  “Mrs. Goddard and Mr. Harding? I couldn’t keep them away.”


  Mrs. Brackett settled herself in the vicar’s armchair and began to pour the tea that the vicar’s rather mucky looking housekeeper had made for them. “Not after they saw what that monster did to you in London.


  That Mr. Harding is a lovely boy. He can’t stop talking about you.”


  Evangeline tried to smile, but she was too tired and shocked after the events of the night before to think clearly. Mrs. Brackett’s voice was soft when she said, “Oh, lamb, if only I had been there to protect you from him last night. I had no idea he would sink so low as to defile an innocent young girl.”


  “No, neither did I. But you are blameless, Mrs. Brackett. That you came at all is a great comfort to me.”


  “Did you think I’d just abandon you, after all we’ve been through together?” She patted Evangeline’s hand. “You must have a quiet day and a night’s rest before we do anything more. Then we’ll get ourselves back to London. No one need know what’s gone on here.


  Your reputation can be preserved.”


  “But I will know, Mrs. Brackett. I know what he did to me.” She took the cup of tea and sipped it, making no mention of all the other 156
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  things he had done to her. “I was defiled by a vampire, because that is most certainly what he is. They are all of them vampires up at that loathsome castle.”


  “How can you be certain?” Mrs. Bracket leaned forward, eyes widening as Evangeline told her about Court and of how the Great Hall had been filled with people who spoke openly about being vampires. She spoke of Lord Ravenscroft’s insane sister and of how she had come to the tower in the night to threaten her.


  “The devil’s work.” Mrs. Brackett shook her head in horror.


  “They are all mad, quite mad. Drink up your tea, pet, then we’ll go to the inn and get a room for the night. Tomorrow we’ll all leave for London on the early coach, get back to civilization and away from this corruption. I never would have believed Yorkshire was inhabited by inbred deviants, lapsed morals, and what have you.”


  “What if he tries to take me back?” Evangeline asked, fearful once more. “He still wants his inheritance and still has to marry. I do not doubt he will come after me again. He has supernatural attributes.”


  “He’d never dare try anything now with everyone knowing what he’s done and watching out for him. The whole village is on to him now. You saw how they went after him when you told them he defiled you.”


  “Do you think so, Mrs. Brackett? But what about London? He took me away in front of a houseful of people there. He seems to feel that there is one rule for him and another for everyone else, and perhaps there is. Who knows what code vampires live by?”


  “That’s true,” the older woman agreed. “Let’s have a think.”


  They sat quietly for a while, looking into the fire, sipping tea.


  Evangeline was overcome with exhaustion. She had begun to nod off when the door opened and the smiling young vicar popped his head in. “Would it be all right if I joined you, ladies?”


  “It’s your house, vicar,” Mrs. Bracket stated, though she did not budge from what was clearly the vicar’s own chair.
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  the door and pulled up a stool to sit between them. He was a fairly tall young man and his knees came nearly up to his chin on the low stool giving him a rather charming, childlike appearance.


  Evangeline smiled at him. “You are very kind, vicar.”


  “Oh, call me John,” he invited, far more enthusiastically than she felt she could cope with. He was beginning to remind her of Mr.


  Harding.


  “We’ll not be here long enough to get too friendly,” Mrs. Brackett stated. “We’ll get ourselves off to the inn soon for a bit of lunch and a long rest. Have you known Lord Ravenscroft long, vicar?”


  “I have been vicar here for three years, but I have lived on these moors all my life,” he said.


  “No doubt you’ve heard many a tale of the evil doings up at that castle,” Mrs. Bracket said.


  “Oh yes, many tales,” he agreed. “But I must say that his lordship offered me this living because I was a local man even though others with far more money than myself asked for it. And I have to say that his lordship never turns a beggar from his door and he has always provided a Christmas feast for the villagers in the church hall.”


  “Has he now?” Mrs. Bracket asked. Evangeline sat up straighter as she listened.


  “Yes, a good feast, with an orange for every child, even though his finances have been dwindling for some years. And he has let many a family go into arrears with their rent when times are hard. He pays for doctors for sick children on the estate and when one family’s old horse died in the field he sent them one from his stables at no cost.”


  “He sounds like a saint,” Evangeline said.


  “But you have heard tales of evil and whatnot?” Mrs. Bracket persisted.


  “Many tales.” The vicar nodded vigourously. “But I have no idea if there is any substance to them. It is one of those sad situations where a man’s reputation precedes him.”
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  Fyn Alexander


  vampire, and there is something you can help us with, vicar. We need a bit of advice about Lord Ravenscroft.”


  The young vicar leaned forward eagerly. “I’ll do anything I can to assist you.”


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Raven’s sensitive nose wrinkled and he sniffed. “Can you smell that? Where’s it coming from?”


  “Did you not hear them come in, even with your back to them?”


  Rory Dancer smiled. “You must be distracted, Raven. The young lady and her companion are sitting by the fire.”


  “But Evangeline always smells very pleasant.” He glanced quickly over his shoulder, knowing he was protected by the darkness.


  “What is it, and what the devil is that hanging about her neck? She did not have that at the castle.”


  “The smell is garlic.” Ethella could not suppress a chuckle. “And that thing about her neck is a great wooden crucifix.”


  “The stupid child!” Raven’s anger flared at once.


  “My lord!” Rory said in a warning tone.


  “Yes, yes.” He tried to calm down.


  “This would be a good moment to approach her and ask to talk to her,” Rory said


  “Would it?”


  “Yes. Her companion is with her, this is a public place, and she thinks you chastened after what happened this morning.”


  “I’ll give her chastened,” Raven muttered.


  “Do you want her back?” Ethella asked.


  “His lordship has no choice,” Munk stated.


  “Yes, I do want her back,” he said with more passion than he had intended.


  “You like her,” Rory said, surprised.
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  she has spirit to defy me the way she has, to keep trying to escape.”


  Rory and Ethella smiled at each other. “She has courage to run out onto the moors after dark with nothing to protect her from the elements.”


  “That was simply stupid,” Munk put in.


  “You don’t like her, Justine?” Rory asked Munk.


  “No, Rory, I don’t. She does not appreciate his lordship. She does not see him for the fine man he is. She is very strange. Look at her now with that ridiculous lump of wood hanging about her neck, stinking of garlic. Where did she get such notions? Reading too many horrid novels, no doubt.”


  “She eats very strange foods, creamy puddings and rather too many vegetables. She likes her meat burnt to a crisp.” Raven grimaced.


  “That is strange, but I believe they all do that,” Ethella agreed.


  “You knew when you approached her that she was not of the blood.


  You either accept her with her idiosyncrasies or you do not, my lord.”


  “I didn’t exactly choose her,” Raven said. “I posted an advertisement in The Times and one or two other reputable newspapers.”


  “What sort of responses did you get?”


  “I got quite a number of letters.”


  “Then why Miss Rutledge? Was there no other lady more suitable?”


  Raven looked at his hands, interlacing his fingers. “When the applicants found out I was Lord Ravenscroft of Castle Haven they all refused me, every last one.”


  “Except Miss Rutledge?”


  “Except Miss Rutledge’s uncle. She knew nothing of the sale until the evening I came for her. She was reluctant from the start.” He laughed self-deprecatingly. “Reluctant? Ha! She was horrified and disgusted.”
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  cannot hold it against her.”


  “But she thinks I’m ugly. She called me a yellow-eyed beast.”


  “I’d like to slap her,” Munk said firmly.


  “That will solve nothing, Justine,” Rory told her. “Go now, Raven, and talk to her, show her the kinder, gentler side of yourself.


  Show her the man you truly are. If she thinks you a monster, then show her you are a man like any other. If she thinks you ill-mannered, show her you are a lord and a gentleman. If she thinks you unromantic, show her your softer side.”


  “I haven’t got one,” Raven growled.


  “Then allow yourself to have one. Vampire or ordinary mortal, we are all the same when it comes down to what goes on between men and women.”


  “I’ll try,” he sighed. Raven stood up and the instant he did so Evangeline saw him across the room. With his height he could be no other. He heard her gasp and saw that she scraped her chair backward as if she would get up and run. Instead she clutched the cross tightly in her hand and stood her ground.


  Mrs. Brackett looked up at him as he approached their table, but did not pause in piling butter and ham on her bread. “You’ve got a nerve. After all you’ve done, you’d approach this young lady yet again. You’ve no shame, you blasted heathen.”


  “I wish to apologize,” he said as evenly as he could under the insults.


  “There are no apologies that will make up for what you did to my young lady. Lord or no bloody lord, you are no gentleman.” Mrs.


  Brackett clutched her butter knife as if she would run him through with it.


  Raven stayed several steps back, wanting Evangeline to know he offered no threat. “Miss Rutledge, please allow me to explain myself.


  May I sit with you?”


  “No, sir, you may not.” Evangeline held the cross so tightly her knuckles turned white. “Keep your distance.”
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  Her tone vexed him and he held back his anger with difficulty.


  “What are you doing with that?” He nodded at the amulet.


  “Protecting myself,” she looked up at him. “It is a known fact that a vampire cannot touch the cross without his hand getting burned, and you are a vampire. I don’t care how many times you try to deny the fact. I saw you last night, remember. I saw you and your eccentric friends.”


  “Me and my people, eccentric?” he asked incredulously. “What about your strange companions, with their disgusting foods and rosy cheeks, drinking tea endlessly? I find you and your sort very peculiar indeed.”


  “I think you’ll find me and my sort are in the majority, my lord,”


  she stated in a superior tone, arching one eyebrow at him.


  “That does not make you right and us wrong.” He was growing angry again after being so determined not to. “And tell me, Miss Rutledge, does that awful stink about you also have something to do with me?”


  “Garlic,” Mrs. Brackett interjected. “We asked the vicar’s advice.


  Garlic keeps away the likes of you. He says it repels vampires.”


  “Does it indeed? Actually, I rather like garlic with a bit of rare roast lamb.” With one quick movement he reached his long arm out, and before she could move back, shoved his hand down the front of her gown. From between her breasts he took the large smelly bulb, sniffed it, then placed it on the table and looked at her.


  “Well, I never.” Mrs. Brackett was outraged at the familiarity.


  Evangeline thrust the cross at him. Raven promptly took it from her hand, tugging on the string hard enough to make it snap.


  “But, the vicar said these things were protection against you!” she burst out.


  “The vicar is an idiot.” He tossed the cross on the table beside the garlic. Then, his patience wearing far too thin, he picked up both items and threw them into the fire where they caught the flame and burned slowly. Both women drew back in horror while Raven 162


  Fyn Alexander


  grabbed the back of a chair and dragged it to their table. He sat down, crossing his legs neatly. “Miss Rutledge, let me apologize for frightening you,” he began, fully expecting to be listened to.


  “You did more than frighten me, Sir. I am not so fragile that I am terrified of every strange person I meet. You outraged my honour, you ruined me.”


  “I didn’t” He shook his head.


  “I don’t know what else you would call it.”


  “I would not call it anything except perhaps some rather bad behaviour on my part.”


  Evangeline’s mouth dropped open. In an instant she was on her feet. Grabbing the teapot, she tossed the fortunately tepid contents into his face. “You call rape nothing but bad behaviour!”


  Raven leapt to his feet, tea pouring down his face, staining his white shirt and ruining his new and very expensive suit. He snatched her arm, pulling her toward him. “How dare you!”


  Rory Dancer appeared at his side. “Raven,” he warned. “Stop at once and calm yourself. Let the young lady go. Release her arm before you hurt her.”


  Raven released her, and Evangeline stepped back. “He’s a madman,” she stated calmly. “Completely mad. He thinks an apology will make up for what he did. Well, let me tell you something, my lord,” she wagged a finger at him. “Nothing will make up for what you did, absolutely nothing.”


  “Haven’t you told the young lady yet?” Rory asked.


  “She won’t give me the chance.” Raven brushed at his ruined clothes angrily. “Look what she’s done to my clothes. I had this silk specially woven with the ankh design. It cost a fortune.”


  The landlord and landlady, their daughter and one or two other villagers milling about out of curiosity, huddled by the bar, obviously enthralled by yet another scene. Raven threw them a furious look, watching while they melted back into the shadows. He was thoroughly humiliated. He looked at Evangeline, her cheeks pink Sanguinarian 163


  from passion, her eyes flashing angrily at him. She looked so lovely he cursed himself for noticing.


  “I’m sure the suit can be cleaned, Raven. If the maids don’t know how, then Justine will for certain.” He placed a gentle hand on Raven’s arm. “Now sit down and calm yourself.”


  “I’m wet,” he said angrily.


  “Serves you right, you’re nothing but a bully,” Evangeline taunted him.


  “Sit down, children, and behave yourselves,” Rory said with such authority that they both obeyed.


  Mrs. Bracket had still not missed a bite. “That lad of yours needs a good talking-to, the scoundrel.” She nodded at Raven while she addressed Rory then sank her teeth into her second ham sandwich.


  Rory smiled at her. “I fear you are correct, Madam. Sit down, Raven, and explain yourself to the young lady and her companion.”


  “Yes, do,” Evangeline said smugly, though Raven suspected her heart was fluttering wildly.


  Gritting his teeth, uncomfortably wet through his shirt and resenting every word, he said, “Miss Rutledge, I lay on top of you last night, I admit that.”


  Evangeline leaned in very close to him, her cheeks growing scarlet. “You removed your clothes and mine,” she whispered, then drew back, looking down at her hands.


  “I admit that, too.”


  “Then you ravaged me,” she whispered.


  “No. Then you fainted,” Raven said calmly.


  “Any decent lady would have done the same,” she interrupted at once. “And I have tried to remain decent even in the midst of werewolves and vampires.”


  “Where are the werewolves?” His voice rose again making Rory place a restraining hand on his shoulder. “I’ve never met a werewolf in my life!”


  “Raven, behave,” Rory warned.
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  “Yes, yes.” Raven collected himself. Sighing theatrically he finished, “You fainted and I left you alone. I did not outrage you.” He sat back satisfied and fully expecting her to accept his word with no more to be said.


  “Liar,” she said with infuriating simplicity.


  Raven clutched at the arms of his chair, his feet scrambling at the floor while he fought off the urge to leap up and clutch her to him.


  Calm yourself he could hear Rory’s unspoken words in his head and knew his mentor was speaking to him telepathically. All right, he thought in reply.


  “I am not lying, Evangeline,” he said quietly. “I truly did not force myself upon you in that way. I could have, but I did not.”


  “Did you want to?” she whispered.


  He looked at her lovely face, her lowered eyes and pink cheeks, her lips trembling. He wanted to say no, that he could never do such a thing, but it would be a lie. “Yes,” he answered. “However, the fact that I did not speaks for the kind of man I am.”


  “I am still...”


  “A virgin, yes,” he said in his normal tone, making those huddled by the bar lean in closer to hear more.


  “Thank God for small mercies,” she sighed. “You had the decency to stop, but you led me to believe that you had done the act until this moment when it is no longer convenient for you. You wanted me to believe it so that I would marry you without argument, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, yes, yes,” he admitted angrily. “I’m a scoundrel as well as a vampire.”


  “You admit you are a vampire?”


  “I admit nothing. You want to believe me a monster and you will no matter what. But I assure you, dear child, I did not outrage you.”


  “You threatened to if I tried to escape. Is it not a terrible thing to threaten a woman with such misuse just to make her obey you?”


  “I’ll say it is,” Mrs. Brackett joined in. She looked at Rory. “Are you his keeper, luv?”
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  Raven reared up, then thought better of it and sat down, allowing Rory to speak. “No,” Rory replied. “Lord Ravenscroft is a dear friend whom I sometimes advise.”


  “So was it you who advised him to buy my young lady, then kidnap her when she refused to go with him?”


  “No, I did not advise that.”


  “Did you advise him to threaten her with...what he threatened her with?”


  “No, I did not advise that either.”


  “Then what makes you think you can control the blighter now?”


  she demanded, attacking her soup with a large spoon as she waited for his answer.


  Rory spoke very calmly. “Lord Ravenscroft is trying to apologize for his conduct. He realizes that what he has done to Miss Rutledge is wrong, don’t you, my lord?” he asked, looking at Raven piercingly.


  “Yes, I do,” he said through gritted teeth.


  “His lordship would like to begin again and explain his actions and show a better side of himself, wouldn’t you, my lord?”


  “Yes,” Raven said, baring his teeth.


  “In short, Lord Ravenscroft wishes to redeem himself in your eyes, Miss Rutledge. Don’t you, my lord?”


  Raven wanted to kill something. He wanted to pick up something, anything, in his bare hands and throttle the life out of it. He wanted to be back at the castle with Evangeline in his power again, not here apologizing to the woman in a public house with his villagers listening to every humiliating word. He answered clearly and precisely, staring into her eyes, “I wish to redeem myself.”


  His debasement was complete.


  Rory smiled and patted his shoulder to encourage him. “Will you allow him to do so, Miss Rutledge?”


  Evangeline piped up, tartly, “I’m afraid that is impossible. His lordship is beyond redemption. Aside from that we will be leaving in the morning.”
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  Raven felt Rory’s hand gripping his shoulder again. “Please, Miss Rutledge. His lordship knows he was wrong to take such a high-handed attitude toward you. He had no right to behave in such an arrogant and brutish manner.”


  Raven could hardly control himself. Arrogant, brutish? Was he really those things? Perhaps he was. He steeled himself and said,


  “Miss Rutledge, please do not leave the village. Allow me to make up for my behaviour. I want to explain myself.”


  Now she had the upper hand he could see she was determined to make the most of it. “That won’t be possible, my lord. I’ve already heard quite enough from you. We will be returning to London in the morning. Mrs. Brackett and I will resume our search for the perfect little boarding house in Bloomsbury where we will take in genteel ladies and live a very quiet life.”


  Raven whirled around when a voice behind him said, “And I’ll be happy to escort you, Miss Rudge....er, Rutledge.” Young Mr. Harding smiled at her. “And if I may say so, Evangeline is a far more beautiful name than Evelyn.”


  “No, you may not!” Raven bore down on him. “Be gone, you silly boy, we have important matters to discuss.” He flicked a hand at the young man, who took the dismissal very ill.


  “My lord, I am not just here to offer Miss Rutledge compliments, but also to tell you that I take exception to you as a man and your callous treatment of this young lady.”


  “Take your exception somewhere else.” Raven turned away and sat down again in a great huff. “We are busy.”


  “That’s not good enough, Sir,” Mr. Harding told him. Raven felt something swipe across the back of his head. Infuriated, he turned round and before he could stand up to tower over the boy he was swiped yet again, this time across his cheek, with a glove.


  Raven stood up very slowly until he looked down at the rosy cheeks and bright blue eyes from more than a foot above them. He despised the young pup. The glove was thrown at his feet. To accept Sanguinarian 167


  the duel he must pick it up, but he would not stoop before this boy.


  With a swift movement Raven backhanded Harding with such strength that the young man staggered, only just remaining upright.


  Evangeline struggled up from her seat and leapt between them.


  “This is very foolish, Mr. Harding, I will not allow you to meet Lord Ravenscroft in a duel. I assure you he will kill you.”


  “Yes, I will,” he said from behind her as she faced the younger man.


  “He will shoot you down like a dog in the street and not lose a moment’s sleep nor miss a meal over you.”


  “Wait a minute,” Raven began, incensed at her description of him.


  She truly thought him an animal, incapable of anything but base emotions.


  Mr. Harding bowed formally to her. “I care not, Miss Rutledge.


  He outraged your honour and I will call him out for it. If I die, then I will consider that a worthy price to pay.”


  “Actually I was mistaken over that particular detail,” Evangeline said quickly, clearly trying to placate him and smooth the situation over. “So you see there is no need to call his lordship out.”


  “Oh, let him if he insists.” Raven smiled hungrily. It was a good while since he had had a duel. “Choose your weapons, boy, swords or pistols. I’ll kill you with either. Your choice.”


  Mr. Harding drew himself up. “My father was a grenadier, he taught me to use a sword very well.”


  “Excellent!” Raven grinned wolfishly.


  “Are you mad?” Evangeline said into the young man’s face.


  “Look at the length of his arms, you won’t stand a chance. You’ll never get near enough to nick off a button.”


  Taking a hard look, the young man changed his mind. “You’re right, pistols would be easier.”


  “Never mind pistols, I simply won’t hear of such behaviour,”


  Evangeline said, while Raven stood back watching with a smile. “You will get on the afternoon coach and go back to the boarding house.”
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  “I will wait for you, Miss Rutledge, to assist you and protect you.


  I won’t leave you within arm’s reach of this cur.”


  “Did you just call me a cur?” Raven’s voice rose threateningly.


  He reached across Evangeline to clout the young man across the head again.


  Evangeline thrust him back with her elbow. “His lordship did not outrage me, Mr. Harding. In my innocence I thought he had but thank God he had not. His greatest sin against me is merely lying and kidnapping.”


  “Merely! Is that not enough, Miss Rutledge?”


  “It is certainly a good deal, Mr. Harding, but after what I thought he had done I feel quite suddenly far less abused than I did when I woke up this morning. I am prepared to allow the matter to sink into obscurity without resorting to the courts which would only sully me further.”


  “You can’t forgive him after what he has done to you. The man belongs behind bars. Newgate is too good for him. Send him to Coldbath Fields, let them put him on the treadmill, that’s what I say.”


  “I’m going to slit his throat if he utters another word,” Raven said.


  His tone was such that young Harding knew the game was up. A public duel with the whole village watching and a young lady clutching her bosom while he risked his life was an appealing thought. But having his throat slit quietly and without fanfare was far more frightening. His cheeks flaming, he bowed and withdrew while the assemblage, Evangeline in the forefront, sighed with relief.


  Even Mrs. Brackett cast up her eyes. “Thank God he’s gone. He was becoming a nuisance.”


  “Excellent! Let’s get down to business,” Raven said.


  “Never mind business,” Mrs. Brackett said firmly. “You can follow that young fool and take yourself off. Me and Miss Evie’s going to have a bit more to eat and then get ourselves up to our room and have a nice rest. In the morning we’ll be on our way back to the civilized world. London!”
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  Rory Dancer took Raven’s arm. “Yes, it is time we left also. We’ll bid you both good day, ladies.” Protests sprang to Raven’s lips but remained there under Rory Dancer’s forbidding gaze.
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  Chapter Twelve


  Evangeline had searched the inn, the courtyard, and then the street for more than an hour for Mrs. Brackett. The woman had left her putting on the fur-lined cloak over her wedding gown while she paid the innkeeper and carried her small bag down to the courtyard where the coach drew in.


  “Have you seen my companion?” she asked the innkeeper when she entered the courtyard once more to see him washing his hands at the outside pump.


  “No, Miss, not since she put her bag by the back gate ready for the coach. It should be here any minute.” He went suddenly silent and tugged his forelock before backing through the shadowed doorway to disappear from sight.


  The fine hairs standing up suddenly on the back of her neck, Evangeline turned round to see Raven standing, hugely tall, under the stone arch through which the coach would soon drive. The arch was wide and high enough to accommodate a large mail coach and yet Raven’s long, narrow body seemed to fill it, blocking out the light.


  His presence filled the courtyard until for a moment it seemed even the birds stopped singing.


  Raven stepped out into the morning sunlight, pushing his blue lenses closer to protect his eyes and at the same time putting on a broad-brimmed black hat. He strode forward until he loomed over her.


  “Evangeline,” he whispered.


  His eyes bored into hers and she found herself unable to break his gaze. A trembling began at the core of her being as if he were Sanguinarian 171


  reaching inside her to snatch at her very soul. With great strength of will she tore her gaze away from his, felt the trembling stop and turned her back.


  He grabbed her roughly by the arm, and just as quickly, let her go.


  “Forgive me, I have a foul temper,” he whispered. It was that and his heartfelt sigh that made her turn back to face him. His shoulders were slouched forward, his hands stuffed into his trouser pockets like a schoolboy. Evangeline ordered herself not to feel sorry for him.


  “Excuse me, my lord, I am looking for Mrs. Brackett. The coach to London will arrive soon and we plan to be on it.”


  “She is not here,” he said, almost apologetically.


  “She is here somewhere. We will be leaving shortly.” Even as she spoke Evangeline heard the clatter of horse’s hooves and the heavy rattle of the public coach approaching. It turned into the courtyard and stopped just feet from where they stood. The driver got down at once and a boy came running out of the stable to unhitch and replace the horses. The passengers disembarked, some going into the inn, others out to the street.


  “When will you be leaving?” she asked the driver.


  “Soon as we’re hitched,” he said off-handedly. “I’m going inside to get some grub. We’ll be off as soon as I’ve got fresh horses.”


  “I’m afraid my companion seems to have wandered off. I need to find her before we go,” she said, her brow furrowed with concern.


  “That’s your problem. We’ll be leaving in half an hour with or without you and your companion.” He mimicked her educated accent when he said companion.


  Evangeline’s face burned at the retort. She turned away, but looked quickly back when she heard a whistle of breath being released. The man’s feet were dangling about a foot off the ground while his face turned purple and blotchy. Raven held him aloft by the front of his coat, speaking into his terrified face, “Apologize to the young lady this minute, you scurvy knave.”
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  managed, “Sorry, Miss, I’m a bit tired is all. No cause to be rude to a young lady.”


  Raven lowered him to the ground. The driver, realizing it was Lord Ravenscroft he had vexed, shuffled back and forth on the spot, clutching his cap in both hands. “I beg your pardon, my lord. I meant nothing by it, do forgive me, my lord.”


  “Get out of here.” Raven dismissed him with a shove. The driver bowed to them both before scurrying off.


  “He was rather rude, wasn’t he?” Evangeline looked up at Raven.


  “Excuse me, sir, I must seek out Mrs. Brackett.”


  She crossed the cobbled courtyard and went out into the street for the second time. She could feel Raven behind her, though he always managed to walk silently even when wearing boots on cobbles. She walked up and down looking into the windows of the few shops to see if Mrs. Brackett had wandered in and stood chatting as she was wont to do. She was growing very anxious when Raven caught her elbow, bringing her to a halt.


  “Evangeline, allow me to speak to you.” His voice was quiet and gentle.


  “Please hurry, I simply must find Mrs. Brackett, my lord.” She looked up at him, unable to clearly see his expression behind his blue lenses and the hat shadowing his face. “Could you take off those infernal spectacles, sir?” she said, exasperated. “Neither is it polite to talk to a lady with your hat on.”


  “You are right,” he agreed quietly. With one hand he removed his hat and with the other snatched the spectacles from his face.


  The morning sunlight, though not terribly bright, caused him to squeeze his eyes tightly shut. Only after several seconds was he able to open them, and only a slit. The sleek muscles of his face contracted as if he were in pain. His entire body tensed, becoming rigid, almost brittle. The contrast between Raven now and the man she saw lounging easily in his chair or walking with a loose swing of his arms in the semidarkness of Castle Haven was marked. Bright light was Sanguinarian 173


  literally painful to him and yet he endured it for her.


  “It is about Mrs. Brackett that I must speak to you. She is not here.


  She is on her way to Castle Haven.”


  Evangeline frowned. “That’s not possible. Mrs. Brackett would never go back to that place. She is going to London with me this day.”


  “She is ill,” he said simply. “She took very ill quite suddenly.


  Rory found her an hour ago while you were still inside. She was sweating and ready to faint. She had spots on her face. He did not know what do so he put her in a carriage and took her to the castle for Munk to look after her. They will be there now. There is no doctor in the area and Munk is very good at herb lore and such.”


  For a long moment Evangeline looked at him. He remained rigidly uncomfortable, his face showing no other emotion than his physical discomfort. She could not tell if he was lying. She looked up and down the street which was just coming to life with early morning business. Those who saw his lordship crossed the dusty road to avoid crossing his path. “Shall I take you to her?” he asked.


  “I don’t believe you. Leave me alone, my lord, I have a busy day ahead.”


  An hour later Evangeline and the coachman stood eyeing each other suspiciously across the courtyard of the Ravenscroft Inn. The rear of the carriage was piled high with baggage and postal sacks while several passengers waited impatiently inside. Evangeline had been into every shop in the small village and questioned everyone she came across as to the whereabouts of Mrs. Brackett. Everyone remembered the loquacious woman, but no one had seen her that morning.


  Finally the coachman approached her, pulling off his cap and looking about him for Raven who he feared might materialize from nowhere. “Sorry, Miss, but I really must be on me way. There’s others to consider besides you, Miss, if you don’t mind me saying.”


  He glanced over at the carriage and Evangeline followed his eyes, knowing she could hold them up no longer.
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  “Yes, I suppose you had better go,” she admitted.


  “Go back inside, Miss, and wait there. There’ll be another coach this afternoon about four o’clock.”


  Evangeline watched the coach leave with growing despair. With no other choice, she entered the inn and found Raven waiting for her.


  “Shall I take you to the castle, my dear?” he asked.


  “I suppose you had better, but if I find out you have been lying, my lord, I will not be responsible for what I do.”


  “Trust me, Evangeline.” He reached out a hand to her. She stepped back, refusing to allow him to touch her.


  “I’m afraid that’s the problem, my lord. I do not trust you, not one little bit.”


  Raven sighed and stood up. “My carriage is waiting in the street.”


  “Yes, I saw it.”


  “Will you come?”


  “I have no choice.”


  


  


  * * * *


  


  The moment they entered Castle Haven, Munk rushed toward Raven. He took her to one side, though Evangeline had no trouble hearing their conversation. “How is she?” Raven asked.


  “Not good, my lord, it is the scarlet fever. Rory was correct.”


  With a gasp Evangeline ran toward them. “You are talking about Mrs. Brackett, aren’t you?”


  Raven took her shoulders. “Please, Evangeline, you must not worry. Rest assured, my dear girl, your Mrs. Brackett is in good hands.”


  “We must get a doctor. Send for a doctor,” she cried.


  Munk addressed her. “There is no need for a doctor, Miss Rutledge. I know the woman has scarlet fever because I lost my own family to the illness as a child, and in the interim I have learned how to nurse people through it.”
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  “She could die!” Evangeline felt utter despair.


  “She could, but she will not die in my hands,” Munk said with such steadfast belief that Evangeline felt heartened.


  Raven touched her arm gently. “My dear, Munk learned from bitter experience how to nurse a patient with scarlet fever. Leave Mrs.


  Brackett to her.”


  “I suppose I must trust you, Munk,” she said quietly. “Take me to Mrs. Brackett at once. I must comfort her. ”


  “No!” Raven looked at Munk while Evangeline looked back and forth between them both, startled at his vehemence.


  “Have you had the scarlet fever yourself, Miss?” Munk looked down at her.


  “No, I never have.”


  “Then you are vulnerable to catching it.”


  “I cannot allow you to risk becoming ill.” Raven drew her gently away from the servant who strode off on silent feet. “I know you are angry with me, Evangeline, but please, do not put yourself in danger.


  I could not bear it if anything happened to you.” He said the last sentence with such quiet intensity that she could not for a moment break his gaze and she believed him completely. Inside the dim castle he no longer needed his spectacles and his eyes looked strangely golden instead of the usual harsh yellow.


  “Does Mrs. Brackett know I am here?” she asked.


  “Munk will tell her and perhaps in a week you can see her, but until then you must choose a chamber where you will be comfortable and I will have the servants light a fire. I want you to be happy.”


  “So you’re not going to lock me in the tower again?”


  “No, my dear, I’m not. I was wrong to do that. It served me very ill.” He walked up the main staircase with her, pointing out various chambers along the way, flinging open doors. “As you know many of the rooms here are unfit for use. The castle needs extensive refurbishment.” Evangeline looked quickly through each door, thinking none of the rooms looked fit for use. One after the next was 176


  Fyn Alexander


  dark and chill, including the one she had stayed in briefly. “This is the chamber you shared for a night with Mrs. Brackett. Would you like this one again?”


  “I assumed Mrs. Brackett herself would be in there.” She looked up at Raven.


  “Not at all. She is in a room near Munk in the servants’ quarters, to make it easier for Munk to care for her.”


  Evangeline nodded. “Yes, of course, then I will stay in here.”


  “Are there some changes you would like?” he asked.


  “I doubt I will be here long enough. A week or two, no more.”


  “That’s true, but a week is a long time and you might as well make the chamber home while you are here. I am happy to oblige you.”


  “That’s very kind of you, my lord.” She looked at him suspiciously. It was a side of Lord Ravenscroft she had never seen before. “You are terribly obliging all of a sudden. You do know there is nothing you can do to make me marry you?”


  “Isn’t there?” he asked, reaching out one finger to touch her chin.


  “No sir, there is not.”


  “Won’t you let me try?”


  “No. You do not love me nor I you. There is only one way you could force me to marry you and that is to perform the abominable act you threatened once before.”


  “I will not do that, I promise you.”


  “Then I will try to trust you, but I remain firm that I will never marry you by choice.”


  His expression softened into acceptance. “What would you like done with the chamber?”


  Over the next two hours Raven waited in the darkest corner of the vast chamber watching, at first with amusement, then bewilderment as she directed five housemaids and a couple of footmen to make the room habitable. They threw open the long draperies to reveal windows wider than Evangeline dared hope for. All of the servants Sanguinarian 177


  shaded their eyes from the light and seemed to have great difficulty for several minutes before orienting themselves. One by one they managed to resume their work, some having more difficulty than others. Several pulled out tinted spectacles from their pockets and put them on.


  Evangeline looked at Raven. “This is your fault, my lord.”


  “What is?” he asked.


  “If you would allow your servants to open the castle shutters and draperies, they would not have such trouble with their eyes.”


  Raven bowed his head, smiling.


  The light which streamed into the room illumined every last corner, and Evangeline was able to supervise the removal of cobwebs which could not be seen in the darkness. She had the black bed curtains taken down and replaced with white satin ones which one of the housemaids had managed to find. The maid also produced a supply of bed linens in light colours. Evangeline sent another maid outside to gather any flowers she could find which consisted mostly of Michaelmas daisies that had survived the winter. She was thrilled with them and filled two vases.


  She had the footmen remove the candles and bring in oil lamps which she placed all about the room to be lit when darkness fell. The massive hearth was cleaned and the brasses polished until they gleamed. A large supply of wood was brought in to replenish the fire which burned merrily, drying the room’s damp air.


  When they had done the chamber was cheery and light.


  Evangeline stood surveying it, then turned at last to Raven whom she had not spoken to as she ran about the chamber making it her own.


  “What do you think, my lord?”


  “I think you have ruined a perfectly comfortable chamber.” He grimaced. “But if this makes you happy, then so be it.”


  “It does.” She smiled. “Where did the pretty bed linens and the white draperies come from? I cannot imagine they belong to you or your sister.”
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  “No, my grandmother.” He paused, looking down at her. “My father’s mother...she was...different.”


  “Not a vampire?” she teased.


  He harrumphed loudly. “She was like you.”


  “And your grandfather let her be who she was?” she asked.


  Raven pursed his lips, looking directly into her eyes. “Yes, I suppose he must have. I have never thought of it before.”


  “Did they have a successful marriage, my lord?”


  “They seemed happy to me from what I remember of them. Let us ask Munk. She remembers them both well.”


  The housekeeper had just entered the chamber and shaded her eyes with one hand, moving habitually into the darkest part of the room. She nodded respectfully to Raven as she always did when she came into his presence. “The woman is comfortable, my lord,” she said at once. “I believe her fever might break soon, but she is still highly contagious.”


  “Excellent.” He smiled. “Tell me, Munk, you knew my


  Ravenscroft grandparents well?”


  “Yes, my lord, the late Lord Ravenscroft’s parents. A very fine couple they were, sir. Well-matched, charming, very kind to the servants.”


  He spread his hands, encompassing the chamber. “These things were Grandmother’s.”


  Munk nodded. “They were, my lord. She was different, yet they loved each other deeply. They were married for over fifty years.”


  The look in Raven’s eyes told Evangeline that he had never before pondered the idea that two so dissimilar people could live together in love and mutual respect. If she were truthful, she would admit that it had never occurred to her either.


  “Interesting,” he mused.


  “But they loved each, my lord,” Evangeline pointed out, seeming to see where his thoughts traveled. “They were not just a couple who were different and accepted each other’s differences. They were in Sanguinarian 179


  love. Would that be correct, Munk?”


  “Yes, Miss.” Munk, too, saw what she had said. “They did love each other. If I may, Miss Rutledge, I have come to ask if you have any preferences for dinner this evening.”


  “Yes.” Evangeline pushed her advantage. “I would like to eat in a warm and well-lighted room and I would much prefer not to see any blood on the table.”


  Munk looked at Raven, who reluctantly nodded his agreement. “I suppose you would prefer to dine alone?” Raven asked.


  “I am not averse to company,” she said. “I assume you intend to behave as a gentleman?”


  “I’ll do my best,” he muttered as he left the room.
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  Chapter Thirteen


  In the fresh, wintry air, Evangeline walked beside Raven through the neglected gardens of Castle Haven. The overgrown herbaceous borders and box hedges, the ivy creeping over walls, the fountains which had not sparkled with water in many years, spoke of a time when these gardens had been loved and tended by someone. This must have been the work and love of the late Lady Ravenscroft, Raven’s grandmother.


  “This could all be so beautiful again,” she mused out loud.


  “I suppose it could,” Raven said beside her. “If you find such things beautiful.


  She was wrapped in the black fur-lined cloak which she had rather begun to like. Gowns, very old fashioned, belonging also to Raven’s grandmother, had been dug out of a distant attic to replace the clothes she had left in London. The white winter sky and the freedom of the outdoors refreshed her spirits to such a degree that she felt quite gay despite her circumstances.


  Raven wore only a thin cotton shirt and black trousers with a black frock coat over the top, unbuttoned and flying open. His hands were stuffed into his pockets, not from the cold but in a dejected and bored manner. Once again he wore a hat, the brim pulled low over his eyes, and his blue spectacles. He had said almost nothing for more than an hour as she explored, only answering her questions here and there. She knew he was not enjoying himself as she was. He appeared to be almost in pain.


  “Are these your grandmother’s gardens?” She looked up at him.
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  face with his forearm when the sun which had been hidden for several minutes behind a billowing white cloud slipped out. “Does your head hurt, my lord?”


  “Yes. If you want to talk then we must go into the alcove. I can’t think out here.” He pointed at the stone arch built into the garden walls a few yards away. “Would you mind?”


  “Not at all.”


  Raven gestured with his arm for her to precede him. In the alcove he waited until she was seated on the stone bench before sitting down beside her with a great sigh of relief. He took off his hat and pulled his glasses down to the end of his nose to look at her over the top. He leaned his back against the freezing wall behind him.


  The moment they entered the alcove the fragile warmth of the sun disappeared completely. Evangeline shivered, pulling her cloak closer about her. “Is your head hurting because of the light, my lord?”


  “It is. I suffer severe headaches if I am forced to go into bright light. The glasses help.” He was plainly feeling better sitting in the cool shadows of the alcove. “You were saying, about my grandmother?”


  “I asked if these gardens were the work of your grandmother.”


  “Yes, they are. She had them put in when she married my grandfather. Before that there was nothing but moorland surrounding the castle, that and the graveyard.”


  “They must have been lovely. They could come to life and be beautiful again.”


  Raven looked at her over his glasses. “There is no one to make them so. There is no one here to take such an interest.”


  “Wouldn’t you like the gardens to bloom again?” she asked. “Are they neglected because you haven’t the money to get them taken care of properly?”


  Raven smiled gently. “I confess that when...or rather if, I ever come into my inheritance, the prospects for which are looking grimmer by the day, that there are other priorities for me before the 182
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  gardens. I had not thought to hire a gardener at all. I rarely walk here and never in the daytime.”


  “That’s a shame.” Evangeline looked wistfully out toward the untended beds. “Was she like me?”


  “My grandmother? No, she was taller than you, with auburn hair.


  You are quite different. There’s a painting of her in the long gallery.


  Have you walked there?”


  “I have not had much chance to explore during the times I have been here.”


  “Except when looking for ways to escape?”


  “And whose fault is that?” she snapped.


  “Mine.” He turned away from her angrily, saying with a hint of sarcasm, “Everything is my fault. I’m a terrible man.”


  “You are a bossy, controlling man,” she said boldly. After all, what could he do to her now? “However, I did not mean in looks. I meant was she like me...different from you?”


  He turned his head toward her again, his shoulders still flat against the wall. “She liked flowers and being out in the sun. She liked pretty things.” He said pretty as though it were something distasteful. “She read poems and played the piano and sang. So, yes, I suppose she was like you.”


  “Did your grandfather kidnap her and lock her in a tower until he had forced her to marry him?”


  “Sarcasm does not become you!” Raven got up swiftly, walked away, and then retreated back into the shadows of the alcove.


  “No more than being a bully becomes you, so why do you do it?”


  She wished her cheeks would not grow so pink. She felt quite bold at that moment and wanted to appear braver than she felt. Pink cheeks did not help. The truth was that even though the threat of being forced to marry Raven was no longer present she still felt very apprehensive around him. There were also, strangely, moments when she felt almost sorry for him. Moments when she perceived a vulnerability in him, though it was quickly gone. Then there were other moments, Sanguinarian 183


  ones she would prefer not to admit to, when she found him extremely attractive, even compelling. The memory of the things he had done to her in the tower haunted her. To her astonishment she had enjoyed it, and craved such intimacy again.


  She saw him retreat now, his expression becoming shuttered, his long arms folded across his chest almost protectively.


  “Would you like to see the gallery?” His tone was conciliatory.


  “The family portraits? Shall I take you?”


  “Anything to get indoors, to get away from the daylight?” she teased, smiling.


  Raven gave a small laugh, making him seem almost human, quite like an ordinary man. “Yes, my dear, that and these tedious gardens.”


  “Thank you, my lord. I would like to see your family portraits,”


  she responded, allowing her anger at his past conduct to dwindle as they returned to the castle.


  The gallery was up the main staircase and down a long corridor.


  Raven opened a door allowing her in first. It was pitch black. “I think I may have some difficulty viewing the family portraits under these conditions, my lord,” Evangeline observed.


  “Yes, I thought you might. Wait here.”


  Instead of lighting a lamp as she expected, he walked some distance away, disappearing into the darkness. Unexpectedly, the room flooded with light and Raven stood at the far end of a very long room dropping the pull cord of the curtains as he shielded his eyes from the daylight. He was momentarily stunned, hardly able to move.


  Before she knew it Evangeline found herself hurrying toward him.


  “There is a chair just here, my lord, sit down and compose yourself.”


  She led him to the chair as if he were a blind man and stood by for some minutes while he adjusted to the light and put on his glasses.


  At last he was able to squint at her. “Thank you, dear child, you are most kind.”


  “Let us close the curtains again. I can still see the paintings.” She drew the draperies until two thirds of the windows were covered.
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  When she turned back he was watching her. His gaze ran over her from top to toe and she discerned a softness in his eyes she had not observed before. A little ripple of awareness passed through her and her mind flew back to when he had spanked her buttocks, arousing her against her will. What a strange way to achieve pleasure, and yet she had been highly stimulated. She looked quickly away, forcing her attention to the paintings along the walls. Raven smiled as if he had read her thoughts. “Let us begin over here where the earliest portraits are.”


  Over the next hour Raven told her the names and relationships of Ravenscrofts dating back to the 1200s and right up to the present day.


  There were numerous pairs of twins in the family all through the ages and there were also, here and there, those born into the family, as well as a few who married into the family, who differed from the tall, thin, dark-haired Ravenscrofts.


  “Who was she?” Evangeline pointed to a portrait of a fair-haired young woman in the dress of the Elizabethan period.


  “Margaret Ravenscroft, born 1565. Her mother was a Ravenscroft, but her father was not of the blood. Even so, you see how odd she was.”


  “She was not odd, she was lovely. Do you think I’m odd?” She looked up at him.


  “Yes,” he said bluntly. “But I concede you are also very lovely.”


  “Oh.” She smiled. “That’s very kind of you, sir.”


  The door opened, admitting Munk. “My lord, I have been searching for you this hour. I have a letter brought by courier.”


  Raven crossed the room to open the letter in private, swearing softly under his breath. “This is not a good time. I need to send a letter back,” he said to Munk.


  “I’m sorry, my lord, the courier left at once.”


  Raven raised a weary hand to rub his face and shook his head.


  “Then it’s too late. Never mind, Munk, prepare for a visitor for dinner.”
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  Munk dipped her head and left.


  “Is somebody coming?” Evangeline asked. “You seem upset, my lord. Has someone else caught the fever?”


  “No, my dear, it is nothing for you to worry about, merely business.” He reached out a hand to her, which she took, and he led her back to the portraits.


  “My parents.” Raven pointed at a huge gold-framed painting of two stunningly attractive people obviously done when they were in their twenties. Evangeline saw Raven in them both. His eyes were like his father’s, though the artist had painted them flatteringly gold instead of yellow. As if reading her mind he said, “Actually, Evangeline, his eyes truly were golden, unlike the harsh yellow I have the misfortune to possess.”


  “I wasn’t thinking that,” she said quickly.


  “Of course you were.” He stepped further back to get a better view of the portrait and Evangeline too stepped back. “His face was fuller than mine, less angular and sharp, far more appealing to your sex.”


  “Your mother was lovely,” she said, acknowledging the unquestionable beauty before her.


  “She was, just like Dominica, except that she was quite sane and my sister is not.”


  “Is she mad?” Evangeline shivered.


  “Yes.” He released a long sigh. “If she were not she could be a support to me, an advisor and confidant. Instead she is a burden.”


  “I did meet her once. Will I meet her again?”


  “It would be best if you did not. She is dangerous at times.”


  “Yes, I know. She threatened to kill me if I told you she had visited me.”


  Gently, Raven touched her cheek. “I’m so sorry. You must have been very frightened.”


  “No more frightened than I have been of you, my lord.”


  He nodded. “You must understand, I am a busy man. I have had 186
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  no time for playing and courting and such. However, I am beginning to see the mistakes I have made. I am trying to put them right.”


  “I am grateful for that,” she told him.


  Raven placed his hands on her shoulders. “Did Dominica harm you when she came to the tower?”


  “She merely threatened to, my lord. I will forgive her because of her illness.”


  “You are very kind.” He walked into the darker part of the room away from Evangeline, and throwing the dust sheet off a heavy old couch onto the floor, he threw himself down, his legs sprawled out in front of him. Evangeline followed him and stood some feet away, trying to make out his face. She saw resentment in the tight lines around his mouth and sadness in his lowered eyes.


  “You’re angry with them, aren’t you? You’re angry that they died and left you.”


  “Don’t be foolish, Evangeline. No one dies voluntarily. It was an accident. Why should I be angry?”


  She felt his anger, but also his sadness. “But they left you with a sister who cannot care for herself and this great old crumbling castle.”


  “Yes, and the need to marry before I can come into my fortune.


  But that was not their fault. The will is centuries old. It is only protecting the line.”


  “And I am preventing you from fulfilling that obligation,” she said. “You must be angry with me also.”


  “I don’t blame you, not after what I did.” He looked tense and unhappy.


  “How did they die?” she asked gently.


  “I have no desire to talk about it,” he snapped.


  “It may help,” she encouraged him.


  “I said I don’t want to.” He was petulant as a spoiled child.


  “Really?” If he could be childish, then so could she. She stamped her foot loudly enough to make him start and look up at her. When she had his attention, she stamped it again. “You’re not the only one, Sanguinarian 187


  you know! You’re such a self-centered man, only aware of what affects you.” Crossing her arms she began to walk up and down in front of him. “My parents died, too. I was only three years old. I was left in the care of the miserly uncle you bought me from. You saw for yourself what sort of man he was to sell his own niece. His dead sister’s only child.”


  “Yes, well...” Raven muttered.


  “Don’t make excuses.”


  “I wasn’t going to!”


  “No, you’d better not. You are not the only one to lose your parents,” she continued in a kinder voice. “I never even got to know mine. Mrs. Brackett became my mother.”


  “That’s why you are so attached to her,” Raven said.


  “Yes. I just want you to know that I understand the pain of feeling alone in the world.” On impulse Evangeline sat down beside him. It was the first time that she had voluntarily come to him. Raven did not move but he turned his head to look at her, and there was a touch of surprise in his eyes. “I suppose your burden is greater than mine when you have so many people dependent upon you. Servants and tenant farmers as well as your sister.”


  “Not only them but an entire community who look up to me.”


  “Community? You mean those people who were here for Court.


  Who are you, my lord? Tell me truly who you are,” she asked with such a strong desire to know that he sat upright and took her hands in his. “Rumours abound,” she went on. “Stories of horror and blood.


  Tales of madness. Are they true, even in part?”


  “My sister is quite mad. Yet I love her and I must protect her.”


  “Yes, you must. But I want to know how these stories of mayhem and murder came about. Tales of vampires and werewolves and such like.”


  “Mayhem and murder?” Raven repeated and laughed. “People say all sorts of things. There is no one in my family who is, or was, a murderer, at least not that I know of.”
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  “Are you a vampire, truly?” Evangeline bit her lip, afraid of the answer, yet insisting on knowing. “I feel I have a right to know after all I have been through with you.”


  “Perhaps you do.” His eyes were gentle. “Though I would ask you not to carry tales away with you. I do not want angry mobs descending on my castle. My people have been persecuted enough already.”


  “Are you a vampire, my lord?” Evangeline repeated, watching his face carefully for any sign that he might lie or avoid her question.


  “Yes,” he whispered. “I am sanguinarian.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Sanguinarian means blood drinker. I am a blood drinker.”


  There was a moment of complete silence before she whispered,


  “You drink the blood of others?” A spark of fear ignited within her.


  She wanted to withdraw her hands, at the same time she wanted him to tell her more.


  “Only when it is freely given, but yes, I drink the blood of others.”


  “Why?” she breathed. “What would possess you? What sort of strange compulsion is this?”


  Raven spoke slowly and evenly. “If I do not consume blood, then I become very ill. If I went without for too long, I would die.”


  “Why? I do not understand this.” Her brow furrowed in confusion, but she fought to keep disgust from her face.


  “Why do you want to walk about in bright sunlight? Why do you insist on eating noxious foods? Why do you not drink blood?” he asked simply.


  “It is not natural.” She was growing hot and agitated. “We are human beings, not animals. People don’t drink blood.”


  “Do animals drink blood?” Raven asked. He was growing hot-tempered again, though his colour never rose as hers did. “Animals do not consume blood, vampires do. Sanguinarian people do. We need blood just as you need food.”


  Evangeline drew a long breath, trying desperately to understand.
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  “Then you are immortal? Do you sleep in a coffin?”


  “You have seen where I sleep.” He sounded impatient now. “I sleep in a bed. I like to move around when I sleep, a coffin would confine me. Coffin indeed! As for being immortal, I am no more so than you. I will die when my time comes, though we tend to live for a long time. Accidents kill us, as does murder. Where do you think my ancestors are, living in all the empty rooms in the castle?”


  “Were they vampires?” she asked. “Your parents?”


  “Of course they were, most of the Ravenscrofts were and are today.”


  It was all beginning to sink in. “Then it is an inherited trait, passed on by birth from parent to child?”


  “Yes.”


  “And Dominica?” she asked.


  “Yes, though not quite in the same way. We are all very different in our needs, just as your people are. She drinks blood, but rarely. She needs it, but not to the same degree that I do. She feeds me.”


  “Feeds you how?”


  “She allows me to drink blood from her. She herself gets her life energy from those around her, servants, those who take care of her.


  She feeds upon their prana, their life force, yet she is able to give to me.”


  “I don’t understand any of this,” Evangeline said. She was beginning to be sorry she had asked. “I’m not sure I want to.”


  Raven looked away. “I am beginning to think I should not have told you.”


  “Tell me this then, my lord. Why do people say that vampires live forever, that they lure young girls and make them into vampires by embracing them?”


  “There are some vampires who are called Immortals. They are a separate race from my kind. I have never met an Immortal. I know nothing of their ways, but they do exist. They live eternally unless something dire interferes with them and I believe that they can 190
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  transform others. My kind are sanguinarian.”


  “So sanguinarians don’t make people into vampires by drinking their blood?”


  “No. We give birth to little vampires just as your people give birth to little cream-cake eaters.” He began to laugh at his own joke.


  Evangeline was not the slightest bit amused. She pulled her hands from his, having heard quite enough.


  “That’s not funny, sir, and I don’t believe any of this. There are no such things as vampires. All those people who were here that night, they probably worked on the stage or something. They were certainly dressed for it. You and your sister and Munk, you are all just very odd people, nothing more.”


  “Good, then you have nothing to fear from me,” Raven said simply.


  Evangeline tapped her foot on the floor—she had talked herself into that one. “That aside, you still have not told me how your parents died.”


  “Was I supposed to?”


  “I would like to know and it might help to talk about it.”


  “Help what?” Raven shrugged. “It won’t bring them back. They drowned. They went boating at night. About five miles from here there is a lake which is very deep in the middle. The boat overturned.


  There was no one to help them. They were probably playing about, they always played with each other. They were like two children together, best friends.”


  “Why were they boating at night?” Evangeline asked, then stopped as she answered her own question. “Because they were Ravenscrofts.”


  “They were always far more interested in each other than they ever were in my sister or me.” His anger began to rise up again.


  “They indulged their own pleasures to the exclusion of us and our people. They knew Dominica was becoming more and more remote and making less and less sense. They knew she was becoming Sanguinarian 191


  dangerous and they did nothing. They left her to me and Munk to keep her safe. They were selfish. They died from selfishness! They never loved us.”


  “I understand your anger,” Evangeline said.


  Raven leapt to his feet and grabbed a large chair by its arms, tossing it easily across the room where it landed with a thud against the wall. “Do not tell me you understand. You know nothing about me!” He walked to the fireplace and leaned his forehead on the cold, marble mantelpiece.


  Growing used to his sudden outbursts, Evangeline merely ran for cover behind a large chair. “I have been angry at my parents over the years when my uncle was being particularly contemptible. Believe me, my lord, I do understand.”


  “I’m sorry, Evangeline, I’m sorry, forgive me.” He looked like a contrite child before its mother, his head hanging, his fingers twisting together. Drawn by the noise, Munk walked in, taking in the scene with her sweeping gaze.


  “All is well, Munk,” Raven told her. “Bring me some wine and something salty to eat.”


  “Salty?” Munk paused. “Should you visit your sister, my lord?”


  “Is she well today?” he asked.


  “No sir, she is very agitated.”


  “Then it is not a good idea. I will leave her to you, Munk.”


  “Yes, sir.” The woman looked accusingly at Evangeline and left.


  “She hates me,” Evangeline observed.


  “She is merely protective of me.” Raven took a vial from his pocket and tipped a little of the contents onto his tongue.


  “Do you have toothache, my lord?” She had noticed him doing that before, always surreptitiously. “That is oil of cloves.”


  He shook his head. “I do not have a toothache.”


  Without knowing why or what she meant by it, she opened her arms to him. It was an impulse, an instinctive response to the pain in his eyes and an expression of her naturally warm heart. A look of 192
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  disbelief widened his eyes for a brief moment. Still, he did not pause as he came around the chair to where she stood.


  Their height discrepancy was so great that to be enveloped in her arms would be impossible while standing, so he sank to his knees on the dusty floor and allowed her to embrace him. Then after a few moments he slid down to sit at her feet.


  Getting down beside him, Evangeline drew him to her bosom.


  “There now, you don’t have to be angry all the time. You feel the burden of your position, don’t you, my lord? But I also think that you rise to it.”


  “Mmm,” he purred and Evangeline felt his warm breath against her bosom. Her skin tingled. A moment ago he was just a sad child mourning the loss of his parents. Now with his face pressed against her breasts she could hardly contain her arousal.


  “Did Lady Dominica ever live normally?” she asked.


  “When we were children, yes. I don’t remember when I first had to lock her up. We were about fifteen, I think.”


  “Is she in danger of wandering off?” Evangeline asked, patting his shoulder gently.


  “Sometimes. She is mostly a danger to others. She secreted a knife a year ago and tried to murder one of the servants, a footman. He had done nothing to offend her. She has no inhibitions, she acts without a thought. Fortunately he got away with nothing more than a scar across his cheek.”


  “My God!” Evangeline muttered. “Are you afraid of her?” She shuddered, remembering her own skirmish with the woman.


  “No, only of my own ineptitude in dealing with my affairs and those of my people. They look up to me, you know. The Ravenscrofts have always been leaders in the vampiric community. All my forebears have shown leadership and made this castle a Haven.”


  “A Haven?” she questioned.


  “A safe place for vampires to be who they truly are without having to hide. That is why we hold Court here four times a year.”
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  “Now I thought we had dispelled that nonsense, my lord. You are not a vampire,” Evangeline scolded.


  Raven tilted his head to look up at her and smiled. “You have been accusing me of being unnatural, of being a vampire, since I met you. Now when I tell you I am one you refuse to believe me.”


  “I suppose I am afraid to believe it.” Evangeline sat quietly for several minutes. She must accept it. It hardly mattered now since he had released her from her forced betrothal. When she really thought about it, being a vampire was not what made him bad-tempered and self-centered. It was just being a man that made him like that. Was he really so different than any other man?


  “You only drink blood from those who give it willingly, you say?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “Correct me if I am wrong, but you took my blood that first evening when I broke the glass and cut myself.”


  “I was desperate that night.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I only licked what ran out, nothing more. I did not draw blood from you on purpose.”


  “But who would give blood willingly for another to drink?” She could scarcely believe anyone would.


  “A giver,” Raven whispered. “That is what we call those who love us enough to feed us.”


  “Are you”—she paused—“Are you human?”


  “Evangeline,” he said with an edge of impatience. “We are simply different. There are many different races in the world. Some who look and behave very differently than you or I. Does that make them less worthy? I am a different kind, we are Otherkind.” He paused and his voice softened. “Imagine two banners, one black, one white. Between them, something is revealed. The blending of the dark and the light.


  You are the light and I am the dark. Without my darkness to contrast it your light would not shine. Without your light I would disappear, lost in my own darkness.”
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  Evangeline watched him carefully. “Which means what, my lord?”


  He smiled dreamily. “Everything in this world has an opposite, dark, light, good, bad, day, night. I prefer the darkness, not just the nighttime, but life’s shadows. It is not that I am evil, but rather that I understand evil is sometimes necessary. I do not fight it.”


  “Then we are irrevocably different.”


  “No, we are not,” he said decisively. “If you cut me, I bleed like you. If you insult me, Evangeline, my feelings are hurt. In short, we are the same.”


  A gentle silence stretched between them until only the sound of their breath could be heard, and it was in unison. Raven whispered,


  “Kiss me, Evangeline.”


  Reticently, she dipped her head until her lips met his. It was the first time she had been the giver of an intimacy between them.


  Everything he had done to her up to now had been forced on her.


  Raven opened his mouth but did not move. He waited and Evangeline thrust her tongue between his lips. She felt bold and yet had no idea how to proceed and drew back.


  With a little sniff Evangeline looked hard at him. “You smell very strongly of oil of cloves and while it is not unpleasant, it is a little overpowering. Yet you say you do not have a toothache.”


  “Shall I tell you since we are sharing so much?” He smiled, making her wonder if he was being sarcastic. “Oil of cloves numbs the tongue and helps to reduce blood cravings.”


  Evangeline froze.


  “That frightens you?” Raven asked. “I have already told you I take blood only from those who give it willingly. I will not pounce on you and bite your neck. Not everyone’s blood tastes good. I have been without for some days because Dominica has been agitated. She goes through bad periods, and when she does, so do I.”


  For one wild moment Evangeline almost offered him her blood, then sanity caught up with her and she shut her lips tightly. “Perhaps a Sanguinarian 195


  nice strong cup of tea would help,” Evangeline suggested. “With lots of sugar.”


  Raven began to laugh just as the door opened, admitting Munk with a tray of wine and a dish with salted crackers and marinated mushrooms in a dark sauce. She stopped short when she saw the two sitting very close on the floor.


  “Is everything as it should be, my lord?” she queried, her brow furrowed.


  “That might be going a bit far, Munk.” He eyed the tray. “It’s just that Miss Rutledge thought a strong cup of tea might help to reduce blood cravings.”


  Munk stared, unmoving. Then seeing the humour, she too laughed. Hardly able to believe that the two strangest and most serious people she had ever met in her life were both laughing, and over something so outlandish as the need to drink blood, Evangeline looked from one to the other in amazement. “I really don’t see the humour in this.”


  “You would if you were a vampire.” Raven laughed. “Our need for blood is as intense as the need to breathe. Numbing the tongue helps a very little, but tea, strong or not, would do nothing.”


  Munk gathered her composure. “Would you like a cup of tea, Miss?”


  “Yes, thank you.” Evangeline began to get to her feet. “A cup of tea would be very nice. For one thing it is absolutely freezing in here.” She watched Raven take the plate of crackers and the dish of mushrooms and begin to eat them ravenously. He ate half the plate before offering her some.


  “Sorry,” he apologized, “but the urge to consume salt can be overwhelming.”


  “Because of your craving for blood?”


  “Yes,” he said, his mouth full.


  “I think I’ll go to my chamber now and get warmed up. I’ll have my tea by the fire, Munk.”
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  “Yes, Miss.”


  “How is Mrs. Brackett?”


  “She is resting quietly, Miss. Do not concern yourself.”


  “I cannot help but worry, but I do thank you for all you are doing for her.”


  Munk bowed her head and left them alone.


  “I’ll walk you to your chamber.” Raven carried the tray with him, drinking wine as they went. “Evangeline, it was nice to talk to you. It was good to tell you who I am. I am sick of hiding, we all are, all my race. You have no idea what it is like to have to pretend that you are not who you are. This is why Court is so important.”


  “I’m glad you told me, my lord. I am disconcerted, I admit that, but knowing is better than not knowing. My imaginings have been far more terrifying than the truth.”


  “Isn’t that always the way, my dear,” he said as they approached her chamber.


  “Yes, I suppose it is.” She paused and touched the silver ankh which lay against his chest. “This means something in particular to you, doesn’t it? I’ve noticed that Munk wears a much smaller one and also some of the servants.”


  “Do you know what it is called?” he asked.


  “I do. It is an ankh. It is an ancient Egyptian symbol of transformation and life.”


  Raven’s smile animated his face. “Yes, you are quite correct. How clever of you. For my kind it represents the life giving, transformative qualities of blood. The oval on the top is the symbol of the female, the cross underneath is the male. Isis and Osiris—the blending of the two.


  The blood of another mingling with my blood gives me life.”


  Tenderly he stroked her cheek.


  “I’ll see you at dinner, my lord,” she said.


  “You may be bored by the conversation,” he said quickly. “It will be about business.”


  “Would you rather I did not join you?” she asked.
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  “No, no,” he replied quickly. “Of course you must join us. I merely thought you might not find the company stimulating.” He balanced the tray on one arm while opening the door for her. “I’ll see you at dinner, my dear.”
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  Chapter Fourteen


  Raven sat beside the huge stone hearth in the Great Hall talking with John Shipman. As always he drank red wine, but Shipman had insisted on beer. “My contact told me Lord Ravenscroft was the only man to see with regard to this. He said you had numerous contacts of your own both here and on the continent.”


  The man irritated him. Judging by his accent he was middle-class and educated, so why did he insist on dressing in shabby clothes and opposing the monarchy? “Yes, I thought we might have the chance to discuss it over dinner, but unfortunately I have another guest who will be joining us, so we must give nothing away. We will meet after dinner to discuss details. The only place we can be certain not to be disturbed is the turret of the west tower. We will meet there later this evening and go over your plans.”


  Shipman rubbed his hands together excitedly. “And you will be able to find me the right people to help me carry this out?”


  “Indeed.”


  Raven held his glass up to the firelight, appreciating the glowing red lights that shone within its depths. It reminded him hungrily of blood. He was sure for a brief moment that afternoon that Evangeline was going to offer to feed him. There was just a moment when he explained to her about his needs that she seemed almost to understand, before going on to deny the very thing she had accused him of so many times. He wasn’t surprised. Denial, fear, and aversion were responses he was used to.
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  aware of the young fool again. Raven met his eyes, attempting to appear sympathetic. Usually he had no idea at all why the individual he was ordered to kill needed to be disposed of. The instructions came from his government contact, usually no more than a name and a location. He merely killed them and collected his substantial fee.


  Despite Shipman’s incessant chatter, Raven could still hear Evangeline’s soft leather slippers on the stairs coming down. When he was starved for blood all his senses were painfully alert. She was nowhere near the Great Hall yet he could smell the delicate scent of her lilac perfume. His craving had reached a frightening desperation, leaving him high-strung and tired.


  “Are you quite well, Raven?” Shipman’s words broke through his trance. He found he was staring at the vein throbbing in the man’s temple, thinking only of the blood coursing through it. He wanted to leap on him and take his blood by force. The beast, the hunger, was truly upon him.


  “What did you call me?” he was angered by the familiarity.


  “Raven,” Shipman said guardedly. “I was told people call you Raven. You are an anti-monarchist—you despise titles and only use your position to help the cause.”


  “Correct.” Raven was finding it more and more difficult to remain calm. “Miss Rutledge is here. Say nothing more. No doubt she is the type of lady who loves the queen. Pretend you are here to ask for my assistance in publishing a book of poetry. She’ll like that.”


  Shipman rose with Raven when Evangeline walked into the Great Hall, crossing it on silent feet to join the men. She looked lovely in a pale blue gown that had belonged to his grandmother. Raven introduced her and felt instantly irritated when Shipman bowed low, smiling broadly at her, and Evangeline returned his smile.


  A fire had been lit in the dining room which just took the chill off the cold air. Raven threw off his jacket at once and loosened his cravat. “Forgive my lack of formality, Miss Rutledge.” He smiled at her.
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  “I am getting quite used to it, my lord,” she said.


  “So some people do call you my lord,” Shipman said to Raven.


  “Why should they not? His lordship is the Earl of Ravenscroft,”


  Evangeline said.


  “Miss Rutledge is very formal.” Raven tossed back a full glass of wine, hoping for a calming effect, but there was none.


  


  “Not so very formal,” she protested. “Using the proper form address is not outmoded these days is it?”


  Shipman’s eyes twinkled when he smiled and he had an appealing laugh. “Not at all, Miss Rutledge, but perhaps it should be.”


  “I suspect you are teasing, Mr. Shipman.” She laughed with him, making Raven furious. He had never made her laugh, but then he had never tried. “And how do you gentlemen know each other?”


  “We have similar interests, social justice, that sort of thing.”


  Shipman’s face was open and mobile. “But I am actually here to get Raven’s help in publishing a book of poetry.”


  “Poems you wrote yourself, Mr. Shipman?” She sat up, very excited.


  “Yes, poems about people and the way they live in England in these changing times.”


  “My lord, you surprise me.” Evangeline turned to him, drawing a smile from Raven. “You have all sorts of sides to your character that I would never have suspected.”


  His smile deepened, making him handsome in a more appealing, less severe way. “I’m happy I am able to surprise you—pleasantly, that is,” he added.


  “And you, Mr. Shipman, I’m very impressed that you are a poet.”


  “How do you both know each other?” Shipman asked in return.


  “You seem rather mismatched to me, a proper little lady and a free-thinking lord.”


  Raven answered for her, not liking the way Shipman smiled at Evangeline, nor her responsiveness to it. “We were engaged to be married, but it did not work out as either of us would have wished.”
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  “So now we are trying to be friends while my companion, an older lady, recovers from the scarlet fever here in the castle,” Evangeline told him. “Munk is nursing her.”


  Shipman raised his eyes comically. “God help her then.”


  Evangeline burst out laughing. Raven wanted to kill Shipman on the spot and banish Evangeline back to the tower. “Munk is the most loyal and true of servants,” he said.


  “She is indeed. Forgive me, my lord,” Evangeline said.


  They passed the next few hours talking and eating while Raven looked forward more and more to the moment when he would slit Shipman’s throat. Several times, especially when he made a joke and Evangeline laughed, he felt like doing it right there at the table. How dare this man make up to his lady in front of him? When Shipman remarked that it was “bloody freezing in here,” Raven laughed even though he wanted to backhand him, and Evangeline looked at him in surprise.


  “There truly is another side to you, my lord. I had no idea you had a sense of humour.”


  Why had he not shown her his sense of humour before? Not that he had much of one. He had approached this whole marriage issue the wrong way from the start. If only he has known there was another way to be with a lady he could have tried it.


  “Is Raven not the sort of man to make a lot of jokes?” Shipman asked, smiling.


  “Not so far, Mr. Shipman,” Evangeline replied. “He is a very serious man most of the time.”


  “We’ll make a pact then, just between the two of us, Miss Rutledge.” His smile was full of intimacy.


  “What sort of pact, Mr. Shipman?” Evangeline’s smile was conspiratorial.


  “To make his lordship laugh at least once a day.” He chuckled.


  Raven clenched his fists under the table. If the man made one joke about him it would all be over with Evangeline watching in horror.
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  There was a moment of tension which was felt by all three. Shipman broke it by making an unflattering joke about the queen, but instead of laughing Evangeline defended her majesty. “Queen Victoria is as beloved in the empire as she is on the streets of London. I think you will find even those who are terribly poor are loyal to her majesty and know she is working to better their lot.”


  Shipman’s expression grew very serious and he was about to speak when Raven said, “We feel as you do, Evangeline. Do not upset yourself, my dear.” He looked at Shipman. “We are loyal to her majesty in this castle.”


  “Yes, of course we are.” Shipman drank his beer.


  At precisely ten o’clock Evangeline left the gentlemen to their port. His patience gone, Raven rose. “Come, Mr. Shipman. Let us get down to business. Follow me.”


  They stood out on the windy turret of the west tower, looking down over the wall to the ground far below. Shipman hugged himself against the biting cold, not nearly so cheery without Evangeline to amuse.


  “You don’t feel it do you, Raven?” He could barely speak for shivering. His teeth chattered noisily. “The cold doesn’t bother you.”


  It aggravated Raven that the man refused to use his title, but it mattered not since he would be dead shortly. “I would freeze just as any other man would if I lay out all night in this, but no, I am not cold right now. I find it invigorating.”


  He had more or less decided to slit the traitor’s throat, though just for a moment he thought throwing him over the wall might do just as well. He much preferred it when they sent him after victims on their own ground because then he could leave the body there. There were only so many places one could dump a body before his land would become littered with them.


  “Let’s get down to business,” Shipman said. “I don’t see why we can’t go inside the tower walls at least. There’s no one around.”
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  seeing the vein in the other man’s neck, standing out invitingly. Dare he feed from a corpse? If he did it quickly, before the life force ran out completely he might feel somewhat replenished, but it was never good to drink dead blood and if he were not so consumed with the hunger, he would not even think of it.


  “The queen must die, then her children. There is no other course to take. We must wipe out the succession,” Shipman said.


  Raven felt the switchblade knife inside the belt of his trousers.


  “You’re right. Have you formed a plan yet, or shall I help you with that?”


  Shipman grew excited despite the cold—his eyes shone. “I’m told you are excellent at strategy, Raven. I want you to help me come up with one that will succeed the first time with no hitches.”


  Raven slid the knife out of the back of his trousers and flicked out the blade. The small click was hidden by the gusting wind. “How long have you been watching the palace, the security procedures, and so on?”


  “For the last year and a half,” Shipman told him. “I have plans and drawings, but for safety reasons I did not bring them with me. You’ll have to come to London.”


  “Of course.” Raven’s eyes settled on the jugular vein which pulsed in Shipman’s neck. He would slice it and get it over with quickly and painlessly. Shipman would be dead before he knew what had happened. There was no need to torture him, to cause him pain, though if Raven were honest with himself he felt like doing just that after the way the man made up to Evangeline. A little torture would teach him a lesson.


  “I said, when can you come?” Shipman looked confused. He had obviously repeated the question several times and Raven was so desperately intent upon the throbbing vein that he had not heard. All he could think about was the blood that was about to flow and if he would be able to resist drinking it. Perhaps he had better strangle the man instead. “They warned me you were strange,” Shipman said.
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  “People say you’re a vampire, did you know that?”


  Raven heard that clearly. Anger surged through him. “I am not strange,” he said, bringing the knife into view. “And yes, I am a vampire. It’s you who are strange with your beer and your revolution and your smiling at Evangeline, trying to make her like you!” His voice rose with the anger he had been suppressing all through dinner as Evangeline smiled at the man and laughed at his little jokes.


  “What do you mean?” Shipman was confused and suddenly frightened. “You believe in the revolution, don’t you? What do you mean about being a vampire? That’s just something people say about you.” He caught sight of the knife, glinting in the thin moonlight. “Oh God, I’ve been betrayed.”


  If Shipman had not insulted him, he would have been dead by now. His mistake was in making Raven angry. “You told your plan to a government spy, you fool, and he sent you to an assassin!”


  Raven slashed the knife swiftly and cleanly across Shipman’s neck. Blood bubbled from the wound as he tried to breathe. There was a hissing sound followed by a strangled attempt at speech, before he crumpled to the frozen stones of the tower.


  Raven cleaned the knife on the man’s jacket then put it away. He took a step back, refusing to look at the blood. If he could leave quickly and calm the beast within him for a while, then he could come back later and dispose of the body when it was cold and the blood congealed.


  He tried to walk away, but his gaze, as if magnetized, was drawn back to the blood pooling on the stones around Shipman’s head. It steamed in the frozen air before cooling. Shipman’s dead eyes stared up at the black sky.


  “Dear Mother God,” Raven groaned.


  Unable to control himself, he dropped to his knees and began to lap at the fresh, hot blood still flowing directly from the wound. It tasted bitter and metallic, unlike the sweet, luscious taste of Dominica’s blood. Had he not been so hungry, in such desperate Sanguinarian 205


  need, he would have turned away in disgust. Raven sat back on his heels, blood all over his mouth, his breath coming hard and fast. He was disgusted with himself.


  A low whimpering came from behind him. Anyone but a vampire would never have heard so low a cry lost in the wind screaming about the tower. Horror clutching at his insides, Raven knew at once who watched him. He turned slowly to see Evangeline, her back to the wall, her hands covering her mouth, eyes wide with disgust and fear.


  She began to scream.


  On his feet in an instant, wiping blood from his mouth, Raven advanced on her. Her fear was palpable in the air about her. “I can explain, dear child,” he said desperately, catching her as she fell to the ground in a faint.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Evangeline lay on her bed which the servants had pushed closer to the hearth for her comfort. For a few seconds she feared she had come down with scarlet fever like poor Mrs. Brackett. Then she remembered going for a walk to still her restlessness and hearing voices at the top of the west tower steps. So she had followed their voices outside and seen Mr. Shipman, his eyes staring at the night sky, his face as empty as a death mask, and Raven on his knees lapping like an animal at the dead man’s blood.


  Raven had murdered Mr. Shipman in order to drink his blood. He was a vampire and Mr. Shipman had become his innocent victim. In that instant she had realized that the scream she had heard the very first night was also the scream of an innocent victim, a woman that time. Lord Ravenscroft was a vampire and a murderer, and she had been a fool to believe his story about only taking blood from those who offered it freely.


  She opened her eyes to see a somber young maid sitting beside the bed watching her. The characteristics of the vampire—the serious 206
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  expression, the skin pale from lack of sunlight, the solemn demeanor—all jumped out at her. She saw now many of the same characteristics in them all. Was she the only normal person there?


  “You fainted, Miss,” the girl said. “Do you feel better? Would you like some tea or wine?”


  Evangeline sat up. She must get away from Castle Haven at once.


  “How is Mrs. Brackett this evening, do you know?”


  “I believe she is as well as can be expected, Miss.”


  “She is in Munk’s own room, isn’t she?”


  The girl shook her head. “The one right next to it I believe, Miss.


  The farthest from the kitchen in the servants’ quarters. But I haven’t seen her.”


  “It’s very good of Munk to take care of Mrs. Brackett,”


  Evangeline said. “I don’t need anything. You may go.” The maid rose and curtsied.


  Alone, Evangeline put on her outdoor shoes and cloak and hurried out into the dark passage to make her way downstairs.


  The weather had turned very cold this evening and there was a long walk over the moors to safety. She doubted they could make the trek in less than two and a half hours. But could Mrs. Brackett manage such a hike when she was ill?


  Standing with her back to the wall in a dark recess opposite the servants’ hall door, Evangeline was about to step out when Munk herself strode down the passage, disappearing through a doorway at the end.


  Evangeline waited, watching. Was that Mrs. Brackett’s room or Munk’s own room? After many minutes, when the woman did not reemerge, she assumed Munk had gone to bed and the room next to it must be the one Mrs. Brackett occupied.


  On silent feet she hurried along the stone passage and halted outside the door. Looking over her shoulder to ascertain no one was watching, Evangeline opened the door onto complete darkness and tiptoed in, confused to find no fire in the hearth and no candle beside Sanguinarian 207


  the bed. “Mrs. Brackett?” she whispered, then louder still, “Mrs.


  Brackett, it is I, Miss Evie. We must leave the castle tonight. Are you able to walk?”


  Behind her a light flared, illuminating the bed which was empty and the fireplace which was unused. “Where is Mrs. Brackett?” For one awful moment she thought the woman was dead. “What have you done with her?” She whirled around expecting to see Munk.


  “She’s not here.” It was Raven, not Munk, who stood in the doorway. He placed the candle on the table beside the bed.


  “Get away from me! What have you done with her?”


  Munk appeared in the doorway behind Raven, took in the scene at once, and looked at his lordship. “Tell her, Munk,” he ordered. “Tell Miss Rutledge the truth.”


  “If you are sure, my lord,” she said. “Mrs. Brackett is not here, Miss Rutledge, she never was. She is quite safe, rest assured, and perfectly healthy. She is staying with Rory and Ethella Dancer in their cottage on the other side of the moors near the village.”


  Shocked by the admission, Evangeline flared with anger when she realized she had been taken in. “I should have known you could not be trusted to tell the truth, Lord Ravenscroft. You are a liar as well as a vampire.” She pushed past them both, out into the corridor. “I am leaving this very night. I will walk if I have to.” She looked back at Munk. “Did you know your master commits murder to slake his evil thirst? He lured Mr. Shipman here. Then he killed him to drink his blood.”


  “I think you are wrong, Miss,” Munk said calmly.


  “No, Munk, I am not wrong. Go to the west tower turret and see for yourself.” Evangeline crossed the Great Hall and hurried into the passage which led to the wide front doors. No lamps or candles were lit, only the light from the fireplace casting a soft glow helped her find her way. At the doors she stopped, her heart thumping. She could not reach the bolts.


  “Kindly have the goodness to unbolt the door,” she told him.
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  “You can’t leave, Evangeline. It is too cold and dark.”


  “Are you holding me prisoner again?” she shouted at him, angry and frightened. “This morning I thought you were a different person. I thought I had misjudged you. Now I see my original estimation was correct. You are a monster, no better than an animal.”


  “You have it all wrong,” he said wearily. “Let me explain what happened.”


  “I want nothing from you except never to see you again. You are an affront to my eyes.”


  “Go then, you stupid girl, go!” He ran at the door and began to draw back the bolts, flinging it wide. The scene outside had changed from a couple of hours ago when she had ventured out on to the turret.


  Snow lay thick on the steps, drifting up around the doors. Dim moonlight reflected on the white courtyard, under a low sky heavy with more snow. Even as she looked up it began to fall again in great, thick clouds. A late winter storm had blasted the gentle beginnings of the early spring which had looked so promising only that morning.


  She was trapped.


  “Evangeline, come back inside and let me explain what you saw tonight.”


  “I know what I saw.” She stepped outside and began to walk gingerly down the steps. In her small, high-heeled boots with smooth soles designed for walking on city streets, she slipped after only a few steps, falling ungracefully onto her rear. Furious with helplessness and humiliation, she scrambled to get up.


  Behind her Raven reached a long arm around her waist and lifted her up until her feet dangled above the ground. Holding her thus he carried her inside and slammed the door.


  “You’ll die out there.” Her feet barely touching the ground, he walked across the Great Hall to the main stairs and up to her chamber.


  Inside he took her to the fire and released her to put more wood on.


  She was shaking, partly from cold and partly from fear and anger.
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  down and ran for the door. Raven went after her and brought her back to the fire.


  “Go ahead, behave stupidly, make me act like a bully so that you can call me foul names again,” he burst out.


  “You killed a man so that you could drink his blood. You are a murderer, a foul, evil murderer.” Her hands shook.


  “Your clothes are wet, the snow is melting on them,” he pointed out. “Get undressed and put on something dry before you take cold.”


  Hugging herself as the chill set in, she said, “I hope I do take cold and die before I spend another night in this castle with a deviant like you.”


  “You are trying my patience yet again.” He took a step toward her. “Get your wet things off.”


  “Don’t touch me!”


  Raven grabbed her and began forcibly removing her shawl and cloak, flinging them to the ground. When he went after the buttons of her gown she struggled away from him. “All right! All right, I’ll do it myself, just don’t touch me.”


  Raven stepped back and sat down. There were two chairs opposite each other beside the fire. He dragged one back several feet and flung himself down in it, watching her. “I’ve seen you naked before, child.


  Hurry up or I will help you.”


  She proceeded to strip down to her underwear then pulled on her nightgown to remove the remaining garments underneath it. “It is fortunate for you we did not marry.” Raven looked her up and down.


  “Because I would insist upon seeing you naked every night.”


  Evangeline grabbed her dressing gown, pulling it on, and if she were honest she would admit she was grateful to be beside the fire and out of her damp clothes. She set about hanging everything up while Raven rang the bell beside the fire. Anticipating their needs, Munk entered the room within ten minutes, carrying a tray with hot, spiced wine and two glasses. The delicious aroma filled the big chamber.
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  “You can carry that to his lordship’s chamber, Munk,” she told the housekeeper. “He was just leaving.”


  “Leave it here, Munk. I will be staying with Miss Rutledge tonight. I don’t trust her not to do anything stupid.”


  “You can’t stay here. It’s not decent. You’ve already compromised me. We just barely saved my reputation.”


  “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone I was here and neither will Munk, will you?” He looked at the housekeeper who smiled at him.


  “No, my lord, I won’t say a word.”


  Angry and helpless, Evangeline said, “He murdered that man who was here for dinner, Munk. I saw him dead. Go and look for yourself.”


  Munk drew herself upright, looking down at Evangeline. “The gentleman you are referring to left in a carriage some hours since, Miss Rutledge. You must be mistaken, if you’ll forgive my saying so.” With that the woman left, closing the door behind her.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Raven was horrified with himself for taking blood from a corpse.


  Rory would be disgusted with him too if he knew. Blood is life-giving, Raven, he had once said, when teaching him the Rules of Community. Always receive blood from a living source. Always receive blood from a willing source. The blood of a dead thing, whether human or animal, has lost its life-affirming qualities. Blood from an unwilling source has no dignity and no love in it. Take only what is freely given and full of life. When the beast comes upon you, you must fight it with all your being.


  “I did not fight it. I gave in to it,” he whispered.


  “What are you talking about?” Raven passed Evangeline a glass of wine and she took it and drank, its warmth seeping visibly through her chilled body.


  “The beast.”
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  She climbed up onto the bed and tucked her feet underneath her to stay as far from him as possible . “You are a beast.”


  “Yes, you are correct there, my child, I am. Tonight I behaved like a beast.”


  “You admit it? You killed that man, Shipman. He did not leave here in a carriage. You murdered him.”


  Raven nodded.


  “You killed him to drink his blood.”


  He pointed a long finger at her. “No, there you are wrong.”


  “I saw you with my own eyes!”


  “You saw me lap up some of his blood. I did not kill him just for that.”


  “You disgust me.” She shrank back still further on the bed.


  “And you get on my nerves,” he said. “Always accusing, never listening.” He put down his glass and was on the bed beside her in an instant. She screamed and tried to scramble away from him. Raven grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “That man was plotting against Queen Victoria. He wanted to murder her and her children to bring about a Republic of Britain.”


  “You found all that out over dinner this evening and decided to dispose of him for the sake of the empire?” she asked incredulously.


  “Why was he here in the first place? He was hardly your sort. Poetry indeed! You both had me fooled.”


  “You seemed to like him well enough, Miss. You were smiling at him all evening, laughing at his stupid jokes.”


  “Well, you had nothing amusing to say,” she stated. “He was pleasant company and I don’t believe he was plotting anything at all.


  You killed him to take his blood like the animal you are.”


  “You will listen to me you, foolish girl, you will listen. Now come to the fire and sit properly.” He snatched her from the bed and plumped her down in the chair. “Now,” he said, taking the other chair.


  “Hear me out.”


  “There is nothing you can say in your own defense, Lord 212
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  Ravenscroft, nothing.”


  Raven sipped his wine, watching her. She sat rigid, her eyes on the fire, a second glass of wine clutched in her hand.


  She hated him, when just this morning he had thought he was winning her over. She had not been afraid of him for a little while.


  She had opened her arms to him. Now that he had experienced the feeling of simply being cared for by her, he could not bear to let it go.


  He wanted desperately to make her love him—to make her want him.


  “The first night you came here you thought you heard a woman scream.”


  She looked at him, startled. “Yes, I did hear a scream. Hodder said it was seagulls and you said it was the wind.”


  “It was a woman. I killed her.” He watched her reaction. She held his gaze, her body tensed. “Evangeline, I am an assassin for the British government. Usually I go in search of my assignment, but sometimes, when it is vital the subversive be removed as soon as possible, they send them to me. Shipman was told I was part of a group of reactionaries ready to overthrow the monarchy. You heard the things he said.”


  There was a subtle change in her facial expression and he knew he was getting through. He pressed home his point. “I saw your reaction to some of the drivel he spoke. He insulted the queen, you heard that yourself.” He watched her intently. “The woman who was here the night you arrived was part of a plot to compromise and disgrace a number of prominent cabinet members. My contacts told her I would assist her and she came here to meet me. I killed her, too, as I was instructed to do. What she had planned, along with her cronies, would have destabilized the government. I do what I do because I am loyal to my queen and country.” Her countenance softened considerably.


  “Then there is the money.”


  She looked at him sharply. “Money?”
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  there is simply not enough money for me to run things properly. All the money from the Ravenscroft investments is sitting in the Bank of England waiting for me to marry. So I kill for my country and keep the wolf from my door at the same time. I did not want you to know, Evangeline. I’m sorry you found out.”


  She shuddered. “It must be horrible feeling that you have no choice but to do such a thing just because you need the money they pay you.”


  He was winning her over. “I have to protect my sister, not to mention the tenants who all rely upon me. If the estate had to be parceled up and sold off, the farmers and crofters would lose their homes. What I do benefits everyone, not just me.”


  “If you inherit you need not kill anymore,” she said.


  “That’s true, but if not, I will go on just getting by. Just managing to keep roofs over all our heads, which is better than the alternative.”


  Evangeline sipped her wine, before saying, “You cannot deny you drank his blood.”


  “No.” He grimaced and swallowed more wine. He swore he could still taste the man’s foul blood on his tongue. “It was disgusting, bitter and sour at the same time.”


  “How else would blood taste?”


  “It can be sweet and delicious from the right person. So sweet I want to hold it in my mouth before swallowing.” He closed his eyes as the delicious, pure taste of Dominica’s blood filled his senses.


  “You’re making me retch,” she protested, clutching at her stomach.


  “You asked,” he shot back.


  “Now I am asking you to stop.”


  “I just need you to know that I am not the terrible person you think me. I am a man like any other, well”—he swirled the wine around his glass—“a vampire like any other.”


  There was a long silence between them as he allowed Evangeline to consider his words. She was such a sweet little bundle, sitting there 214
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  all wrapped up in her shawl, her small feet tucked beneath her.


  Women of the blood were slender for the most part, yet they were taller and seemed more substantial than ordinary women. Evangeline sat nestled in the leather wing chair like a tiny flowering violet in a pot too big for it. He liked her fair hair and the warm blush on her cheeks. He liked how different she was from him and Dominica.


  Perhaps differences had been what attracted his grandfather to his grandmother. Disparity as opposed to sameness.


  “We did so well together this morning,” he said quietly.


  “That was when I was grateful to you for what I thought was your kindness to Mrs. Brackett. Now I find it was all lies. You lied to me, Lord Ravenscroft.”


  “I cannot deny I lied. It was the only way I thought I might get another chance to show you that I am not the monster you want to believe me.”


  “You’re so arrogant, so convinced you have a right to have me just because you bought me. You locked me up and felt not a moment’s guilt. You failed to see it was wrong.” When he did not respond she demanded, “It is true, isn’t it?”


  Certainly it was true. He did not feel what he had done was wrong, at least not at the time. “I am beginning to see where I might have done better,” he admitted grudgingly. “You liked me this morning.”


  “You were nice this morning. You talked honestly. You did not bully me.”


  “Come here and let us talk again?” He patted his knee, smiling.


  “Oh, no, my lord, you keep your distance. Do you really intend to sleep in here tonight?”


  “I might not sleep. I have never needed a great deal of sleep, a few hours at the most and I usually prefer to take them at noon when the sun is at its brightest. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything you don’t want me to.” She arched an eyebrow at him and finished her wine.
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  yourself. Tell me all the things I should have asked you from the start.”


  Her eyes met his. “I can’t imagine what there is of interest. I intend to leave in the morning and if you are a gentleman you will provide me with a carriage to the village.”


  He bowed his head. “I will do whatever you wish.”


  “You won’t prevent me from leaving?” she questioned.


  “No, I will assist you if that is what you want. In the meantime you are going nowhere, so tell me all the things I don’t know about you, my dear.” He gazed at her, waiting.


  “Oh, all right, though I don’t see the point in this. I have had a fairly uneventful life until now. It got complicated and difficult when you became involved.”


  Raven rested his cheek on his fist. “Tell me what happened before I ruined everything,” he groaned.


  Evangeline began, “I am almost nineteen years old. I love to read Miss Austen and Miss Eliot.”


  Raven smiled and settled back to listen.
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  Chapter Fifteen


  Lady Dominica Ravenscroft had suspected for the last few days that her brother, her dear and most beloved brother, had brought that aggravating, mundane little female back into their castle. Her dear Munk had told her the wedding had not gone ahead and she was very glad. Dominic was her playmate and she did not want to share him.


  Then even before she heard the scream earlier that night she had heard whisperings and strange light footsteps in distant parts of the castle. Outside in her walled garden she had smelled a perfume of lilacs on the air. It was far too early for lilacs. That girl had smelled of lilac the night she had visited her.


  Walking the castle corridors in her black satin nightgown, she was drawn to the only chamber where light could be seen dimly under the door. Her bare feet made no sound on the stones. Not even Dominic, whose hearing was more acute than her own, could hear her. Outside the door she stood in the blackness, listening. She distinctly heard two people breathing. She knew the sound of her brother’s breathing, but the other was light and quick and could only be that fair-haired girl.


  Dominic was in there with her. It was time she got rid of the girl completely.


  First she and Dominic would consume her blood together and then they would kill her.


  It was not often she thirsted for blood, but occasionally she felt a great need for it. She listened again. Dominic was sleeping, she could tell from the rhythm of his breathing.


  With the utmost stealth she opened the door. Oh, very cosy. They were sleeping in opposite chairs beside the dwindling fire, an empty Sanguinarian 217


  wine decanter on the table beside Raven. He wanted that girl for more than just their inheritance. He wanted her physically—he wanted to bind her to him. She could smell his desire in the air.


  The best and quickest method would be to swiftly slit her throat, but she wanted the girl’s blood first. She would pierce the jugular vein and drink as it flowed. Then she would wake Dominic and let him have the rest while Evangeline’s heart was still beating.


  On silent feet she crossed the hearth, raising the slender knife high above the sleeping girl, hypnotized for a moment by the glint of firelight on the blade.
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  Chapter Sixteen


  “Gods!” Raven screamed behind her. “Dominica! No!”


  Evangeline awoke to startling green eyes blazing down at her, a blade raised above her neck and an angry scream. Raven caught Lady Dominica by both arms, struggling with her until the blade flew from her hand.


  “Calm down, Dominica, calm yourself, my dearest,” he repeated over and over again in a soothing, gentle tone. “There now, my darling, your brother is here.”


  Drawn by the screams, Munk entered the chamber with three tall maids in tow. She carried a vial of laudanum and while Raven held his sister down she poured several drops into Lady Dominica’s mouth. Angry, her ladyship spat at her brother and the procedure had to be repeated. Fear and distress held them all in thrall until Lady Dominica stopped struggling and fell back against her brother. “Oh, my darling, I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you? I tried not to but I could not let you hurt Evangeline.” Raven’s distress was plain in his whispered words.


  “Shall I take her, my lord?” Munk said, easing her ladyship out of Raven’s hands with the assistance of the maids. “I’ll put her to bed now and stay with her.”


  “How did she get out?” he demanded wearily.


  “I don’t know, my lord, I’m sorry. I’ll find out. It will not happen again. She is clever at finding ways of escape. My poor dear Lady Dominica.”


  “She must go to Scotland,” Raven said sadly. “I have put it off long enough. Make the arrangements, Munk.”


  


  Sanguinarian 219


  “Yes, my lord,” Munk said, following the maids from the chamber.


  Evangeline remained by the wall where she had flown when the scuffle began. Raven sat on the side of the bed, his head sunk into his hands, weary and sad. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he muttered over and over again.


  “Your sister has gone,” Evangeline said coming toward him.


  He looked up. “I know that. It is you I am apologizing to, Evangeline. It is you Dominica wanted to kill.” His mouth was tight with pain.


  “Why?” she asked quietly, wanting desperately to reach out her hand to touch his face.


  “I love Dominica, but she gets so jealous. She knows I wanted to marry you.”


  “Surely she knows it would have been nothing more than a marriage of convenience that would help her as much as you.”


  His shoulders sagged miserably—he looked terribly tired and drawn. “Dominica is very perceptive. Her senses are finely tuned, even in her madness. She knew what was happening.”


  “I don’t understand.” She stood before him, her heart opening to him as it had done that morning.


  “She is jealous of you,” he said with an edge to his voice. “What does that mean to you?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “She has reason to be jealous.” He glanced at her before looking away again. “I have been planning to send her to a sanatorium in Scotland run by our kind. I can put it off no longer. She must go before she kills someone.”


  “Raven,” Evangeline whispered, her hand straying of its own accord to rest on his hair. He took her other hand, pressing it to his cheek, then kissed her palm.


  “Evangeline, my dear. I have hurt you and lied to you. My sister has tried to kill you. No wonder you think you are in a madhouse with 220
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  an evil man.”


  Evangeline stepped closer. Raven released her hand and wrapped both his arms around her small body, pressing his face against her breasts. She responded at once by embracing him.


  The lamp had long since run out of oil and extinguished. The fire was nothing but embers casting them into near darkness. Evangeline held him tight, not wanting to release him and yet unsure why. Surely he was the most contemptible of men. He looked up at her, his face long and angular, his skin nearly white. She trailed her hand down his back over the long length of his silken hair, and shivered.


  “I’ll build up the fire for you.” He got up and began to pile logs into the embers.


  “That’s not why I shivered,” she whispered.


  Raven looked over his shoulder. “What was that, my dear?”


  “Nothing.” She smiled.


  He shifted the logs about with the poker until they caught light.


  “You forget. I hear everything, including thoughts.”


  A warm flush rose up her cheeks. Swiftly Raven met her at the foot of the bed. Taking her face in his hands he tilted her chin and met her lips with his. For an instant Evangeline flinched, wanting the kiss, yet fearful she would taste blood. Raven stopped. Had he read that thought too? He looked deeply into her eyes, his expression neutral, completely undemanding. If she wanted this kiss she would have to ask for it. “You may kiss me,” she said in a voice so prim he smiled widely before obeying.


  All at once she was being drawn in and down with a slow steady pressure as if her life force was draining from her. She felt limp against him. Raven broke the kiss. “Oh no,” he groaned, lifting her and carrying her to the bed. He laid her down tenderly then laid his hand on her stomach. Suddenly and inexplicably weak, she watched him close his eyes as if focusing intently. Just as her strength had left her, it returned, seeping back into her a drop at a time.


  “What happened to me?” she asked.
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  “It was my fault, I wasn’t being careful.”


  “Not careful? What did you do?”


  He rubbed his forehead. “I have been honest with you, Evangeline, so I will continue in that vein. Excuse the pun. You saw me lapping Shipman’s blood?” She nodded. “I had no control over that, though I should have. The temptation was too great. We call it the beast or the hunger. An uncontrollable urge to drink blood. It comes of going without for too long. Imagine how you feel when you are so intensely hungry that you would eat anything at all, including foods you do not ordinarily like. That is how I feel when I need blood.”


  Evangeline gazed at him. “Did you do something to me?”


  “What I took just now when I kissed you was not your blood but your energy, the life force that surges within you. I did not mean to take it, it just happened, the same as when I could not control my urges when I saw Shipman’s blood. I’m sorry.”


  “Then you gave it back, my life energy? Because I am beginning to feel better again.”


  “Yes. I took it and I returned it. I should have better control over myself. I was taught better. I am unfocussed right now, forgive me.”


  “You saved my life,” she said.


  Regret was drawn in his weary face. He looked truly sorry for what she had been through. “From my own sister? Had I saved you from a pack of wolves in the wild I might find some pleasure in taking credit, but it was I who put you in danger in the first place by bringing you here, knowing what Dominica is like. Knowing that even if I could hide her from you, I could never hide you from her.


  Her senses are as acute as my own. She hears and smells everything, just as I do.”


  “I doubt a pack of wolves would have done more damage than she was about to do.”


  “No, probably not. Please forgive her, Evie, she is beyond help.”


  He smiled. “Shall I call you Evie?”
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  “If you like, and I do forgive her, but you are not beyond help, my lord. Are you very hungry for blood?”


  “I’m starving,” he whispered.


  “You need my help. Take my blood.”


  “No,” he started and drew back shaking his head. “You don’t know what you are offering.”


  “Will I be a vampire if you bite my neck?” she asked.


  Raven smiled gently. “Sweet child.” He stroked her cheek. “Look at my teeth.” He grinned widely for her.


  “They are very straight and white.”


  “No fangs,” he said.


  “No, that’s true. How do you take blood?”


  “By opening a vein with great care. As to your other question, we have already agreed how vampires are made.”


  “Ahhh yes,” she recalled their conversation of that morning and how he had laughed at her. “There is no loss to me if you take my blood, so take it. I offer it freely.” The longing in his eyes was almost pitiful. “You saved my life.”


  “I put you in danger. I lied to you.”


  “True,” she agreed. “I still offer.”


  “I am arrogant and selfish.”


  “That is also true. Do you want my blood or not?”


  His reply was a long and desperate. “Yes, I want it.”


  “Take.” She lay very still watching him.


  “I’ll be back,” he said and fled the room, returning so quickly she had no time to regret her decision.


  Raven removed a fine copper lancet from a case. The smell of alcohol was strong in the air as he cleaned it. Taking her arm reverently in his hands he pushed up her sleeve. The tip of the lancet touched the tender skin of the pulsing vein inside her elbow and she tensed against the pain. She thought he would proceed at once.


  Instead he leaned over her and kissed her long and softly on her lips.


  Fire flared within her, rushing down her belly. She felt a sharp prick Sanguinarian 223


  in her vein while his mouth played upon hers, the pain blending with the erotic pleasure of his kiss.


  Raven’s sensual lips moved down from her mouth and over the sensitive skin of her neck where he lingered, igniting wildfires of pleasure before tracing a path over her arm through the thin cotton of her nightgown to where he pressed his thumb over the cut to keep the blood from running free.


  He opened his mouth wide, covering a broad area of skin.


  Evangeline felt a strong, deep sucking on her arm. His dark head was bent, utterly intent upon his feed.


  With a feeling of absolute unreality Evangeline lay passively, yet willingly, while a vampire fed from her life blood. She wondered at her ability to accept him and his strangeness, and her power to give.


  After a few minutes he stopped and sat half-upright to draw a long breath. His eyes were glazed, his mouth red with her blood. Then his head dipped, his hands cradling her arm like a precious thing and again he drank.


  When at length he sat up he held her blood in his mouth, seemingly savoring the flavour and sensuous feel of the hot, life-giving liquid. He swallowed, released a long, slow sigh, and then pulled a white handkerchief from his pocket with which he wiped his mouth. He sat quietly, sated and relieved, looking very peaceful, his beast slain. Without a word he took care of the tiny wound, so expertly made, that when he was done there was no blood running and no discomfort.


  “Evie,” he whispered and smiled. “Thank you, my dear, thank you.”


  “Do you feel better?”


  “I am alive again,” he said softly and kissed her forehead.


  She began to speak then stopped. “Ask,” Raven said. “You have questions. I will answer you anything.”


  “How does my blood taste?” She felt embarrassed to ask, knowing she wanted him to tell her it was delicious.
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  He kissed her again and licked his tongue across her lips. “Can you taste it? It’s sweet and fresh. Your blood is like drinking clear water from a spring.”


  For reasons she could not explain she was flattered and relieved that he had enjoyed her blood, and that he was revived by it. “You were desperate, that was why you did what you did tonight.”


  “Yes, but let’s not talk about that. Too much has happened this night that is distressing. Now you must let me give you something that will make you feel better. You are very aroused. I can smell your arousal in the air.” He began to undress, flinging his clothes to the floor.


  “My lord, no.” She shook her head in a panic. “I am compromised enough already, let’s not make it worse.”


  “Worse?” He stood beside the bed completely naked, his hands on his hips. “Dear child, you are here nursing your sick companion for all anyone in the village knows. Who is close enough to know or care anyway? We are in the wilds of Yorkshire.”


  Evangeline’s cheeks flushed hotly. She willed her eyes not to stray below his neckline. “I am saving myself for my wedding night,”


  she whispered.


  “Poppycock!” he snapped. “Look at me, Evangeline. You want me. I can smell your desire. It is thick in the air. I feel it as palpably as you felt my need for blood. You fed my desire, now I will feed yours.”


  Tingling with fear and apprehension, Evangeline allowed her eyes to run slowly over his body. His skin was smooth, hairless, and bone-white, his nipples tiny and hard, only slightly darker than his skin. His long, slender limbs were finely muscled—his shoulders wide, hips very narrow. His only adornment was the heavy silver ankh he always wore hanging around his neck on a long chain. She had studiously avoided looking at him that night in the tower. Now she allowed herself to, and she saw that he was strangely beautiful.


  When her eyes settled on his shaft, they widened in terror at its Sanguinarian 225


  length and thickness. She moaned out loud, making Raven laugh.


  “Does that frighten you, my dear?”


  She nodded and moaned again through tight lips.


  “Have no fear, I will only give you pleasure.” Raven took one long step toward the bed and threw himself down beside her. “My lord, please. I don’t think…”


  “Hush, child, there is no need to think.” His arms seemed long enough to find their way everywhere and she was stripped of her nightgown before she could protest a second time.


  Evangeline wrapped her arms around her breasts and drew up her knees, her sudden nakedness leaving her vulnerable and afraid. “My lord, really!”


  “Shut up,” he said quietly, his mouth finding her neck. His hands wandered, playing over her breasts, pinching her nipples. “I have seen you naked before. You are beautiful, my dear.”


  Desire flooded her body yet she frantically she pushed at his chest, but it was quite impossible, he was immensely strong and much bigger than her. When she opened her mouth to protest he covered it with his own, probing with his tongue.


  “If you are going to end up marrying some little bank clerk then at least you will know what you gave up in order to do it. Most men have no idea how to please their lady, they don’t even try.”


  “My lord,” she began, but Raven pressed a finger over her lips and whispered, “No woman should go to her grave never having been made love to by a vampire.”


  Evangeline tried again. “I have no desire for a vampire or any other man, my lord, please!”


  Her words were cut short when Raven plunged his hand between her thighs and she felt his long fingers opening her and stroking her.


  Involuntarily, she sucked in a long breath as he pushed two fingers deep inside her, then held his hand aloft to show her the glistening fluids.


  “No desire? You are aching for me just as you have been each 226
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  time I have pleasured you.” He laughed softly. “Ahhh, my dear, dear, girl.” He licked the fluids from his fingers. “I am going to take control of you whether you want it or not, so you might as well lie back and enjoy it because I have no intention of taking no for an answer.”


  When she opened her mouth to speak he said, “Evangeline, if you don’t want to lose your virginity, then I won’t take it, but I have pleasured you before and I will again.”


  “I must protest, my lord, I must.”


  “If it makes you feel better to know you have done it, then protest.” He kissed her lips softly. “I am going to take it out of your hands just as I did before so you will have nothing to reproach yourself with.” He rose and took the long wool belt from her dressing gown. In an instant he straddled her, flipped her onto her belly and expertly tied her wrists together behind her back.


  Evangeline yanked at her fetters, squirming and pulling in a vain attempt to free herself, but her hands were completely secure. Her helplessness was both frightening and stimulating.


  “Your culpability has been removed, my dear girl. Now you need do nothing but enjoy.”


  “My lord, please! Untie me, I beg you.”


  “Do I need to gag you as well?” Raven smiled, stroking the tender skin of her buttocks.


  “No, please don’t gag me,” she begged.


  “Will you be quiet?”


  “I’ll try.”


  “That’s my darling girl.” He smiled. “I just remembered something. Wait, I’ll be back.”


  For the umpteenth time since she had arrived at Castle Haven a sense of unreality set in. Raven returned and locked the door from the inside. “Look what I have, you’ll like this.” He held in his hands several very slender strips of black leather. “To bind you.”


  Evangeline whimpered.
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  up at him. Again he straddled her. The feel of his smooth buttocks resting lightly on her thighs was enticing as he leaned forward and began a deep massage of her breasts. Unable to control herself Evangeline moaned openly. She gazed up into Raven’s eyes, arching her back as he took her nipples in between his fingers and thumbs and pulled gently. The pressure brought all her awareness into her breasts and spikes of thin, hot pleasure shot through the small, firm mounds.


  Raven placed his hands on either side of her and dipped his head to her left breast, drawing her nipple deeply into his mouth. His suck was strong and relentless, making Evangeline cry out. His hand shot out to cover her mouth. “Hush, my sweet. Vampires have acute senses.”


  Eyes wide, she nodded. Again his head dipped and this time he took her right nipple, drawing strongly on it. She writhed under his ministrations. “Please, my lord, you must stop.”


  “Evangeline,” he said with infinite patience. “I will not stop. Now, my dear, do you remember the night before the wedding when I threw you over my knee and spanked your sweet bottom?”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “That was a punishment for trying to escape but still it aroused you beyond measure. Did it not?”


  “Yes, my lord.” The memory of that night returned and with it the fierce arousal she had felt lying helpless across Raven’s knees while he slapped her backside until it was hot and stinging. Yes, there was pain, but the excitement in her pussy was so great that it blended the pain and pleasure into a greater pleasure than she thought possible.


  “I’m going to do that again now.” His tone was so direct, so simple and without compromise that her protests fell away unspoken.


  Raven rose and stood beside the bed, lifting her tenderly in his arms. “Sweet child.” He kissed her forehead and sat down on the side of the bed, deftly turning her until she lay face down over his knees.


  The feel of his bare legs against her the bare skin of her belly was intoxicating. Raven never seemed to sweat and there was usually no 228
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  scent emanating from him when he was in close proximity but now, with her senses heightened beyond usual, she could smell a fresh, sharp, almost fruity odor.


  Evangeline could not see but she could feel his hand come to rest on her buttocks and begin to knead them deeply with his strong fingers. A gentle tap landed across both her buttocks quickly followed by another and another, increasing in intensity. With her hands tied behind her back she was helpless to prevent Raven’s hand descending with increasing speed. The pressure and the pain built rapidly and with it Evangeline’s arousal. The soaring climax that had engulfed her when Raven had rubbed her pearl that night in the tower was near once again, threatening to overwhelm her. She panted hard, stretching her legs out. “Let it come, my dear, do not hold back. Do not be ashamed to release your crisis. Your lovely little buttocks are scarlet with heat from my hand. The pleasure is raging through you.”


  His words together with the great, heavy spanks landing at a regular and fast rhythm across her buttocks served to inflame her still further. Her crisis came with a pounding in her head which matched the pounding on her backside. As if he knew the exact moment when her crisis overcame her, he spanked harder and faster to deepen the sensations. The cry that escaped her at the pinnacle of her climax cut the air, causing Raven to put his hand over her mouth to muffle the sound.


  Limp from exhaustion, tingling from head to foot with the aftermath, Evangeline hung across Raven’s lap, trembling as the sweat cooled on her body. Her small buttocks felt boiling and huge as if a beacon shone from them. Yet she did not want to move.


  “Sweet child,” Raven whispered. “Do you see what delights would be in store for you if only you married me?” He sounded wistful, almost sad.


  Utterly content, her body sated, her mind at peace, Evangeline could not respond. She allowed him to turn her until she lay across his knees looking up at him like a babe in arms. The light from the fire Sanguinarian 229


  turned his eyes golden and soft. The angles of his face made it impossible for him to appear soft, and yet he did. The tenderness of his gaze imbued Evangeline with a sense of love and protection she had never felt before.


  “I am your lord and master,” he said.


  Mutely, she nodded.


  “Evangeline, do you wish to remain intact?”


  “Yes, I must, for my future husband.”


  There was no mistaking the pain in his eyes at her words. She almost relented but could not. “My lord,” she whispered, “if you will release my hands, perhaps I could”—she lowered her voice still further—“touch you.”


  “You feel my rigid cock standing up beneath your sweet bottom.”


  He smiled. “You are right in thinking I crave relief of another kind.


  You have fed my body with your delectable blood. My manhood also craves relief.” Raven slid his hand beneath her buttocks. Evangeline felt one long finger slide between them and probe, touching her rear entry. She squirmed on Raven’s lap. “My lord,” she moaned, then realized all at once what he was suggesting. “My lord! No!”


  “Evangeline.” He smiled, looking deeply into her eyes. “My dear, surely you would not deny me, your lord, a little pleasure.”


  Eyes wide with fear she said, “Yes, my lord, I would. I would deny pleasure of that kind. Perhaps I could…” she fell silent, not wanting to suggest anything and unsure what might be possible.


  Raven stood up, cradling her close to his chest. For several breaths he stood rocking her gently. Then, as if he had come to a decision, he laid her on the bed. He took two small strips of leather and then straddled her, sitting lightly on her thighs, pinioning her hips. She was helpless and looked on in breathless anticipation while Raven tugged one first one nipple and then the other, causing them to lengthen and grow pinker. Evangeline gasped as pinpoints of sensation streaked through her breasts. She watched as if in a dream as his long fingers worked quickly and efficiently, tying the thin strips of leather around 230
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  first one nipple and then the other. The pressure was so intense she moaned out loud again before pressing her lips tight together. When the little knots were secure Raven gently slapped her breasts, one with each hand. He increased the pressure until the slaps stung especially across her nipples.


  “My lord!” she cried.


  “Hush, my dear.” He smiled. “Are you becoming aroused again?”


  “Yes,” she murmured.


  “Good, because I am going to drive you to the brink once more.”


  He laughed, baring his teeth, his eyes crinkling with mirth. “And then over the edge.”


  Raven climbed off and rolled her onto her belly, increasing tenfold the tightness in her nipples as her breasts squashed into the mattress. Sitting on the bed beside her he patted her buttocks.


  Evangeline looked over her shoulder in time to see his head descend.


  The shock of feeling his face pressed into her bottom, his lips pushing into her cleft, was compounded by the intense arousal that surged through her. Her buttocks were on fire. The leather strips around her nipples felt as if someone was pulling on them, tightening them.


  Raven’s tongue slid slowly out and probed between her buttocks.


  Evangeline moaned, both horrified and thrilled. He dipped his head until she felt his face against her thighs and then, very slowly he licked from the very bottom of her cleft to the top. Her bottom felt as if it was on fire. All her focus was on her backside and nipples.


  Though only her hands were tied and Raven in no other way restrained her she felt quite unable to move. Both shock and weakness held her in thrall. Raven repeated the procedure but this time deeper, pushing his face between her buttocks to lick deeply, his tongue everywhere at once.


  Time stood still, everything disappeared. There was only Evangeline and her lord. There was only the intense and disturbing, yet all encompassing pleasure of the tightness in her nipples and Raven’s face between her buttocks. When the firm tip of his tongue Sanguinarian 231


  made contact with her rose her body went rigid with shock and a fiery sensation which brought her once more to the very pinnacle of crisis.


  Raven began a strong circular pressure on her rose with his tongue.


  Around and around he played, while her buttocks contracted and released against her will. She no longer had any control at all, but lay engulfed in the most intense pleasure she had ever experienced. It seemed to go on and on, never ceasing, always building. She was lost in the moment, unable to think or control the moans that issued from her trembling body.


  Even when it ceased it was as if Raven’s tongue continued his work. When Evangeline felt him lay flat on top of her she wondered at his motive and why he had stopped. She wanted his tongue to caress her rose again.


  Shock shot through her muscles when she felt the tip of his cock push against her burning portal. “No!” she cried, expecting intense pain. But there was no pain, only a heavy pressure. Raven rose up on his elbows and began to push. The muscle of her anus, soft and pliable now that it was aroused, gave way. Raven pushed his thick cock inside her. The breach was relentless and she stilled her body to focus on the long, slow pressure of his entry. At last he paused.


  Evangeline felt her rear filled to bursting.


  Then he thrust. The climax that overtook her body was instant. A crisis of such magnitude coursed through her that her body shook. Yet even in her spasms Evangeline knew she should not cry out and bit down hard into the feather pillow. She pulled at her fetters wanting to flail her arms, but could not release herself. The pressure in her nipples increased until they burned. Her buttocks blazed with heat.


  The climax began deep inside her rear and snaked up through her belly to her breasts.


  Evangeline was still gasping from the last creeping tendrils of pleasure when Raven thrust again, hard, several times, and moaned deeply inside his chest. Evangeline felt a hot liquid warmth shoot deep inside her. “Gods!” he gasped, falling on her back.
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  For a long time Raven lay heavily, but not uncomfortably, on her back. Every now and then he kissed her cheek or her shoulder. “My beautiful Evangeline,” he whispered over and over. When their passions had cooled sufficiently to allow movement, Raven rolled to the side and drew her into his arms. “My lord,” she whispered. “Am I still a virgin?”


  “In the legal sense, yes,” he said. “Do you like what I do to you, Evangeline?”


  “Yes, my lord. God forgive me, but I do.”


  A deep sigh shook Raven’s slender body as he held her close to his chest. “Dear girl. God will forgive you. But if you leave me, I never will. I love you.” He kissed her forehead. “I love you, Evangeline.”
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  Chapter Seventeen


  Snow fell thickly again the next morning and the one after that, trapping Evangeline at Castle Haven for days. On the fourth day it was very cold and extremely overcast—far too cold for the snow to melt, yet dry enough for Lady Dominica to make the journey to Scotland. Evangeline stayed well out of the way, watching as Raven put his sister into the Ravenscroft carriage with two strong maids. He kissed and hugged her yet seemed resolute about her going. When at last the carriage disappeared through the gates he looked only relieved.


  Evangeline came down the steps to join him. “Are you sad, my lord?”


  “Only a little. I will visit her in the spring. I know she will be safe in Scotland. I have visited the establishment before. It is run by a distant relative who knows what interbreeding has done to our people.


  Come, let us go for a walk.”


  “Yes, I like to get some fresh air every day.” She looked up at Raven who had pulled on a black wool frock coat and buttoned it up in deference to the cold. She had been forced to root through the old trunks to come up with warm gowns and jackets to wear under her black cloak.


  “You look very well in that cloak. I like it very much,” he said.


  “Black suits you and so does fur. It makes you look paler.” He wrapped his arm about her, walking with her close to his side. Every now and then he dropped a kiss on her forehead.


  “It’s a bit dramatic for me,” she noted.


  “Yes,” he approved. “It is. And we must get you some new 234
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  clothes which are also dramatic. Creamy lace and velvet in dark colours with sweeping necklines.” He pushed his hand inside the cloak to illustrate his words, searching with one finger for her cleavage. Evangeline shoved his hand away, still appalled at herself for what she had allowed and enjoyed already. “My lord, please, what we do in my bed chamber is bad enough.”


  “Yes, it’s terrible,” he agreed with mock solemnity. “Tying you up against your will, taking a strap to your rear when you protest too loudly. Do you enjoy those little strips of leather I tie around your nipples?”


  “Oh yes,” she whispered, then flushed scarlet when Raven laughed loudly.


  Since that astonishing night when Evangeline had fed him and then allowed him to feed her desires, he had been very attentive and very kind. Each night he joined her in her bed and after she fed him he would quell her desires. Now she was a prisoner of a different sort.


  Raven had kept her a prisoner in her chamber and she had not objected in the least. She remained a virgin, yet she was a very satisfied woman even with Raven’s unorthodox ways of making her so.


  There was no question that he still lost his temper very easily and sometimes raised his voice to her, but he had been working extremely hard to control himself. She saw his efforts every day and praised him for it, especially since time was running out for them to marry.


  Raven’s birthday was the next day.


  “I won’t marry you, you know that, my lord,” she said suddenly, wondering if he still held out hope. She wondered also if it was entirely wise to remind him. “I cannot.”


  “Yes, it’s rather too late now, isn’t it?” To her relief he remained calm.


  “You should not have left it so late in the first place. You should have started looking for a bride a year ago.”


  “Don’t rub it in, Evangeline,” he warned.
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  “No, my lord,” she muttered.


  “Come along.” He led her down a frosted gravel path between high overgrown private hedges. They passed under an ivy-grown stone arch and into a graveyard. “I want to show you the family tombs.”


  “Oh,” was all she could manage to reply. They walked among stone angels and decorated old headstones, toward a large black granite mausoleum.


  “All the tenants are buried here—farmers, villagers, everyone who lives on Ravenscroft land. One thing we Ravenscrofts have always done is to give our people a damn good burial. No one can say we don’t have the best funerals in Yorkshire, if not all of England. Look at this one, for instance,” he said proudly. He stopped to rest a hand on a rather ostentatious tombstone, pointing at the engraved lettering.


  “Cedric Fotheringill, butler at Castle Haven for over fifty years. He died the year after my parents. I never replaced him. There didn’t seem much point. Things began to decline and I left everything to Munk, but he was a good man. A fine man.”


  “Was he a vampire?” Evangeline asked cautiously, never quite sure if she wanted an answer.


  “Yes, he was sanguinarian, was old Cedric. I miss him.”


  “That’s a shame,” Evangeline said.


  “There’s nothing shameful about it. Look at that gravestone. Isn’t it splendid? Gold lettering, dark, heavy granite. Of course they don’t all get granite, but we do well by them, even the poorest.” He smiled and spread his arms to take in the entire cemetery. “Look at how well kept it is.”


  It was true that the graveyard was very well kept. While some of the stones had a little moss growing over them, all the names could be clearly read. “All the leaves are raked and burned. The yew trees are pruned. The dead here have no complaints,” Raven said. He took her hand again. “Come along. Let us visit the Ravenscroft crypt. Every Ravenscroft coffin since the 1200s can be found there.”
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  “Yes, I can see it from here.” She looked down the snow-covered path at the impressive crypt. The family name was carved into the lintel over the heavy door in gold letters. “Frankly, I find it strange that your family would keep up the graveyard and neglect the gardens. The dead are gone, but the living could walk in the gardens and take pleasure in them.”


  “The living can walk here,” Raven said at once. “It’s a beautiful place to walk in the late evening when the sun has gone down. Come along.” He led her on and she allowed him to even though she was getting cold and wanted to go back inside. Raven was clearly enjoying himself. The cold air and dour atmosphere of the cemetery seemed to invigorate him.


  At the door to the crypt he stopped and began to point out the names, reminding her of the various portraits they had seen in the long gallery. “They are all here. Look! Those are my parent’s names, Lady Maud and Lord Thomas Ravenscroft.” He paused and she wondered if his pleasure at being there was dampened by the memory of their deaths and what it had wrought for him. If so, it did not last long. He turned the solid ring handle and opened the door. Neither the handle nor the door creaked or were difficult to move. Like the rest of the cemetery the crypt was well kept up and probably often visited.


  “Let’s go in.”


  “No!” Evangeline had had enough. “I’m cold. I want to go back to the castle.”


  “Of course we will go back, but I want to show you the family coffins first.”


  “I don’t want to see them,” she protested.


  “Don’t worry, the lids are firmly closed.”


  “That is beside the point. I don’t want to go down there.”


  “Why not?” He seemed confused. “I’ve been planning for days to bring you here.”


  “Why not?” Evangeline repeated. “Because it is a crypt full of corpses. I never knew any of them. It’s cold and no doubt colder still Sanguinarian 237


  down there. It will be dark and I don’t wish to look at coffins. I don’t go visiting mausoleums for pleasure.”


  “You’re being ridiculous,” he snapped, growing impatient. “It’s lovely down there, cool and still. I often go and sit there to contemplate a problem. Come, I’ll leave the door open so you can still see.” He took her firmly by the waist, one arm wrapped about her.


  She was powerless to stop him and he managed to get her inside and down the steps without her actually moving her legs to assist him.


  The crypt was freezing cold and frighteningly still. Evangeline felt the heavy sense of death and soullessness settle over her. She found herself frightened by the vast feeling of emptiness and wanted desperately to leave.


  Raven looked paler still in the thin stream of white sunlight coming down the steps. He stood pointing out who lay in the different stone coffins in the great cavernous crypt. The tops of the coffins were carved with likenesses of the deceased in repose, just as she had seen them in Westminster Abby. There were scores of dead Ravenscrofts. Evangeline saw herself falling down dead from a heart seizure should a gust of wind close the heavy door and leave them trapped in the darkness.


  “You’re cold.” Raven hurried back, having made his way quite some distance from her between the coffins. He took her into his arms and she was at once reassured by the fragile warmth of his body. He was ghostly pale but he was a living, breathing man all the same. “I’m being selfish, not thinking about how you feel the cold so badly.”


  “It’s not just the cold, it’s all so empty,” she said, horror creeping into her body.


  “Empty?” Raven looked confused. “Empty of what?”


  “Life.” She was astounded that he could not feel it, too.


  “But the dead are all around us. How could it be empty? Can’t you feel their presence?”


  “I feel nothing save that they are empty shells, all the life gone from them. How can you like to be here? Don’t you see how different 238
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  we are?” She shuddered. “How impossible a match between us would be?”


  “You fed me. Each day you have fed me,” he said quietly. “You gave life to me. That makes us less different than you want to believe.


  We give to each other and we take from each other. They are just different things. Our needs are different but we both have needs. I thought you had accepted me for the man I am. I have accepted you.”


  “I keep thinking I know who you are, and then I have to reevaluate my judgment.” She looked up into his eyes.


  “No, you don’t,” he whispered soothingly. “I am a sanguinarian vampire. I am the man you offer your blood to willingly. I am the man who makes love to you until you scream.”


  The smell of him and his warmth brought back the memory of all he had done to her these last few nights. He had promised to quell her desires and he had. Raven wrapped his hand around the back of her head, bringing his mouth down to meet hers, but she could not respond in the dead atmosphere of the crypt. He began to fumble with the front of her gown, trying to open the buttons. Panic rose inside her, all her desire gone.


  “Let’s lay your cloak on the floor and I’ll pleasure you. You won’t get cold with me to keep you warm,” he said against her mouth.


  Surely he did not think they could be intimate in a crypt full of corpses. Her fear grew until it exploded within her. “No!” she managed to scream. “Get away from me.” She clawed at him, only her gloves keeping her from tearing the skin of his face. “Are you mad! Do you think I would let you touch me here among all this death?”


  Raven struck her across the cheek. “Calm down,” he said angrily.


  Evangeline held her hand to her stinging cheek. “Get me out of this disgusting place and do not ever suggest we visit it again.”


  “Stupid child,” Raven growled. “Just when I thought you were beginning to show a little maturity. Just when I thought I could share something important with you. Do you think I would bring just Sanguinarian 239


  anyone to see the family tombs? You have no appreciation.”


  Taking her upper arm in one hand, he walked her up the steps and outside where he closed the crypt door before walking her back to the castle. Not a word passed between them as they crossed the grounds and entered through a side door. Raven left her at the foot of the main staircase where she ran up without looking back.


  In her chamber she began packing the few items of clothing that were her own, nothing from Lady Ravenscroft. She threw her things into the valise as quickly as she could, wanting only to get away from the castle and its strange inhabitants. When she was packed she rang the bell. Instead of her maid, Munk arrived. Raven must have warned her that Evangeline was upset. The woman looked at her valise sitting on the end of the bed ready to be closed, then went to the fire and began to build it up.


  “There’s no need for that. I’m leaving. His lordship has assured me he would not hold me against my will. Have a carriage brought round to the front please, Munk.”


  The woman stood up and wiped her hands on her apron. She looked pointedly at the windows. Evangeline turned to follow her gaze. It was snowing heavily again, blinding impenetrable snow.


  Evangeline sat down and wept.
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  Chapter Eighteen


  It was dark when a maid opened the door. “Miss Rutledge, dinner will be served in ten minutes. His lordship is waiting for you in the Great Hall.”


  Evangeline refused to look at her. “I’ll dine in my chamber. Light the lamp, please.”


  The maid took the chimney from the oil lamp to light it with a taper from the fire. “I’m sorry, Miss, but his lordship said if you refused to come down, he would come upstairs and bring you down himself.”


  “Yes, I’m sure he did,” she replied. “And I am in no mood to deal with his ill temper. Wait there, I’ll tidy my hair and you can walk down with me.”


  Evangeline brushed her hair but did not bother to put it up, letting it cascade down her back, a thing she would never have done in polite society. The borrowed wool gown she wore was open at the neck and again she did not bother to fasten the buttons. Rules of decorum among vampires seemed nonexistent.


  “So tell me, are you a vampire as well?” When the young woman hesitated she went on. “It’s all right. Lord Ravenscroft has confessed himself to me. I know he drinks blood. I know all about sanguinarian vampires and prana and such.”


  The maid bobbed a curtsy. “Yes, Miss Rutledge, I am.”


  “Are all the staff sanguinarians?”


  “Many of them, Miss Rutledge. The rest have family who are of the blood if they themselves are not vampires, so they understand.”
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  do you all come from? You can’t all be from Yorkshire. Someone would have noticed a preponderance of vampires on the moors before now.”


  “No, Miss Rutledge, we come from all over England and a few from France and Germany and Spain. Everyone who is of the blood knows that jobs are to be had at Castle Haven. There is also a laird in Scotland who is one of us and who also employs our kind. In York there are businesses like Madame Blethin’s and The Black Cross who employ only vampires and cater to our kind. I’m told that London has many more businesses that are owned by vampires, though it is true there are far more of you than there are of us.”


  “Thank God for that!” Evangeline pulled on her shawl and looked at the girl, saying rather more kindly, “And thank you for your honesty. But tell me what happened to the young family who came here for help a few weeks ago.”


  “They were not of the blood, so his lordship thought it best not to keep them in the castle. He gave them a cottage and a piece of land to farm. You see, Miss Rutledge, he is a good man.”


  Evangeline knew by now that that was true. “Show me


  downstairs—with the lamp. Unlike all of you I need a little help to see in the dark.”


  Raven rose and walked toward her when she entered the Great Hall. He took her arm and walked with her to the dining room where he seated her with great care in a chair as close to the blazing fire as possible without singeing her clothes or making himself sweat too profusely. He picked up his wine and drank before saying, quietly,


  “I’m sorry I slapped you, Evangeline, but you were becoming hysterical.”


  “No, I was not,” she said at once. “You slapped me because you lost your temper. Why don’t you be honest and admit it?”


  “All right, I admit it! I simply wanted you to stop.” He had begun by speaking calmly, but now had a distinct edge to his voice.


  Evangeline was angry at him, at the snow, at her own fears. “You 242
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  were attempting to seduce me in a graveyard, worse, in a crypt with the bodies of your ancestors lying about.”


  Raven gave a heavy sigh, clearly reining in his temper. “They were not lying about, as you put it, they were respectably entombed.


  You make it sound as though they were simply strewn about willy-nilly. Corpses everywhere.”


  Evangeline took a long swallow of her wine. “The fact that they were there at all, that we were in a cemetery, and that it was freezing cold, should have been enough to tell you it was not the place to make love to a lady. I did not want to go down there in the first place. You forced me.”


  “Yes, all right, I see now I was wrong.” His impatient tone was an indication for her to be quiet. A footman entered the dining room bringing her soup. “Eat it while it’s hot,” Raven told her.


  “Are you not having any?”


  “You know I don’t eat such things!” He drank his wine, watching her, toying with the stem of his glass and swirling the wine to encourage the bouquet. “You said make love. ”


  “I said a crypt was not the place to make love.” She began to blush. She had said and done things these last few days she would never have dared think about only a week ago.


  “Make love, yes, the word love is what caught my attention. Do you think of what we have done as making love? Because I do.”


  “My lord, please! We should never have done it at all, much less be sitting over dinner talking about it.”


  He was impatient again. “It’s in the past tense now, is it? You will not welcome me to your bed again as you welcomed me these last few days and nights?”


  Evangeline’s cheeks burned. She had welcomed him, there was no doubt of that. “We should put an end to it. We have behaved disgracefully. I thought for a while that we had found some common ground, but now, after what you did today, I see I made a mistake. We are not alike, not at all.”
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  Raven plucked some grapes from the fruit bowl in front of him.


  “Nonetheless, I have fallen in love with you,” he said very quietly.


  “Don’t try to seduce me with your words, sir. There is no point unless you are thinking of dragging me off to the village before the clock strikes midnight to marry me. I am astounded that you still hold out hope for such a union.”


  Raven slammed his hand down on the table, making her jump.


  “And I am astounded that I waited so long to slap your rear end! I don’t intend to drag you anywhere.” He leapt up and began to pace before the fire. “I am being honest with you. Do you regret feeding me?”


  She put down her spoon and bent her head. “No,” she said honestly. “I do not regret that. I don’t understand this need of yours but I do believe that you would not take blood from an unwilling person.”


  “Do you regret that you succumbed to your desires, that I fed your needs?”


  “I would hardly call them needs, my lord, more a desire I was not wise enough to control. I know you use mesmerism, so perhaps that explains some of my behavior.”


  “Ahh, so I hypnotized you. Again I am to blame.” He sounded bored, but she knew he was angry.


  Raven came round behind her, sliding his hands down her shoulders and over her breasts. “My lord!” she gasped. “Please behave yourself.” He leaned down close and bit her ear lobe sharply, squeezing her breasts hard. Evangeline moaned before she could stop herself.


  “There! Did I hypnotize you then?” he said triumphantly. “You want me. You will marry me.”


  “I will not, my lord.” She slapped at his hands.


  “You will, I tell you,” he whispered. He pulled her to her feet and pressed her hard against him.


  “I have told you I will not be bought. If you truly wanted me you 244
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  would want me with or without your inheritance. I want nothing to do with a man who drinks blood, walks in graveyards for pleasure, and kills people for a living.”


  The door opened again, admitting two footmen carrying platters of hot food. Raven did not release her as she expected him to. “Put that down and leave,” he ordered. “Come along, Evangeline, I’m hungry.”


  He sat down again, lifting the lids off the platters to find one bearing steaming, well-cooked beef and the other, beef that was cool and rare. “I think the leather is yours.” He laughed, forking some slices onto her plate. Lifting another lid he served her some cooked vegetables and potatoes. She began to eat hungrily, refusing to watch as Raven piled rare, bloody meat onto his plate and ate with little appreciation. He would finish it quickly, then eat fruit and drink wine for the rest of meal.


  She sat back in her seat and watched him, his eyes intent upon his plate which was running with blood. She would not be surprised if he lapped it up at the end.


  It was then she realized with astonishment that she would not mind if he did. He chose a particularly bloody piece of meat and put it into his mouth. It occurred to her how upset she had been by it the first night and now, just a short time later, she no longer was. She could watch him without it turning her stomach. She had allowed him to open her vein and drink blood from her arm and still she felt no revulsion. After the first time it had seemed the most natural thing in the world, especially when she saw the pleasure and relief it gave him.


  Even his occupation, though she had been appalled to see Shipman lying dead, did not make him a murderer. He would not have killed those people under other circumstances. He did it for England. Then there was the way she had felt in his arms, which was surely the most telling aspect of who he was. She trusted him, she realized suddenly, trusted him completely.
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  Evangeline looked at his long white hands and remembered all the intimate places he had touched her, the gentleness and the harshness of his touch. She looked at the curve of his full mouth and shivered thinking of the places it had delved and licked. He knew how to inflict pleasure and pain in such a way that it was impossible to tell the difference between the two. Above all she had felt safe in his arms, knowing that while he might force his will upon her, he would protect her from whatever harm came her way.


  So intent was she upon her thoughts, upon observing the minutiae of the man before her, that she did not see he returned her scrutiny.


  “Evangeline, you are staring at me.” She blushed and looked down at her plate. The food went cold so quickly in a great, barren room like this. She pushed it away, wanting no more. “Have you finished your meal?” he asked. “You usually have a fine appetite.”


  Evangeline took her glass of wine and swallowed a large mouthful. “I am saving room for the cream cake. I hope there is a large one.”


  Raven laughed. “Have you forgiven me?”


  “I do not perceive that you think you have done anything wrong.”


  He sighed. “If I had known that wanting to make love to you in the family crypt would distress you so much I would never have attempted it, though I confess I don’t know why it is any different than any other place.”


  There was no point in dragging it out. He had made a mistake and seemed to accept it even if he did not understand why. “I’m sorry I led you to believe that that sort of thing was acceptable anywhere at all. I only pray you will not tell anyone, my lord.”


  “Anyone would expect a man to make love to his own wife, it’s his duty,” he smiled.


  “I am not your wife, my lord, nor will I ever be.”


  “You will, Evangeline,” he said simply. “Because as different as we may be, you will never find another man to compare with me.


  Bank clerks aside, even if you married a lord he could never match up 246


  Fyn Alexander


  to me.”


  “You think a great deal of yourself, sir.”


  Before she could protest, Raven reached across the plates and pushed his fingers down her cleavage. His slender hand slid inside the bodice of her gown until he cupped one breast, then the other. Her nipples hardened against his palm.


  “My lord, will you please behave yourself,” she said as firmly as she could manage considering how aroused she was all of a sudden.


  She pushed at his hand but could not match his strength or agility. He grasped both her small wrists with his free hand and pulled them away. She was powerless to stop him. He pinched her nipples hard and a little squeal escaped her. She moaned out loud and he pinched harder still. “Stop,” she begged.


  Raven leaned in close to her face. “Why? Because I excite you so much? Because you melt under my hands?”


  “Yes, yes,” she whispered, her breath laboured.


  The door opened and Evangeline looked in horror as two footmen, one carrying another tray of wine, the other carrying a delicious-looking trifle, entered the room. Raven looked into her eyes, refusing to remove his hands. He pinched her nipples harder and she suppressed her moans only with great difficulty.


  “My lord,” she whispered. “The servants.”


  “What of them?” he asked.


  Tears sprang to Evangeline’s eyes, her cheeks burned with embarrassment. “Please!” Raven did not budge. The footmen put the trays down on the table, carefully avoiding looking at their master.


  “Leave it, I’ll pour the wine,” he told them and watched while they left.


  When they were gone he tweaked her nipples again then released her and served her some of the trifle. “Eat up, my dear,” he urged her.


  “You know you like it.”


  “I despise you!” She turned away from him, refusing to eat any more. “How could you do that?”
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  “You will only be happy when you submit to me entirely,” he said calmly. He grasped his glass and downed his wine.


  “I will never submit to you ever again,” she screamed at him, rising from the table.


  “Never is a very long time, my dear girl,” he smiled.


  Evangeline wanted to rake her nails across his face. Instead she left the dining room with Raven following her. “Do not come to me tonight, my lord,” she said outside her chamber. “Of course I cannot prevent you if you are determined. You seem able and willing to do whatever takes your fancy. But I will not welcome you and if you want blood you must take it. I will not give it freely.”


  “Then I will not come.” He strode away, his long hair flying behind him. She was about to close her door when he turned around at the end of the passage and shouted, “You must decide what you truly want, Evangeline. You need to learn the difference between your true desires and the ones you allow yourself to admit to. Everything we have done together are things you wanted. Tell me if they are not. Tell me if I did not make you cry out with pleasure. If you would only submit your will to mine you could be happy. Allow me be your master!”
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  Chapter Nineteen


  For the next two days snow blew hard across the moors. No one ventured outside who did not have to and no one went to the village for fear of getting lost on the moors. Raven spent his birthday alone, turning thirty without celebration or ceremony. Evangeline saw him only once that day and wished him a pleasant day.


  He merely nodded and walked on.


  The day after his birthday as she walked the castle for exercise, wrapped in a heavy shawl, he approached her as she crossed the Great Hall. “How are you, Evangeline?”


  “I’m quite well, thank you. Did you enjoy your birthday?”


  “Quite honestly it meant nothing to me.” He tried to take her hands but she would not allow it. Looking down at her, naked longing in his eyes, he asked, “Will you feed me, Evangeline?”


  She shook her head firmly. “No, my lord, I cannot be a party to your bestial behaviour any longer. I have shamed myself enough.”


  “Ahhh, I am to be insulted again, am I?” He sounded only tired, not angry.


  “I say only what I think.”


  “You say only what you think you should say, not what is in your heart.”


  “There is no place in my heart for you, sir.”


  Raven held her gaze. “I already have a place there if only you would admit it. You are drawn to me as you have never been drawn to any man. Once you stopped fighting me and accepted me into your life you knew that. You felt the rightness of it. Now you reject me and you are unhappy again.”
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  She shook her head. “I was unhappy about what you did, but I’m glad of it now because it brought other things into perspective. It is not natural or human to live the life you choose. I want no part of it.”


  “This is not a choice.” His anger rose up. “Being sanguinarian is not a garment I can put on or take off.” Even fed he was hot-tempered, but when in need he was worse. “I no more chose to be a vampire than you chose to be a woman and I would no more change it than you would wish to change your sex. I am a vampire and you are a woman who is attracted to a vampire and have chosen to be disgusted at yourself for it.”


  She shook her head. “You have no further use for me now that it will not serve you to marry me. You want me only to fulfill your strange need, to play a part in your fantasies until you find someone more suited to you. There are an abundance of people in this world who will give you blood if that is all you require.”


  “It is not all I require.” His expression grew hard and angry. “I want you to love me.” Immediately she felt a great weakness come over her, a sense that her strength was steadily draining from her.


  Raven caught her as she swayed before him. He grasped her shoulders and pressed his forehead to hers. Almost at once her strength returned.


  “I must teach you to protect yourself. You are too open, too vulnerable. It is not safe for you to be near me when I have the beast upon me.”


  He walked quickly away.


  Oh, my lord, I miss being near you, yet I must get away from here.


  I must leave before I change and become someone I do not recognize.


  But I want you. I want you so much.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  It was very late when Evangeline woke up. The lamp which she always left lit had burned out. The fire had dwindled down to glowing embers giving off insufficient heat. She shivered. Something had 250
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  disturbed her.


  Glancing quickly around the dark chamber she ascertained that she was alone. She could just make out the bolt on the door which was slotted home. Toying for a moment with the idea of building up the fire, she decided against it and slid further down underneath the heavy eiderdowns. A scratching sound followed by a sharp rap startled her and she jumped up looking about her, terrified that Lady Ravenscroft might have returned to the castle and found a way in.


  Again there was a rapping sound and it seemed to be coming from the window. With fear gripping her stomach, Evangeline got out of bed. The floor was freezing and while she stood trying to convince herself that it was all in her imagination and she should get back into bed before she froze to death, another sharper knock echoed in the cavernous chamber.


  Running to the window on tiptoe, she opened the heavy draperies a crack and barely suppressed a scream when she saw a face staring back at her. Pressing her hands over her mouth she saw, even though he was white with snow, Mr. Harding hanging onto her window ledge gesturing wildly for her to open the window and let him in.


  “What do you want?” she mouthed.


  “Open up!” He knocked again.


  After a struggle to open the large stiff casement, Evangeline pulled the young man inside. He tumbled to the floor, pink-faced, frozen, yet smiling up at her. “Mr. Harding, in God’s name what are you doing here? How did you get across the moor? And how did you climb up to my window? If Lord Ravenscroft finds out you are in his castle he will kill you.”


  “I’ve come to rescue you.”


  Evangeline pulled him toward the fire and began throwing on logs. The young man, clad only in a great coat over his ordinary clothes, began to shiver. He grabbed the poker to stir up the flames helping the logs catch light. “You wouldn’t have a shot of brandy in here, would you, Miss Rutledge?”
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  “Keep your voice down. Of course I don’t have brandy in my chamber,” she whispered. “I suppose I could wake up a servant and say I want a hot cup of tea, but they can all hear so incredibly well, we’d never be able to hide you. They can’t be allowed to know you are here.”


  Standing before the flames, he rubbed his hands together, furiously trying to drive some life back into them. “Never mind. We must get you out of here before we’re discovered.”


  “How did you know where to find me?” she asked.


  He gazed at her with soft eyes. “I never left the village. I stayed on waiting for you. I’ve been at the vicarage all this time. The innkeeper saw you get into the Ravenscroft coach the very day you were supposed to return to London. I’ve only been waiting for a bit of clear weather, and then I decided I could wait no longer. He kidnapped you again, didn’t he, the monster?”


  “Keep your voice very, very low,” Evangeline whispered. She pulled on her dressing gown and huddled in her chair beside the fire.


  “And yes, he did, in a way. He tricked me into coming back to Castle Haven with him.”


  “The swine!” Mr. Harding said then apologized quickly for his language. “Has he attacked you? Has he tried to bite your neck?” he asked earnestly. “I asked questions in London, after he kidnapped you from the boarding house. Everybody knows of his habits. I spoke to at least two ladies who said he bit their necks and that now they have an insatiable thirst for blood themselves.”


  Evangeline smiled. A few weeks ago she would have believed every word and been terrified. “That’s how rumors start. Peoples’


  imaginations run away with them.”


  “Oh, they were in earnest, Miss Rutledge, I assure you. I’ve come to rescue you.”


  “How did you get here?”


  “On foot. I set out late. Only the vicar knows where I am. The moon is quite bright and the snow stopped after an hour or so. I saw 252
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  one light and kept walking toward it. It was the light from this chamber. After a while it went out, but I was sure of my path by then.”


  “You could have frozen to death, Mr. Harding.”


  “I would consider it an honour to die in the quest of your rescue.”


  Evangeline attempted to look grateful. “That’s very kind of you, but I would not want your death on my conscience. You should not have come. You are very foolhardy.” He grinned at her and she noticed how sweet he was in a very ordinary sort of way. “Mr.


  Harding, you can’t leave in this weather and try to get back across the moor. I think we have no choice but to hide you and when the weather breaks you will be safe to return to the village. We cannot let his lordship know. I honestly fear for your life.”


  “We can’t stay here no matter what the weather. You have to come with me. I’ve come to rescue you from the vampire.”


  This time Evangeline spoke firmly. “I’m not in need of rescue, Mr. Harding. I am not being held against my will anymore.”


  “But you’re locked in.”


  Evangeline began to wonder if Mr. Harding were quite himself.


  “If you observe the door you will see it is bolted from the inside. I am free to leave as soon as it is safe to travel.”


  “He’ll never let you go, Miss Rutledge. It is a ruse to keep you complacent until he has made you into the same kind of foul deviant he is.”


  Evangeline found her hackles rising at his description of Raven.


  She herself had called him such things on numerous occasions. Be that as it may, she took exception to Mr. Harding doing it. “No, you don’t understand, his lordship is a very uncommon man, and admittedly difficult, but the stories about vampires are simply not true, at least, not in the way they are told.”


  “Don’t you see, Evangeline, he has already drawn you in.” She was not at all sure when or if she had invited him to call her by her Christian name. “He has probably bitten you already, in your sleep Sanguinarian 253


  perhaps. Let me see.” In a trice he was at her side, tugging at the neckline of her nightgown.


  “Mr. Harding!” She pushed at him which only made him struggle with her harder. He pulled her hands away and made a grab at her shawl to pull it off. “Mr. Harding!” It was all she could do to keep her voice down. “Do not touch me, sir. Step back at once.”


  “But don’t you see, Evangeline, he may already have ravished you. You may be a vampire yourself.”


  “I am not a vampire. You are quite mistaken.” She struggled to fight him off. He was shaking and his eyes were very bright, giving her cause for concern which she had not felt a moment ago. “You are overwrought from your journey over the moors in this terrible weather. I fear you are catching a cold. Mr. Harding. Do not touch me!”


  Finally he released her. “No, I’m very well, but we must get you out of this castle tonight before anything terrible happens to you.”


  The young man was in a peculiar state, exhausted and irrational, so intent upon her rescue that he would not now be persuaded against it. She must keep him calm, convince him she was not in imminent danger and at the same time ensure that Raven did not know he was there. “You need brandy to take the chill off you. Can you keep very quiet and follow me down to the kitchen?”


  “I’ll go. I don’t want you to take the risk,” he said.


  “Mr. Harding, it is not I who am in danger from Lord Ravenscroft, it is you. He does not like you and at the moment he has the beast within him, which I suppose is my fault.”


  “The beast?”


  Such terms had become part of Evangeline’s lexicon without her even knowing it. “I just mean he is especially bad-tempered at present. Come along, take off your boots and carry them.”


  Obedient for the moment, he helped her unbolt the door and followed her outside. The corridor was black, lit only by the small light of the candle she carried. They crept as silently as they could 254
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  down the main stairs and across the Great Hall to the kitchen.


  Evangeline was able to locate a bottle of brandy and pour him a glassful. He swallowed it in one gulp and shook his head as it burned his throat. To her relief he began to look a little more settled.


  The kitchen was dark but for the remains of the fire in the hearth and the embers left behind in the cookstove. “Would you like something to eat, Mr. Harding?”


  “My name is James.” He smiled. “May I call you Evie?”


  “Well, yes, I suppose so.” He was becoming far too familiar with this second rescue attempt.


  “Come on, let’s get going.” He ran over to the door where a row of coat hooks bore outdoor clothing, heavy capes, and coats. Sturdy outdoor shoes stood lined up on the floor, all of them far too big for Evangeline. Mr. Harding took a cloak and gathered up a pair of shoes.


  “Quickly, get these on. We have no time to waste.”


  “Mr. Harding, I am not coming,” she told him firmly. “I will leave when the weather breaks. I am not a prisoner. I do not need to be rescued.”


  “Evie, he will do unspeakable things to you if you stay any longer.


  This is the same man who kidnapped you—twice.”


  “Yes, that’s true,” she acknowledged.


  “He tried to force you to marry him.”


  “I know that, Mr. Harding.”


  “He even fooled you into thinking he had ruined you.”


  She dropped her eyes and blushed furiously, not at the thought of that farce in the church, but at the memory of what he had done since.


  There was no question she was ruined, virgin or not. If she was going to marry anyone she should marry Lord Ravenscroft, not that he would have her now his birthday was past.


  “I’m sorry, my dear, I shouldn’t have said that. But it all goes to show you what a scoundrel he is. The man bought you like a sack of potatoes, for goodness sake.”


  “I don’t think he quite thought of me as a sack of potatoes, Mr.
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  Harding.”


  “He treated you like chattel, Evie. It’s not good enough.” He threw the cloak around her shoulders. “Put these shoes on quickly, it’s starting to snow again. There was a small respite for the last hour or so but we may be in for another storm.”


  Evangeline stepped away from him. “No, they are too big and I’m not going anywhere.”


  “He’s brainwashed you. He has bitten you already. I see the symptoms. I’ve been reading all about vampires. I went to library to study them.”


  “If that is the case then there is no hope for me,” she said impatiently. “And wading through snow up to my knees will not help my symptoms, in which case I am going back to my chamber and you are coming too to hide there until morning when we will get you out of the castle before Lord Ravenscroft slits your throat.”


  “Evangeline, you must obey me. I know what is best for you.”


  Rounding upon him, she said, “Obey you? Why on earth would I feel drawn to do that? You are nothing but a foolish boy who has lived a very small life and will no doubt continue to do so. I would not in a million years trust you to direct my behaviour or tell me what is best for me. You are completely lacking in natural authority, whereas Lord Ravenscroft is a man of vast experience, an intelligent man of steadfast conviction who has learned how to use power very wisely. While he may be bad-tempered on occasion, he has wit enough to know when he has gone too far and to rein himself in. I would trust him with my life. I would be bored stiff within weeks with a man like you!”


  Mr. Harding’s expression became completely blank during her speech. He was either shocked into silence or simply did not understand her. She hardly knew herself where such thoughts had come from. She knew only that she had spoken from her soul and had finally admitted out loud the truth about her own nature. She wanted Raven as her lord and master.
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  Evangeline turned to leave the kitchen, not caring any longer whether Raven discovered James Harding and killed him. As she did so she felt an arm tighten around her waist and a foul smelling cloth press against her nose.


  She fell into blackness.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Raven had walked the Great Hall for hours before going to his chamber to attempt his usual three or four hours of sleep. He was in desperate need of blood. After having Evangeline willingly feed him for several consecutive days, he felt the need even more strongly, not less.


  Then there was their intimacy, the sweetness of it, the way Evangeline gave herself over to him completely, giving up every vestige of self-will and allowing him complete control. She had trusted him absolutely and then he had spoiled it by trying to make love to her in a cemetery. It wasn’t that he found death erotic, but simply that it was as good a place as any to make love to his lady, dead ancestors or no dead ancestors.


  Evangeline had been horrified and he saw now why she would be.


  They were a different race, after all. When he had quelled his desire long enough to sense her feelings, he knew her disgust and revulsion were overwhelming. He should have seen it. He should have known.


  Pouring a glass of wine, he swallowed it quickly and left his chamber, his long stride bringing him to her door quickly. He knocked, knowing she had probably locked it, and knocked again, growing impatient when he got no answer. What he really wanted to do was to walk in, rouse her, and apologize again. He wanted to say he had not been sensitive enough to their differences. He wanted to tell her again that he loved her, as strange as she was.


  When no sound issued from within, he tried the door handle and found it unlocked. He entered on silent feet, took one look around the Sanguinarian 257


  dark room and knew she was not there. She had run away! The fact that she was going to leave anyway was irrelevant. She should not run away from him.


  Furious, he ran along the corridor and down the main staircase to the front doors. All the bolts were in place and he knew she could not reach the top ones. He ran on to the servants’ corridors to fetch Munk, to ask her advice. It was outside the kitchen that he stopped, calmed himself, and inhaled deeply. There it was, not her perfume which she had not been bothering to wear the last few days, but the essence of Evangeline, her own personal scent.


  She had left through the kitchen where she could stand on a chair to reach the top bolts. He kicked open the door and walked in. Like cold water in his face, a strange unfamiliar smell hit him. Ether! It was ether. He looked about, searching for what was disturbed. A glass stood on the table, smelling of brandy. He picked it up, inhaling deeply. Great Mother God, it was that Harding boy. He could smell the blighter.


  Raven’s brain exploded with images. Harding had made another ridiculous rescue attempt. Evangeline resisted, seeing the stupidity of trying to leave in a snowstorm. Harding had put Evangeline to sleep and carried her off. She was afraid Raven would harm Harding if he caught him there and she was right, he would kill the young pup when he caught up with him. He could already feel the pleasure of taking a sharp blade to his throat. It would not be difficult to kill him and dispose of the body.


  Unconscious in this weather, Evangeline could freeze to death, being so sensitive to the cold. If Harding harmed one delicate blond tress on Evangeline’s beautiful head he would not escape with his life.


  Raven opened the door and saw one set of footprints in the snow, deep as if a heavy person, or one carrying another, had walked that way. Praying they had not long left and suspecting they had a good hour’s start on him, he charged out into the storm after them.
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  Chapter Twenty


  Halfway across the moor toward the village, Raven had still not caught up with Evangeline and Harding, making him increasingly concerned for her physical well-being. Harding’s tracks were fast filling up with snow, but Raven had no trouble following. Even with the wind blowing hard and the air heavy and thick with the smell of snow, he could pick up Harding’s scent, but most of all Evangeline’s.


  Harding had veered off in the wrong direction a number of times and Raven followed, fearful that they were both freezing to death down a pothole, or had fallen down a hill. Harding could kill himself if he chose, but Raven could not bear the thought of losing Evangeline. The footprints were leading unmistakably to the village.


  At last the snowfall began to slow down, making walking easier and increasing the visibility. Though the moonlight reflecting off the snow was scant, Raven still found it hard on his eyes. He could have walked faster had he put on his tinted lenses.


  At the village he stopped. Thick snow had covered the tracks and the scent. Thinking for a moment, he decided there were only two places Harding was likely to have gone, the inn or the vicarage. He could not have left the village as there would be no coach leaving in this weather and Harding had no carriage of his own.


  The inn lay in darkness for the night and he detected no lights at all in any of the cottages or shops. Closing his eyes he sniffed the air to catch the subtle scents that ordinary mortals missed. It was windy as it had been on the moor, causing any scent to be lost to him. Where are you, Evangeline, my Evangeline? He drew himself inward, focusing hard on her face, on her smell and the sound of her voice.
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  Then the images came.


  She was at the vicarage. He saw Evangeline and Harding and that silly little cleric. Not even a little tired after his long trek across the moor, Raven broke into a run. The vicar’s cottage was attached to the little church, off to the far side, and when he rounded the church he saw a faint glimmer of candlelight between heavy curtains.


  Raven banged on the door with his fist so hard that the frame shifted. The voices raised in fear within were both male. Banging again, the door was opened by the two men, standing side by side as if they thought between them they could bar his way.


  “You have Miss Rutledge.” He glared down at Harding, who trembled noticeably. “Give her back. She belongs to me.”


  “I don’t know what you are talking about.” Harding’s voice shook. Faced with the Raven and no crowd of villagers to back him up, he was terrified. “I have not seen her since the day you tried to marry her.”


  Furious at the humiliating reminder, Raven’s immensely strong hand shot out. He grabbed Harding by the neck and began to squeeze.


  “Let him go, you’ll kill him, my lord, please!” the vicar begged.


  Deriving immense satisfaction from the discomfort he was inflicting, Raven watched while young Harding’s face turned purple.


  When he let him go, Harding clutched at his throat, gasping for breath. “He’s a madman, you must see that, vicar. We can’t allow him near Miss Rutledge.”


  “Let me in or I’ll finish him off.” He looked at the vicar. “And when I’ve done with him I’ll move on to you.”


  The vicar looked up at Raven fearfully. “Now look here, my lord, after what you have done to that young lady already I think you should leave well alone.”


  Raven’s eyes pierced him with their intense gaze. The vicar began to shake. “Move!” Raven ordered.


  “Look at him.” Harding pointed, his hand shaking violently.


  “Look at those mad, yellow eyes. He’s not even cold after walking 260
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  across the moors wearing nothing but a suit of black silk. He’s a vampire, vicar, see for yourself.”


  His temper gone, Raven took them both by their shirt fronts and pushed them inside, kicking the door closed behind him with the heel of his boot. The fire blazed and several candles were lit, casting a soft light over the parlour. Raven released both men to tumble backward to the floor while he raised his arm to shield his eyes. He counted slowly to ten which was often long enough for his eyes to adjust to sudden light. When he could see he went quickly about the tiny room extinguishing the candles.


  “There,” he said, in control again. “And there is my dear Evangeline.” Lying asleep in the armchair beside the fire she looked quite angelic, making him smile until a little snore escaped her. “You drugged her, you imbecile,” Raven ground out.


  “Only because she was fighting me. She is already showing signs of vampirism.”


  “You drugged her?” the vicar asked, shocked.


  “I had to. She was already going mad, vicar.” Harding’s eyes were wild, darting everywhere. “She fought with me. She doesn’t know her own mind anymore.”


  “She didn’t want to come with you, did she?” Raven’s heart surged with pleasure. “She wanted to stay with me.”


  “He has turned her, Vicar. I’ve been reading about it. There is quite a body of work on vampires. He has bitten her neck and made her a vampire like him. She needs medical help. She needs a doctor.”


  “You’ll need a doctor by the time I’m done with you.” Raven grabbed Harding by his lapels and threw him up against the wall, holding him so high that his feet dangled off the ground. Several times he lifted him higher and banged his back against the wall.


  “My lord, put him down.” The vicar tried to sound calm, but it was clear he was in a panic. His eyes were as wild as Harding’s. For a moment he disappeared through a door, returning moments later with the large silver cross from the altar. He thrust it at Raven and when it Sanguinarian 261


  did not have the expected effect of causing him to rear back hissing, he said loudly, “My lord, put Mr. Harding down this moment or I will be forced to thrust this cross against your very skin which will have the effect of burning you horribly.”


  “Oh dear, I’m scared.” Raven mocked him. He dropped Harding and grabbed the cross from the vicar’s hand, pressing it against his cheek. Feigning pain intense pain, he cried, “Ouch.”


  The vicar saw with increasing alarm that the tools he thought would help him were of no use at all. “I don’t understand it, that cross has been blessed with holy water.”


  “Give it to me.” Harding was on his feet again grabbing at the cross with a wild look in his eyes. “I know where to put it.” The heavy icon in his hand, he lunged at Raven’s heart.


  Taller, quicker and much stronger, Raven grabbed the cross from him. “I know precisely where I will put this ridiculous piece of bric-a-brac if you don’t start behaving yourself. Securely up your arse.”


  “My lord!” the vicar interrupted. “Please, the young lady is waking up.” Raven handed the ornament back to the vicar. All three knelt around Evangeline’s chair as her eyes fluttered and she began to moan.


  “I’ll kill you for doing this to her,” Raven told Harding.


  “I don’t feel very well,” she mumbled. Her eyes settled on Harding. “Mr. Harding, where am I? What induced you to do this?


  Was it ether?” She spoke in fragments, still under the influence of the anesthetic.


  “It’s all right, Evie, you’re safe, my darling,” Mr. Harding assured her.


  “Vicar!” Her eyes came to rest on the young clergyman.


  He smiled. “Miss Rutledge, I’m so sorry this has happened.”


  “I was asleep, but I felt so cold. Where am I?”


  The vicar laid his hand upon hers. “Mr. Harding brought you across the moor. You are in the village, at the vicarage. You’re safe now.”
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  “But why? I was not in danger at Castle Haven.” As she struggled to sit up straight her eyes settled on Raven. “My lord? How did you get here?”


  “See, vicar? She’s terrified of him,” Harding pointed out.


  “All is well, Miss Rutledge, we will get reinforcements if necessary,” the vicar said.


  “What are you talking about?” Evangeline looked at Harding and the vicar then threw her arms around Raven’s neck, clinging to him.


  “He kidnapped me. I didn’t want to go.”


  Raven pulled her into his chest. “There now, my dear, I know, I know. You wouldn’t go to the end of the lane with that idiot given the choice. It’s me you want, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. Oh, my lord, I have missed you these last few days. I had no idea how much until Mr. Harding arrived. You were right, I could never settle for an ordinary man after knowing you.”


  Both the vicar and Mr. Harding watched the exchange in dismay.


  “See what I mean, vicar, he’s already turned her. She doesn’t know what she’s saying. I tried to look at her neck to see where she’d been bitten but she fought me off like a demon. We need to get her a doctor immediately.”


  Evangeline sat back, coming to herself at last. “Have you gone completely mad, Mr. Harding? For goodness sake, look.” She unbuttoned the front of her nightgown and pulled it back to give them a clear view of her neck, and then she lifted her hair so they could see all around.


  “There are no bite marks, Mr. Harding,” the vicar pointed out.


  “He might have bitten her somewhere else. He’s demon enough to do it.” Harding was red in the face, his eyes wild and shining.


  Evangeline pulled her nightgown back in place and began buttoning it up quickly. “You’re not looking anywhere else.”


  Raven took her hands in his. “Evangeline, I love you. Marry me, darling child. I will not allow you to refuse me.”


  “But it’s too late,” she said. “You had your birthday. Your Sanguinarian 263


  inheritance is lost irrevocably.”


  He shook his head. “I care not. I will manage, there are always ways to manage. I’ll take care of you, of everybody on my moors.


  When will you realize that I love you, that I need you in my life. How can I make you understand that I will not live without you?”


  Her eyes brimmed with tears. “My dearest lord,” she whispered.


  “Marry me, Evangeline, marry me this minute.”


  “Oh, my lord.” She fell into his arms again. “Yes, if you’ll still have me. There is no other man in this world I could love as much as I love you.”


  Mr. Harding was beside himself. He got to his feet and went for the poker. It was hot from the fire and he advanced on Raven, holding it aloft, ready to strike. The vicar and Raven disarmed him between them. Raven held the struggling young man on the floor while the vicar went through the pockets of his coat and pulled out the ether.


  Together they anesthetized him.


  “That’ll teach him,” Evangeline observed.


  Raven stood up brushing off his hands while Evangeline slipped her arms around his waist. Her face rested somewhere against his mid-chest. “Do you love me, my little loveheart?” he asked.


  Evangeline smiled at the endearment. “Yes, my lord, I love you.”


  “Marry us right now, vicar,” Raven ordered.


  The vicar glanced about him. “But there are no witnesses, and the young lady is in her nightgown.”


  Raven stroked her hair. “Do you mind being married in your nightgown, my pet?”


  “I don’t mind at all. I have been a fool. I knew days ago that I could not live without you. Let’s marry before either of us does anything foolish again.”


  “Sit down, both of you,” Raven ordered. “I’ll bring witnesses.”


  By the time he walked back in the door trailing Rory Dancer, Ethella, and Mrs. Brackett, Evangeline appeared composed. The vicar had made her a strong cup of tea which she was just finishing and she 264
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  looked quite revived. Mrs. Brackett threw herself at her young mistress, embracing her tightly. “What’s been going on?” she demanded as if she were waking from a dream. “I just found myself over at their house, Miss Evie.” She gestured at the Dancers. “No idea how I got there. Where have you been, pet?”


  “I’ll tell you later, Mrs. Brackett,” Evangeline said. “Everything is sorted out. I’m going to marry Lord Ravenscroft.”


  “He must have had his birthday by now. He’ll not want you. It’s too late. Did he compromise you again, my lamb?”


  “No, no, Mrs. Brackett. It’s all settled. Let’s go into the church.”


  She smiled at Raven and his heart warmed. “I want to get married as quickly as possible. Who knows what might happen next.”
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  Chapter Twenty-One


  The sun shone warmly through the partially open shutters, and the snow was already beginning to melt outside as Evangeline and Mrs.


  Brackett sat beside the blazing hearth in the Great Hall, consuming a large late breakfast. Raven sat as far from the fire as he could get, but Evangeline had insisted he not stray beyond arm’s length from her.


  They all looked up when Munk approached, her heavy boots making remarkably little noise on the stone floor. “My lord, my lady, the solicitor is here from London.”


  When Mr. Tate, of Tate and Crosswell Solicitors, crossed the Great Hall moments later, he offered a small bow to Raven. “My lord.” Then to Evangeline. “Lady Ravenscroft?” He was obviously surprised by her appearance.


  “I am indeed, and this is my companion, Mrs. Brackett.” She smiled. At once Evangeline saw the unmistakable characteristics of the vampire. Good God, these people were legion. Munk provided a chair and Mr. Tate sat down, accepting a glass of red wine.


  “Awfully bright in here, my lord.” He indicated the open shutters, though they were fifty feet away across the room. He looked at the blazing hearth and removed his coat.


  “I am a married man, Tate. I must make concessions,” Raven said from behind his blue lenses.” He drank some wine. “I know what you have come to tell me. My lady wed me only two days ago, a full three days after my birthday. My inheritance goes to Julien Ravenscroft, my married cousin in France. I do get to keep the castle though, don’t I? Castle Haven continues in my line, though only the Gods know how I will support it now.”
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  “You get to keep it all, my lord.” Tate pulled some documents from his brief case and spread them out on the table.


  “What do you mean?” Raven sat up in his chair and Evangeline reached out to take his hand.


  Mr. Tate shaded his eyes with one hand while he read. “It says right here, my lord, ‘Should bad weather prevent the heir from fulfilling his obligation in the time allotted, an extension of one sennight will be added to his thirty years. ’” He smiled. “Everyone here and in the village will attest to the snowstorm which prevented you marrying her ladyship. Should Monsieur Julien contest the will, I myself can attest to the storm. I have been trying to get here since the day before your birthday.” He smiled. “Your ancestors lived on these moors for centuries and had the foresight to add such a clause, knowing the unpredictability of the Yorkshire winter.”


  “Oh, Raven,” Evangeline burst out happily. “Now you can repair the castle and hire gardeners and take care of everyone.”


  Tate looked at Evangeline with a half-smile, then at Raven. “I hope you’ll both be very happy, my lord.”


  “We shall be, Tate, I can assure you of that.” Raven smiled.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  By the middle of the afternoon much of the snow was gone, and though it was still cold Evangeline wrapped up warmly to walk with Raven through the gardens, planning all she would do to bring them to life again. He wore a long coat, just a light one, made from black silk, with his hat pulled low and his glasses on. At the first opportunity he drew her under a bower out of the direct sunlight.


  “Evangeline, my love,” he whispered, fumbling with her skirts, pulling them up.


  Her back against the cold, brick wall, she said, “My lord, what are you doing?”
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  while his hands continued unrelenting to lift her gown up to her waist.


  Finding the ribbon to her pantaloons, he tugged and they fell to her ankles.


  “No.” Evangeline pushed at his chest. “We must go back to the castle, to our chamber.”


  “Stuff and nonsense, my dear.” Quickly Raven unbuttoned his trousers while Evangeline watched, no longer surprised at his actions.


  He was her husband and her lord. She was his and she had no wish to fight him. Succumbing to his desires was natural and right. Lord Ravenscroft would keep her safe, protect her and pleasure her beyond her dreams, but the discrepancy in their heights made entering her while standing impossible.


  “Let us lie on the grass, my lord.” Her thick cloak would keep at bay the cold seeping up from the earth.


  “Yes, my dear,” he said. Raven lay on top of her and she spread her thighs wide to accommodate him. He entered her swiftly, causing only a small discomfort to that virginal orifice. When she was fully impaled, Raven became very still, resting on his elbows to look into her eyes. The tenderest of smiles crept over his pale face and his eyes grew golden. “I love you, my sweet, sweet, Evangeline.”


  “And I love you with all my heart, my dearest husband.”


  “Now I will get you with child, my little wife,” he said.


  Evangeline wrapped her legs around his hips as Raven began to thrust hard and steady. With all the wonderful gratification he had given her already she had no great expectations for this particular form of communion and she was surprised when the sensation began to build as steadily as it did when his hand spanked her bottom or his agile forefinger massaged her pearl. Up and up her pleasure rose, causing her buttocks and belly to clench and release rhythmically.


  Their gazes locked upon each other. They panted in unison. Raven never showed color in his face but Evangeline felt the heat in her own cheeks. She knew Raven’s climax was close when his gaze drifted from hers. He drew in a long breath but did not release it. Harder and 268
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  faster he pumped, increasing the friction to such a height that Evangeline felt herself on the brink of orgasme. And then she tumbled over the edge.


  A great wave of pleasure swept through her pussy, spreading up through her belly and down through her thighs until it reached a shuddering pinnacle. Raven released his breath in a long, piercing, catlike howl. His back arched as his hot fluids filled her cunt.


  Evangeline watched him while the remains of her climax washed through her muscles.


  Tired from gripping Raven’s hips, Evangeline let her thighs fall wide apart. The tension in her body released and she knew that she was with child. Vampire or mortal, it mattered not. She and Lord Ravenscroft were joined as one for eternity.


  Slowly Raven lowered his upper body until he rested all his weight upon her and they were silent, breathing each breath together.


  Each heartbeat of hers matching his. At length they rose and straightened their clothes to walk on through the chill and overcast afternoon.


  “Are you happy, my darling?” He kissed her nose.


  “Yes, very happy, especially now that I know I have not deprived you of your inheritance.”


  “It does make things easier,” he admitted. “But I wanted you anyway, with or without my fortune.”


  Evangeline smiled. “We belong together, my lord.”


  “We do indeed, dear child. We are opposite sides of the same coin.”


  “Now you need not worry about money you can bring the castle back to its former splendour. The gardens will be beautiful again and you can rebuild the towers. Can we travel, my lord?”


  “Of course we can. I know you want to go to Egypt, though I confess I dread the thought of the climate. I’ll take you to France and Italy and you can see all the museums you like. We will go to Romania and Transylvania. There are distant Ravenscroft relatives in Sanguinarian 269


  those countries, and Russia. It’s so cold there.”


  “I’d love to meet your relatives,” she said.


  “They are all vampires.”


  “I’m getting rather used to vampires.”


  “I’m not getting used to Mrs. Brackett,” he told her. When Evangeline began to protest he put one finger to her lips. “I am going to buy a house for us in London so that you can visit there whenever you want a break from the moors. Mrs. Brackett can live there and see to the running of it. It will keep her away from me and out of Munk’s way.”


  “Oh, she’d love that!” Evangeline burst out. “She really isn’t happy here. She loves London and she loves being in charge. Thank you, Raven.”


  She tipped up her face for another kiss and this time he kissed her full on the mouth, lingering until she was aroused enough to want to return to the castle at once.


  “Do you know what is the very best part about your getting your inheritance, my lord?” Evangeline asked.


  “Yes.” He laughed. “Being able to spoil my Evangeline.”


  “No.” She placed both hands on his chest, looking up at him, her eyes serious. “You don’t have to be an assassin anymore. You don’t need the money.”


  “No, that’s true, but I do it for England as much as the money.”


  “Let others kill for England. You no longer need to.” He was silent for a while. Evangeline began to stamp her feet to keep the blood circulating.


  “Come along, let’s get you back inside.” He held her to his side to give her extra warmth as they walked. “I think I’ll keep on working as an assassin for a while longer, a few more years.”


  “But why, my lord, when you no longer have to?” she protested.


  “To be honest, my dear, I rather enjoy it.”


  “Raven, my lord.” She stopped to look up at him, thinking he must be teasing her. “You don’t mean that, do you?”
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  “I do,” he said seriously. “I do mean it. Remember what we agreed? You accept me for the man I am and I will accept you for the sweet little creature you are.” He kissed her.


  “You enjoy killing?” she whispered.


  “Yes, my dear, I do. But only those who deserve it. I would never take an innocent life.” He paused before saying, “Tell me this, my love. When you protested my making love to you, I tied you up so that you bore no responsibility.”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “I no longer need to since you are my wife and we can both do as we please. Shall I still tie you up anyway, just for the pleasure of it?”


  Again her voice was no more than a whisper. “Yes.”


  “Shall I be your master as well as your husband? Will you submit to me completely?”


  “Yes and yes.” She held his gaze.


  “Then, if I choose to remain an assassin simply for the pleasure of the work, will you accept that? Will you understand?”


  “Yes, sir, I will, I do.”


  Raven looked intently into her eyes. “Two banners, one dark, one light and between them, something is revealed. That something is our love and our acceptance of each other, my dearest Evangeline. Now let us walk back to our Haven and let our life together truly begin.”


  Evangeline kissed her lord and obeyed him.
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