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To Sabrina Jeffries, Deb Marlowe, Claudia Dain, and all of the other ladies and gentlemen of Heart of Carolina Romance Writers ~ Thank you so much for your support and your belief in us, and for answering all of our questions over the years.


One

Cooper House, London—April 1817

Sisters were a blasted nuisance. And it made no matter whether the sisterhood came by blood or by coven. Rhiannon Sinclair had often wanted to dispense with them all and be afforded a chance to live a normal life. Yet she found herself chasing her younger sister from Edinburgh to London just so she could ensure her safety.

Rhiannon paced the entryway of her aunt’s home on Hertford Street, smarting more than a bit at not having been invited to wait inside in a parlor. Instead, the Coopers’ butler had looked down his craggy, beaklike nose as she explained who she was and why she’d come. Then he’d left her standing in the entryway while he walked much too slowly down the corridor. If the disdainful servant wasn’t careful, she’d hit him with a bolt of lightning and show him the error of his ways. Perhaps he’d move a bit faster if she did. Before she could summon even one thought of a storm, he vanished around a corner.

After what felt like a lifetime, the butler returned and nodded briefly at her. “You may follow me, Miss Sinclair.” What had taken the man so long? Had he gone to hide the silver before showing her in? That was as likely as not. There was no wonder what her aunt had said about her.

With a beleaguered sigh, the servant led her to a tidy blue parlor where her aunt and new uncle waited. The pair had been married less than a year, so Rhi didn’t know Mr. Cooper well at all. But her Aunt Greer was another matter entirely. In fact, the aunt in question was her mother’s younger sister, and unfortunately Rhiannon knew her quite well.

“My dear!” Aunt Greer gushed. “It’s so nice to see you.” As fraudulent as ever. The woman even tried to hide the brogue she’d been born with. And her tone was so sickly sweet that it made Rhiannon want to cast up her accounts. Because, truth be told, her aunt resented her more than a little. She’d resented Rhiannon enough to take her younger sister to London in the dead of night, and she had left Rhi at home with nothing more than an absentminded father and a house full of servants for company. “What brings you to Town, dear?”

As though she didn’t know. What brought Rhiannon to Town? How could the woman even say that with a straight face? Rhi took a deep breath as thunder rolled outdoors. “I came ta check on Ginny. Could ye send someone ta fetch my sister? I’d like ta speak with her.”

Aunt Greer sucked her teeth lightly, a habit that had always annoyed Rhi to no end. “Unfortunately, she has already retired for the evening.” She raised her eyebrows at Rhiannon. “Perhaps another time?”

It was rather late. But Rhi didn’t mind waking Ginny, if need be. “Certainly, she’s still awake. If I could just see her for a moment.” She pointed down the corridor. “Which way ta her chambers?”

“Not now, Rhiannon.”

Thunder rumbled outdoors again.

“As I said, Ginessa is already abed. So, let me walk you out, dear,” her aunt said as she grabbed Rhiannon’s elbow in her gnarly little grasp and shoved her toward the doorway. Of course, Rhiannon could make the woman release her. She could do it in a way her aunt would never forget with a nicely aimed bolt of lightning. But it would probably be best not to burn those bridges in case she had to cross them later.

Her aunt’s voice dropped to frantic whisper. “My husband is not aware of your particular affliction, Rhiannon. And I’d prefer to keep it that way. Keep your powers in check when he—or anyone else, for that matter—is present. Your mother never managed it. But you are still young enough to learn.”

Rhi tried to keep the scorn from her voice when she replied, “I’m sorry ye were no’ born magical, Aunt Greer. There’s no’ much I can do about that. But, really, ye should have accepted the situation by now.”

“I will never, ever accept that my sister was born an anomaly. And you and your little coven of witches will never have my approval. In fact, from this point forward, I plan to limit your access to Ginessa so you don’t inhibit your sister’s chances of a successful launch into society. Her name will not be associated with scandal. Do you hear me?” She hissed the last.

“A successful launch into society?” Rhi’s mouth fell open. Truly it was the last thing she expected her aunt to say. Ginny was barely seventeen and a rather naïve seventeen at that.

“Don’t look at me like that, Rhiannon Sinclair.”

“But Ginny’s so young.” And London would swallow her whole.

“Well, you’re not her guardian, are you? Besides, your father welcomed my invitation.”

Papa probably hadn’t lifted his head long enough from whatever tome consumed him to even hear a word Aunt Greer had said. He couldn’t possibly think this was a good idea, not if he’d actually thought about it. Her aunt had never offered a thing where either she or Ginny was concerned. Not until now. Rhi must be missing something, but whatever it was escaped her completely.

“How did you come to be here?” Aunt Greer’s frown deepened. “You didn’t travel south with that coven in tow, did you? I won’t have you hurt Ginessa’s chance at finding a proper husband.”

“Proper husband? What is that supposed ta mean? Are ye plannin’ ta marry her off ta some blasted Sassenach?” Rhiannon hissed.

“Better than what she’d find in Scotland.”

Rhi sucked in a lungful of air. “Why can she no’ marry a man from Scotland? Ginny is Scottish, after all.”

“Because in Scotland, Ginessa cannot escape the taint of your creation, Rhiannon.” Her aunt sighed deeply as though dealing with her was the worst sort of trial. “And I’ll expect you and whoever you brought with you to return to Edinburgh as soon as possible. I’m certain your fondest wish is for your sister to find happiness.”

Of course, she wanted Ginny to find happiness. But there had been no reason to remove her to London in order to do so. Rhiannon was the older of the two. And she had never been launched into society. Her aunt would never do such a thing. Not with all the resentment she held in her heart for the members of the Còig, members of the coven of witches she’d so badly wanted to belong to when she was younger. Unfortunately, only the oldest daughter in each family was born magical. Her aunt had never recovered from the slight of being second born.

“The taint of my creation is the least of yer worries,” Rhiannon warned.

Her aunt’s shoulders went back, and she lifted her nose a little higher in the air.

“Know this, Aunt,” Rhiannon said, as she pointed a finger in the woman’s face. “I willna allow ye ta run roughshod over her life just ta spite me. Or ta spite the fact that ye were born average.”

Rhiannon could almost see the storm cloud forming in the air. Her aunt could as well, if her smirk was any indication. Unfortunately, Rhi’s powers were often ruled by her emotions, and while most people could blink back the tears that welled behind their lashes, the telltale patter of raindrops in a room full of people could give her aunt much more insight into Rhiannon’s feelings than she wanted her to have.

Rhiannon turned on her heel and fled. The butler looked supremely satisfied as he quickly opened the door. Rhi was surprised not to feel the press of his boot against her backside as she neared the threshold. He yelped lightly as she passed him. Teach the English dog to mess with Rhiannon Sinclair. She’d hit him with the force of power that one might feel after dragging one’s feet on the carpet, for which he should be immeasurably thankful as she could have done much worse.

Rhiannon slipped out into the dark night. She was quite used to skulking about under the moonlight. And with her powers, she had little fear that anyone would accost her and do her harm. So, she took a short walk to Hyde Park, where she could take a seat on a bench alone and plan what she would do next.

She hadn’t expected her aunt to ask her to stay with her. In fact, Rhiannon had already sent her belongings on to Thorpe House in Berkeley Square, the home of her coven sister, Caitrin, now the Marchioness of Eynsford, and her wolfish husband, Dashiel. Rhi supposed she probably should have mentioned as much to Cait, but her friend would forgive her popping in unannounced since they hadn’t seen each other in months.

Cait would welcome Rhi into her home, unlike Aunt Greer.

In all honesty, she hadn’t expected Aunt Greer to welcome her with open arms, but couldn’t her aunt at least have allowed her to see Ginny to be sure she was all right? Rhi sighed. Apparently not. Aunt Greer had treated her as she always had. Not as a revered member of the Còig. Not as someone with superior strength and cunning. Not as someone capable of being loved. She treated her as something vile. Something that should be squashed from the face of the earth.

A lone tear trickled down Rhiannon’s cheek as a raindrop landed atop her head. Fantastic. She’d be drenched within moments if she didn’t pull herself together. Yet the longer she sat there, the more distraught she felt and the angrier she became.

Rhi jumped to her feet. The wind swirled around her, raising her hair and the trailing end of her traveling dress in its haste to circle her. She glanced about the park. Thank goodness she was alone. She could have the devil’s own temper tantrum, and there wasn’t a soul to watch. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed overhead. Rhiannon raised her hands in the air and called the wind and the rain, stirring it to the point where she was drenched within seconds.

She felt only slightly better. So, she stomped her feet and the air crackled with her anger. Better. Much better.
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Despite the chit lounging across his lap, Matthew Halkett, the Earl of Blodswell, had more than a meal on his mind. He needed to find his new charge and be sure all was well with the newly reborn Scot. Alec MacQuarrie had turned out to be more work than he’d ever expected. When Matthew had first met the gentleman in the lowlands, the Scot had seemed a gregarious sort; and when they’d become reacquainted later in the Highlands, Matthew had no idea the man had since suffered a broken heart. If he had known, that might have altered Matthew’s decision to turn MacQuarrie into one of his kind. Now the damage was done, and Matthew had to deal with the consequences, even if it meant following the younger man from room to room as he learned to use his new baby teeth.

Matthew lifted the wench from his lap, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and thanked the woman with a soft smile. She curtsied quickly and said, “It was my honor, sir.”

Of course, he’d brought her great pleasure before he’d pulled his incisors from the nape of her neck. That was very much the reason why so many women lingered around Brysi, the gentlemen’s club for those of his kind. They craved the emotion and satisfaction a vampyre could bring. And almost all of them were in it for the pleasure, if not for the coin. He rarely even had to enchant them to make a meal of them. Or to draw one beneath him. Or to do both at once.

“Have you seen Mr. MacQuarrie about?” he asked as she adjusted her clothing.

“He’s abovestairs with Charlotte, I believe. I saw him go up there just before you arrived.”

He pressed a coin into her palm. “How many of you has he enjoyed tonight?” he asked casually, dreading the answer.

She giggled. “Quite a few. The man is insatiable.” She shivered delicately. Obviously, she’d been with him recently, if her reaction was any indication.

Matthew sighed. “I’d best go and find him.” He left the chambers and started for the stairs. If he waited for MacQuarrie to be free of the Cyprians who lined these halls, Matthew would have to wait decades. Thankfully, Brysi was a safe place for the newborn to test his mettle. Matthew glanced in doorways and down corridors until he finally heard the guttural sound of the man’s voice when he moaned.

“Don’t,” a woman cried.

Oh, good Lord. MacQuarrie could find trouble unlike any other. Matthew didn’t even knock. He thrust the door open and stepped inside. He paused when the paramour cried out again.

“Don’t… stop!” she begged.

So that was a cry of pleasure and not of distress. Bloody wonderful. Matthew wanted to snort.

MacQuarrie didn’t even bother to look up. He had a blonde straddling his lap, where he lifted and lowered her slowly, her bodice down around her waist, her dress up around her hips. Damn it to hell. Matthew hated walking in on scenes like this.

Yet something about it made him pause. A thin trail of blood dripped down the woman’s back from where the infernal Scot had failed to seal his lips across her skin properly before he sank his teeth into her.

“Please,” she begged, her voice raspy and strained. She glanced over her shoulder and was fully aware that Matthew was in the room. “Please finish it,” she cried. She didn’t make a move to cover herself. Or to remove herself from MacQuarrie’s swollen member.

“Make the seal and finish the chit,” Matthew grumbled. He’d told Alec the same bloody thing over and over. She was waiting for the seal, for the transfer of emotions between them, for MacQuarrie to share his desire with her and take her pleasure in return.

Alec looked up and spoke around the woman’s flesh. “I don’t want to. I don’t want to feel it. This is enough for me.” He mumbled against her skin, but Matthew heard every word.

“It’s not enough for her.”

MacQuarrie shot him a look that told him to go to the devil.

What was a mentor for if not to teach? “Finish it,” Matthew commanded.

“Bloody hell,” the man said as he leaned forward and sealed his mouth over the bite with fervor. The chit cried out in ecstasy, and Matthew turned his head to avoid seeing MacQuarrie shudder beneath her.

What was he thinking? The blasted Scot was in no condition to leave Brysi, at least not at the moment. Matthew sighed again. Damn if he wasn’t doing that a lot lately. And he didn’t even need to breathe. “I’ll be back in a few hours, but I expect you to stay here. And to stay out of trouble,” he warned as he turned and left.

Alec MacQuarrie’s laughter followed him all the way down the corridor. Keeping that man out of trouble was like trying to return a whore to chastity.

He slipped from the club out into the night and walked and walked until the scenery of Covent Garden disappeared behind him. He needed to clear his head and decide what to do about his charge. It had been much easier when he’d tutored Kettering in this life a few hundred years earlier. Was he getting too old to deal with the foolishness of youth? Or was this generation of man particularly trying?

Before he knew it, he’d walked all the way to Mayfair and yet still had no idea of how to continue. Out of nowhere, a crushing wind nearly knocked him from his feet. He braced himself. What the devil? He’d never seen a storm come on so quickly, and he’d seen more than most.

That was when the rain started in earnest. Only moments before, the stars had been twinkling in the sky. Yet now, thunder crashed and lightning flashed. Hail clattered on the cobbled path where he walked. He covered his head with his arm and ducked beneath a tree.

That was when he saw her. Standing directly in the middle of the fray was the loveliest sight he’d ever seen in his life. Her black hair was slicked back with water but it trailed all the way down to her waist. Her gown was pasted to her body, sodden with water. She laughed loudly and sardonically as a bolt of lightning flashed at her feet.

The chit was likely daft. Didn’t she know better than to stand out in the rain? Likely, she would be killed by the ferocity of this sudden storm if he didn’t intercede. Matthew dashed across the park to where she stood. She clapped her hands in time with crashes of thunder that made even him jump. And looked ridiculously pleased by it all. She didn’t even see him as he bolted toward her. Had she escaped from Bedlam?

He yelled over the wind and thunder. “Miss? Are you all right?”

She spun to face him. “Oh!” Her eyes flashed with the same ferocity as the storm. Yet the wind calmed and the thunder stopped crashing when her hands dropped to her sides. Then the beauty brushed the sodden mass of her hair from her forehead. “Who are ye?” she asked.

Her Scottish lilt nearly startled him as much as the tone of her voice. She sounded like she’d recently been crying, but with the rain that continued to fall, he couldn’t tell if her cheeks were wet from more than just rain. He found himself with the absurd desire to reach out and brush her cheeks dry with the pads of his thumbs.

“Doona tell me ye’re some knight in shinin’ armor come ta save a lass from the storm?” She laughed loudly, the tinkling sound of it making him want to smile with her.

“Well, actually…” he started. He was a knight of old. Or he once had been. Before his first death, but that was well over 600 years ago. Matthew shook his head. “…I was concerned to see a lady about to be overcome by such a vicious storm. I thought I’d rescue you.”

The storm clouds lifted. The rain stopped. She glanced down at her drenched gown, which now hugged her body like a second skin, and crossed her arms in front of her chest. And that was when he realized it. She wasn’t caught by the storm. She was the storm. Saint George’s teeth! She was a force to be reckoned with. She was one of them.


Two

Rhiannon looked at the sodden ground beneath her feet and bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. After all, she was fairly certain the handsome gentleman before her wouldn’t appreciate her levity at his expense. Still, it was a chore not to giggle at least a little. No one had ever tried to rescue her from her own storm before. Even those in Edinburgh who didn’t know she was the source of such occurrences tended to leave her alone in the midst of ferocious winds and pouring rain, more concerned for their own safety. Yet this gentleman had braved the storm to rescue her?

The Sassenach was clearly out of his mind. Or too noble for his own good. Slowly, she lifted her head to peer at him once more. His dark hair was wet from the rain until he shook his head, scattering raindrops about. His hair then curled up a bit on the ends. His strong jaw with a little cleft in his chin seemed well set and determined. But his dark-as-night eyes made Rhiannon suck in her breath. There was something eerily familiar about those eyes. It was almost as though she’d seen them once before in a dream that had ended poorly.

She took a step backward as a sense of foreboding nearly overwhelmed her. The gentleman was more than he seemed. Much more. He was dangerous. She could feel it in her bones, especially when he frowned at her like he was doing now. “Well, the rain has stopped. So I doona need ta be rescued any longer.” Rhi backed up again, only to have her right slipper sink into the muddy, grassy earth with a slurping sound. Perfect! She’d ruined a perfectly good pair of slippers with her temper tantrum.

Before she could lose her balance, the gentleman was at her side in a flash and steadying her with a hand on her elbow. “Careful, Miss.”

Rhiannon gulped as she stared up into his obsidian eyes once again. Why did he seem so familiar? “Have we met, sir?”

Finally a smile tugged at those serious lips of his. “I am certain I would remember, Miss…?” His brow rose in question, and he waited for her response.

“Sinclair.”

“Well, Miss Sinclair of Edinburgh, I believe someone should see you to safety. Pray tell me you’re not out here at night all alone.” He began to tug her toward a well-worn path.

Rhiannon winced. She certainly was not about to admit to having sent her maid ahead with her luggage to Thorpe House so no one would witness her encounter with Aunt Greer. Especially not to a man she knew nothing about, not even his name. Wait! “How did ye ken I was from Edinburgh?”

She hadn’t told him where she was from.

“I know a great many things, Miss Sinclair,” the gentleman replied enigmatically. “Now, where is your chaperone?”

She dug in her heels, refusing to move one more inch. Thunder crashed in the sky above them. “Unhand me.” Havers! She didn’t even know the man’s name.

The handsome Englishman turned her to face him. One black brow darted upward. “You can harness your thunder. I’m not so easily intimidated.”

Harness her thunder? She couldn’t believe her ears.

He knew! How could he know what she was? No one outside her own coven knew except family members. And this man—whoever he was—was certainly not family. Rhiannon tipped her nose back and leveled him with her haughtiest glare. “I doona ken what ye’re talkin’ about. Have ye been imbibin’, sir?”

He snorted. “I don’t have time for this, Miss Sinclair. I truly don’t. Point out your chaperone, and I’ll leave you in his or her care.”

“Mrs. Sinclair.” Rhiannon lied through her teeth. But it was a good lie. After all, a Mrs. wouldn’t need a chaperone, would she? If this man would just leave her be, she could dry herself with a warm wind and then make her way to Caitrin’s home. She’d had as much of his interference as she intended to take.

In an instant the man dropped her arm. His brow crinkled, and Rhi was almost certain he sniffed the air in her direction. Without a doubt he was the oddest creature she’d ever met. And then it hit her. A creature! She looked again into his coal-black eyes, and her heart stopped beating in her chest.

It had been right there all along. How foolish of her to not to have seen it earlier. “Creature” was most assuredly the right word. She hadn’t seen this man before, but she’d seen one like him. She’d even been enchanted by his dark gaze and lost her will to the blood-sucker. It was not an experience she ever wanted to repeat. She still had nightmares about the encounter, and she had no intention of spending even one second longer in the company of a vampyre.

Rhiannon grabbed a handful of her skirts and bolted for Hyde Park’s gated entrance, her ruined slipper squishing the whole way. She raced as fast as she could across Park Lane, down Curzon Street, and around the little jog of Charles Street until she finally reached Berkeley Square, out of breath but still alive.
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Matthew raked a hand through his damp hair as he watched Miss Sinclair escape into Thorpe House without even a look over her slender shoulder. And he knew she was Miss Sinclair. He could smell an innocent from ten feet away, and Miss Sinclair was as innocent as they came. And lovely, she was that too, even if she did have a temper that lit up the night sky.

Did she truly think she could outrun him in a foot race? Matthew scoffed as he watched through Eynsford’s big bay window as she entered a parlor at the front of the house. He could have run from Hyde Park to Berkeley Square a dozen times in the amount of time it had taken her to run from him.

What a mystery she was. Not what she was; he’d known instantly she was a witch. After all, he’d known other weather-controlling witches throughout his life-after-death, her ancestors to be exact. The revered Còig. The mystical coven of witches who had bestowed upon him the most powerful gift he’d ever possessed. Matthew glanced down at the ring he still wore on his right hand. Without that coven, he would have been reduced to skulking around in the shadows for eternity. But they’d given him the ability to stand in the sun as though he still possessed a beating heart, as though he was a living, breathing man.

He turned his attention back to the Marquess of Eynsford’s Mayfair home. Miss Sinclair was undoubtedly safe in the company of her sister witch, the new marchioness. He had no reason to remain outside, catching glimpses of her through the front window. But leaving held little appeal. Why had she lied about her marital state? Why had she run from him as though the hounds of hell chased at her heels?

“Lord Blodswell.” A soft Scottish voice caught his attention, and Matthew turned to find Caitrin Eynsford by his side. Apparently, he was more affected by Miss Sinclair than he’d initially believed. He hadn’t even heard Lady Eynsford approach.

“My lady.” Matthew dipped his head to the beautiful blond in greeting. “We meet again.”

“Aye.” She stepped closer to him and laid her hand on his arm. The night stars reflected in her cerulean eyes as she peered up at him in earnest. “How is Mr. MacQuarrie?”

Matthew closed his eyes to block out her beseeching look. Why would the clairvoyant witch ask him such a question? She had to know the answer. Was she hoping he would deny it? Ease her guilty conscience?

“Managing.” Really, what else could he say? Lady Eynsford had broken MacQuarrie’s heart when she’d married her Lycan marquess, putting the wheels of MacQuarrie’s fate in motion, but voicing the words wouldn’t do anyone any good at this point. What’s done was done.

The marchioness swiped a tear from her cheek. “Ye followed Rhiannon.” She didn’t ask the question, just voiced what she had obviously seen with her second sight. What else had she seen?

Rhiannon. The name echoed in Matthew’s mind. Dear God, her name was as lovely as she was. All feminine and airy like a summer breeze. “Just wanted to be certain she made it to your home safely.”

“Clearly, she did.”

“Yes. I—um—Well, she seemed upset.” He sounded like a damn fool. Why did he even bother talking to Lady Eynsford? She knew everything anyway. The witch could see the future. She knew much more than he did. She probably even knew why the lass was upset.

“Family has a way of doin’ that ta some of us. I’m certain she’ll be fine now that she’s come ta stay with Eynsford and me for the season. There’s no need for ye ta worry. Ye have Mr. MacQuarrie ta look after as it is. I feel certain ye have yer hands full.”

And that quickly they were back to discussing MacQuarrie. Matthew nearly groaned. He knew the marchioness wanted him to do the impossible, to somehow return her former friend to the man she’d once known. He couldn’t bring himself to crush the little witch’s dreams with the truth of the situation. MacQuarrie would never be the same, no matter how Matthew tutored him. Humans were humans, and vampyres were not.

So he said nothing and made no move to leave his spot. He simply stared across the square at Thorpe House. What the devil was he waiting for? To catch another glimpse of Rhiannon Sinclair? No, that couldn’t be it. How many women had caught his eye over the centuries? More than he could count. He just wanted a momentary respite from his life, something to distract him from the road ahead.

“I would invite ye in, but I have a feelin’ ye should be makin’ yer way back ta that monstrosity of a meetin’ place ye call a club.” She snorted. “A feeding trough is more like it.”

If Matthew still had blood flowing through his veins, she would have made him blush. There were some things ladies shouldn’t know. Yet Caitrin Eynsford could see it all, even before it happened. She didn’t have a choice in the matter. He shook away his thoughts. He’d rather not wonder at the scenes that did play before her eyes.

Matthew nodded a farewell to the marchioness. “As always, you are correct, my lady. Until we meet again.” He started toward Charles Street.

“Tomorrow night,” she called to his retreating back.

Matthew stopped in his tracks and looked over his shoulder at the blond witch. “Tomorrow night?”

“Lady Pickering’s ball. I’ll see ye then.”

Matthew couldn’t help the laugh that escaped him. “I believe your vision has failed you, Lady Eynsford. I do not attend balls.” Nor did he plan to attend Lady Pickering’s, whoever the devil she was.

But Caitrin Eynsford only smiled and then started across the street to her home. Matthew shook his head as he turned back the way he’d come. Lady Pickering’s ball indeed. Perhaps this generation of witches had lost a bit of their power. His future most certainly did not involve black evening wear, dancing in a crowded ballroom, or making pleasantries with men who had more money than sense.
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Rhiannon thanked the Eynsford butler profusely for the tea service he had delivered. What a kind soul he was. The man hadn’t even lifted an eyebrow when she’d entered the home, dripping water and leaving muddy footprints all over his clean floor. He’d even retrieved towels and the tea without a single scowl. How very un-English of him.

After glancing at her ruined slipper one last time, Rhi cringed. The debacle this evening had been all her fault. She had allowed Aunt Greer to upset her, to get her emotions swirling, and that wouldn’t help anyone, least of all Ginny. And if she hadn’t started that storm, she wouldn’t have met that vampyre or ruined her slipper. Just the thought of him made her pulse race anew. What terrible creatures they were, and her storm had drawn him directly to her. Foolish, foolish, foolish!

As Rhiannon was in the middle of berating herself, Caitrin bustled into the room with a flourish. Her friend squealed loudly and very quickly tumbled onto the settee beside Rhi. “I’m so happy ta see ye,” the blond gushed as she wrapped her arms around Rhi.

“Ye doona have ta smother me.” Rhiannon laughed as she pried Cait’s arms from around her neck and sat back to look at her. “Marriage does agree with ye, Cait,” she admitted. Truly, she’d never seen her friend looking so content. Or so beautiful, nearly glowing with happiness.

“Oh, I couldna smother ye if I tried. Ye can move the wind ta wherever ye need it, ye ninny.” She picked up a lock of Rhiannon’s damp hair. “What in the world happened ta ye? Did ye fall in a pond?”

“A little rain is all,” Rhi murmured.

“Rain? There’s no’ a cloud in the sky,” the blond witch said. Then her blue eyes narrowed. “Unless ye made some, of course. Please tell me ye dinna do that in Mayfair of all places.” She sighed loudly.

“Just a wee storm,” Rhiannon mumbled as she held her thumb and forefinger an inch apart.

Cait raised her eyebrows. “A wee storm that soaked ye ta the skin? I sincerely doubt that.” She shot a pointed glance at Rhi. “Now tell me why ye were upset.”

“It’s nothin’ ta worry about, Cait. Just let it rest.”

“It’s no’ nothing. But ye will tell me eventually.” Cait sat forward on the settee, and then her nose scrunched up a bit as she looked at the amount of mud Rhiannon had dragged in with her and which now caked the Eynsfords’ Aubusson rug. “Havers! What did ye do ta yer slipper?”

Rhiannon felt warmth creep up her neck. It was one thing to feel foolish about her actions and another to have someone else aware of her foolishness. She squirmed a bit in her seat. “A vampyre startled me and I stepped in the wrong place is all.”

Cait giggled. “If anyone else heard that statement, they’d think ye were mad.”

“Aye, they probably would,” Rhi agreed. She hadn’t thought about how absurd that sounded before she said it, but then her life had seemed so absurd lately.

“Well, in any event,” Cait squeezed Rhiannon’s hand, “there’s no reason ta be frightened of Blodswell. He’s no’ exactly harmless, but—”

Rhiannon’s mouth dropped open. Cait knew the vampyre in question? Was London crawling with the creatures? “Do ye ken many vampyres?” She couldn’t believe the nonchalant way Cait shrugged as though it was commonplace to befriend such monsters. But then Cait hadn’t been with her in Edinburgh when that awful creature had descended upon their coven, hell-bent on destruction.

“A few. But Blodswell is benevolent. No need ta ruin any good slippers on his account.”

Rhiannon folded her arms across her chest. “Benevolent or no’, I’d just as soon no’ see him again, or anythin’ like him.” Besides, she had Ginny’s future to worry about. There was no room for dealing with handsome vampyres, no matter how harmless Caitrin thought them to be.

A little twinkle lit Cait’s eyes. “Hmm. How did the earl affect ye, I wonder?” Cait asked as though she already knew the answer to that question, which only served to make Rhi’s face heat anew.

“Blast it, Cait. Ye’re no’ supposed ta go peerin’ inta my future!” She’d told her and told her not to pry into her life. But did the witch listen? Not a bit, apparently.

“Oh, hush.” Her friend shushed her. “I dinna go lookin’ for ye on a lark.” Her voice lowered. “I only took a small peek when yer coach, maid, and trunks arrived at my doorstep and ye werena with them. I had ta be certain ye were all right.”

“Are ye done pryin’ now?” Rhiannon knew she sounded waspish. Cait couldn’t help it if her gift allowed her into the private lives of others. At times, it was as much a hindrance as it was a help.

“Well, almost,” the witch hedged. At Rhiannon’s grimace, she continued. “I do ken it wasna Lord Blodswell who provoked the storm. Yer aunt always was a spiteful woman.” Cait shivered.

“She wouldna even let me see Ginny,” Rhiannon sighed. “She said she plans ta present her this season.”

Cait gasped as though she was affronted. “She never presented ye! Never even offered ta bring ye ta Town. That horrid—”

Rhiannon’s heart twisted a bit. “Evidently I’m no’ marriage material.” She waved off Cait’s protest. “She’s right.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“I ken the truth of it, Cait. I willna suit anyone. There’s no’ a man alive who could withstand my powers. Or my temperament.” She smirked sheepishly at the last and tucked her ruined slipper farther under her skirts.

“I thought no one could ever fit me, either. Until I met Dash.”

“Doona make me ill, please. I havena had dinner yet.” Rhiannon laughed as Cait swatted ineffectually at her head.

“So, what do ye plan ta do? Free Ginny from the clutches of yer evil aunt? Or are ye goin’ home since she willna allow ye ta see her?”

“Hardly.” Rhiannon rubbed her forehead. “I’d like ta stay ta keep an eye on her, if that’s all right with ye.”

“Ye doona even have ta ask, ye ninny. Ye’re always welcome here if ye doona mind wild Lycans traipsin’ in from time ta time. Dash has become rather close ta his long-lost brothers, and if one of them isn’t here, then another one usually is.”

The image was particularly amusing, especially as Cait had never cared for werewolves until she’d married hers. But to be surrounded by the beasts on a regular basis was probably fitting, all things considered. “I’m sure it willna be a problem for me.”

“Good. I was hopin’ that would be yer answer.”

“I doona really have another option. If I’m no’ here ta keep an eye on things, Aunt Greer’ll marry Ginny off ta some old goat just because he is plump in the pockets or has some connection my aunt covets.”

“That would be success in your aunt’s estimation.” Cait cleared her throat. “Did sweet, old Aunt Greer offer any excuse as ta why she is presentin’ Ginny and no’ ye?” She avoided Rhiannon’s gaze.

“She said she brought Ginny ta London because she canna escape the taint of my creation back in Edinburgh. So, now, unless I can prevent it, my little sister will have ta suffer some blasted Sassenach for the rest of her days.”

Rhiannon jumped as a voice boomed behind her. “And just what is wrong with the blasted Sassenach?” asked Dashiel Thorpe, the Marquess of Eynsford. The golden-haired Englishman crossed the room, his amber eyes brimming with amusement. He stopped in front of his wife and bent to kiss Cait on the forehead. Then he rose to his full height and nodded at Rhiannon. “Miss Sinclair,” he said in greeting. “Let’s get back to the blasted Sassenach, shall we?”

Rhi almost laughed. How very single-minded of his lordship to not forget the slight to all Englishmen. “It’s nothin’, my lord.”

He situated himself as close to Cait as he could on the settee. “Don’t mistake me for a fool, Miss Sinclair. You Scots, lovely as you are, never use the term as one of endearment, and most certainly not after you’ve used the word ‘blasted’ to modify it.”

Well, what could she say to that? He was right, of course, and had she known he was within earshot, she wouldn’t have used the word. Rhiannon rose to her feet to allow them some room and to distance herself from the pair.

“Doona tease her, Dashiel. Rhiannon has had a difficult day,” Cait admonished as Rhi moved to a nearby high-backed chair.

The marquess leaned over and sniffed Cait’s hair.

“What is it with the sniffing?” Rhiannon cried. That blasted vampyre had sniffed her, too. “Is it something that innocent women are no’ apprised of? That men like ta sniff ladies?”

“I feel certain there are quite a few things that go on between married couples of which you have not been apprised,” the Lycan chuckled.

Again Rhiannon felt heat creep up her cheeks, though she had set herself up for that one.

“Do you want an answer to your question?” the marquess asked softly.

“Would I have asked if I dinna?” she tossed back at him with more bravado than she actually felt.

“Extraordinary beings…” he began and tapped his puffed-out chest.

Rhi snorted. “Is that what ye’re calling yerself, now?” she teased.

The marquess’ amber eyes twinkled with mirth. “Extraordinary beings, such as myself—and yes, Miss Sinclair, I am quite extraordinary—often have heightened senses. We can smell things other beings cannot.”

“Like perfume?” Rhiannon asked.

“Doona ye dare say it, Dashiel!” Cait cried, shaking her finger at him.

The marquess chuckled again. “Yes. Like perfume. And fear. And other emotions that heighten the body’s responses.” He narrowed his gaze at her. “Did someone sniff you, Miss Sinclair? If so, please tell me so I might have a word with him.”

“Lord Blodswell sniffed ye?” Cait gasped. “Ye dinna tell me that part.”

“This from the all-seeing member of the coven,” Rhiannon grumbled as she sat back with a huff.

“Blodswell, eh?” the Lycan asked with a frown on his face. “He has some nerve.”

“Doona get yer hair standin’ on end, Dash,” Cait said calmly. “I’m certain his lordship meant no harm. It’s no’ everyday one encounters a witch in the middle of a storm.” She shot her gaze to Rhi. “Ye were in the middle of it, were ye no’? Probably stompin’ yer feet and causin’ the devil of a ruckus, if I ken ye.”

“That was you?” Eynsford asked as he sat forward. “I was on the way home, and my driver had to stop and wait for the storm to pass.”

“It was me,” Rhiannon mumbled, quite embarrassed for herself. It was one thing to throw a temper tantrum. It was quite another to be caught at it.

“Blodswell has no idea what he’s in for.” Cait laughed. She got a faraway look in her eye and then laughed a little louder. “Absolutely no idea.” She was obviously seeing visions of the future. And would torment Rhiannon to no end with them.

“Well, then it’s a good thing I never have ta see him again,” Rhiannon grumbled.

“Oh, ye’ll see him tomorrow night.” Cait sat back with a satisfied grin.

“What did I just tell ye about gettin’ involved in my future?”

“Takin’ a peek and gettin’ involved are two very different things,” Cait said primly. “Ginny will be at Lady Pickering’s ball. And so, I assume, will ye also.”

“I suppose that means we’ll be attending as well?” the Lycan asked.

“Oh, I wouldna miss the events of the ball for anythin’ in the world, Dash,” Cait said, a mischievous gleam in her eye. “Rhiannon, do ye remember the time ye blew my skirts up in front of all the lads at that picnic?”

Did she ever. Cait had been fifteen years old and being a brat of the worst sort. Rhiannon had taken it upon herself to put her friend in her place. Cait had been mortified. And had never forgiven Rhi.

“Revenge is sweet, Rhiannon dear. So, so sweet.” Cait’s tinkling laughter sent shivers skittering across Rhi’s skin.

What could Cait have possibly seen? Letting Ginny attend one ball without her would be all right, wouldn’t it? Certainly Aunt Greer couldn’t get Ginny attached to some smelly, old Sassenach in one night, could she? “I doona believe I brought anythin’ appropriate for a London ball.”

“Nonsense.” Cait grinned. “I have dressin’ rooms full of gowns of every color imaginable. Ye’ll look stunnin’, and I canna wait ta see the look on yer aunt’s face.”

There was no getting around this infernal ball. “Every color imaginable?” Rhi echoed on a sigh. And the gowns were certain to be the height of fashion, every last one of them, if she knew Cait.

Eynsford winked at Rhi. “I do love to spoil her.”

Rhi suppressed a snort. Every man who had ever met Cait loved to spoil her. How did some women get so fortunate?

“Oh, Dash,” Cait tapped her husband on the arm to get his full attention, “ye must ask yer brothers ta join us.”

So that whatever disaster awaited Rhi could be witnessed by all and sundry.

The marquess laughed. “I hardly think they would attend a marriage-mart ball at my request, lass. You are the one who has them all wrapped around your pretty little finger. They could be a little less wrapped, by the way.”

Cait leaned up and kissed his cheek. “What fun would there be in that?”


Three

In all honesty, Matthew couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a headache. The details of events became a little hazy after reaching one’s 650th year on earth. If he remembered correctly, however, the last one had happened somewhere around 1190 in the Holy Land, back when he was still human. But serving as a mentor to the newly reborn Alec MacQuarrie had brought about a thumping within his skull that was even louder than Miss Sinclair’s storm.

Matthew rubbed his temple, hoping to assuage the bloody pain, as he looked at Charlotte, the last Cyprian he’d seen his charge with. She was now lounging across the bed as though she hadn’t a care in the world. “What do you mean he went out?”

The blond tart shrugged, and one strap of her sheer chemise slipped down her shoulder. She made no move to straighten her clothing and only shot him a vague look of annoyance. “He said something about a fireworks display.”

New Spring Gardens… er… Vauxhall Gardens. New Spring Gardens was the original name. What the devil was wrong with him? It had been called Vauxhall much longer than New Spring Gardens, certainly long enough that he should remember the damn name. Headaches apparently made his memory faulty. Matthew glowered at Charlotte, not that MacQuarrie’s inept decision to leave the club was her fault. Still, there was no one else to glower at, so Charlotte would have to do.

“How long has he been gone?” Matthew threw the question over his shoulder as he started for the corridor. If he was fortunate, he could reach the reborn Scot before he could create any havoc.

“I’m not really sure, sir. How long were you gone? He left fairly quickly after that.”

Damn it all to hell.

Matthew barreled out Brysi’s ornate doors and quickly hailed a hack. He could have run much quicker than he could ride, but that would most likely catch someone’s attention, something he tried desperately to avoid, if possible. Although with MacQuarrie loose in the city unchaperoned, Matthew’s concerns about detection were nothing more than a futile attempt at normalcy. The Scotsman had a way of drawing attention even when he was behaving himself, which he didn’t do all that often.

Once he was on his way, Matthew rested his head against the battered squabs as the rickety conveyance rambled from the Covent Garden district toward Whitehall. With his head pounding, he closed his eyes, which apparently was a mistake. Her vision instantly appeared in his mind. Drenched from her own storm, her gown clinging to her every curve. Her ebony hair falling over her shoulders. Her soft hazel eyes, which made her seem as vulnerable as a newborn kitten, blinking at him with innocence. Matthew’s eyes flew open. What the devil was wrong with him?

The hack finally stopped at Whitehall. After Matthew handed the fare and an extra coin to the driver, he descended the stairs and boarded a small ferry across the Thames to Vauxhall Gardens. The thump of the orchestra and the raucous clatter of applause reached his ears before he had even disembarked. Bloody wonderful! The place was teeming with people, not that he was surprised. Still, that would make locating MacQuarrie all the more difficult.

He clasped his left hand over the signet ring on his right pinkie and started to close his eyes to focus on the infernal Scot. But he stopped himself, remembering the last time he’d closed his eyes mere minutes earlier. The last thing he needed was to see Rhiannon Sinclair’s perfect, heart-shaped face again. He’d never find MacQuarrie if he allowed himself to get distracted.

So he did the next best thing and closed one eye, which he was certain made him look utterly ridiculous, and tried to seek out his charge. MacQuarrie was most definitely in the pleasure gardens. Matthew could feel the Scot’s restless spirit among the humans who milled about. The question was where? He ambled along the path toward the supper boxes. After all, Charlotte had said MacQuarrie mentioned fireworks, hadn’t she?

“Blodswell!” came a jovial voice from behind him.

Matthew turned to find the aged Sir Ralph Smyth following him down the path, relying heavily on his cane.

“Sir Ralph, how nice to see you.” And it was. Two generations ago, he and Sir Ralph had been great friends. But Sir Ralph had aged, while Matthew had not. The passage of time made it difficult to maintain close friendships.

The old man smiled warmly. “I never do get over the resemblance. Such a shame your grandfather didn’t live to see you, my boy.”

How Ralph would be surprised to know Matthew was his own grandfather. But it was part of the ruse. Spending one generation in London and then one in Derbyshire to keep people from realizing he never aged. “So you often say, sir.”

“I am glad to see you.” Sir Ralph’s gnarly hand squeezed the rounded tip of his cane. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something, Blodswell.”

That sounded fairly enigmatic. Matthew stiffened, preparing for the worst. “Yes, Sir Ralph?”

“Well, with your grandfather gone, and your poor father, who I do regret I never got to meet, having both passed, I feel I should step in on their behalf.”

“Step in on their behalf?” What the devil was Ralph going on about?

“You’re not getting any younger, you know. If you don’t find a wife soon, there’ll be no heir. No one to pass your holdings to. Your family line will end.”

Despite Matthew’s headache, he felt the overwhelming desire to laugh, though he held it in check. Still, the irony was almost too much to bear with aplomb. Ralph had fought the parson’s noose like nothing Matthew had ever seen before. The man had been well past forty by the time he finally married, and even then he had grumbled the entire time, or so Matthew had heard as he had already retired to Derbyshire by that point.

“I’m sure I have plenty of time to find a wife.” Not that he had any plans to do so, but there was no need to voice his intentions.

The old man sighed. “For years I thought the same. And all I ended up with were two daughters. Lovely girls, don’t get me wrong, but they can hardly carry on the family name. You don’t realize such things are important until it’s too late.”

Matthew studied his old friend. His eyes took in each wrinkle on Sir Ralph’s face and even the slight shake to his hand. “Nonsense,” Matthew said with more levity than he felt at the moment. “You look like a young buck. I’m sure you could sire sons well into your nineties.” At least that’s what Ralph had often boasted in his younger days.

The baronet laughed heartily. “You are so very like your grandfather, young man. I’m certain he would have been very proud of you.”

“Well, thank you, sir,” Matthew returned with sincerity. Then he spotted his quarry behind Sir Ralph. Alec MacQuarrie stood at the entrance of one of the darkened walks. Matthew watched as the Scot wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. Bloody hell. What had he done now?

Matthew’s migraine pounded harder.

“Are you all right, Blodswell?” Sir Ralph stepped closer to him.

“I, uh, just spotted a friend.”

Sir Ralph looked over his shoulder in the direction Matthew glared. The movement, or perhaps the rage that rolled off Matthew’s person, caught MacQuarrie’s attention. He nodded his head in greeting and slowly made his way to the pair, tipping his hat at women as he passed them.

“Ah, Lord Blodswell, what a surprise to see you here.” MacQuarrie smiled.

“I’m certain it is,” Matthew clipped out, “since I was supposed to meet you somewhere else entirely.”

The damned Scot didn’t even have the good grace to look halfway apologetic. “Well, how fortuitous to see you here instead.” Then he turned his attention to Sir Ralph. “Alec MacQuarrie,” he introduced himself.

Sir Ralph smiled. “MacQuarrie? If I’m not mistaken, you are a friend of my son-in-law, Pickering.”

MacQuarrie nodded. “Aye, I attended Cambridge with Pickering.”

Pickering? Dread filled Matthew’s soul as Caitrin Eynsford’s prediction echoed in his mind. Damn it to hell, he was not going to a ball tomorrow night. He just wouldn’t do it.

“Sir Ralph Smyth,” the old man said, offering his hand to MacQuarrie. “My daughter is hosting a ball tomorrow evening. You should stop by to save poor Pickering from all of his duties. I feel safe in saying he will thank you profusely.”

MacQuarrie glanced briefly in Matthew’s direction. He shook his head in warning, which of course, the infernal Scot paid no attention to. “It’s been so long since I’ve attended a ball. Poor Pickering, indeed. Do tell him Cambridge men must stick together. I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Wonderful!” Sir Ralph gushed. “And do make sure you drag Blodswell with you. I have a duty to his grandfather to fulfill.”

A look of confusion crossed MacQuarrie’s face, but he nodded. “Of course, sir.”

“Very well.” Sir Ralph turned to leave. “My wife is here somewhere. I really should get back to her before she calls the watch to find me.”

As soon as the man was out of earshot, MacQuarrie cocked his head to one side, regarding Matthew curiously. “What exactly does that man owe your grandfather? He’s old, but he can’t be that old.”

Matthew glared at his charge. “What the devil are you doing here? You were supposed to remain at Brysi.”

The Scot shrugged. “I haven’t had a nursemaid since I was a boy, Blodswell. I don’t need one now.”

All things considered, MacQuarrie was still a boy; but this was hardly the place for that discussion. “What exactly were you doing down that unlit walk?” Matthew raised his brow expectantly.

“I was being the man you created me to be.”

It took all of Matthew’s strength not to grab MacQuarrie by the jacket and toss him into the Thames. But the sot would probably just float his way into another boatload of trouble.

“I didn’t make you so you could accost unsuspecting women at Vauxhall. In case you’ve forgotten, Alec, I made you because it was that or let you die by the frozen waters of Loch Calavie.” He shot MacQuarrie his darkest stare. “And because you asked me to save you.”

The Scot snorted. “My memory is a bit foggy on all that.” MacQuarrie took a step toward Matthew, a frown marring his face. “Why do you smell like Caitrin Macleod?”

Matthew pinched the bridge of his nose. This was the last conversation he wanted to have. “Lady Eynsford touched my arm when I made certain her little weather-disturbing sister witch made it to Thorpe House in one piece.”

“Rhiannon’s in Town?”

“You know her?” Matthew asked before he could stop himself.

“The better question, Blodswell, is how do you know her?”

“I’d hardly say I know her. I met the chit when she was throwing a temper tantrum in the middle of Hyde Park.” A grin tugged at the corner of his lips, no matter how much he wished it didn’t.

“You know, all those years I just assumed she loved the elements,” MacQuarrie lamented.

“She is the elements,” Matthew grunted. And a bloody beautiful one at that. “What do you know of her?”

MacQuarrie’s eyes danced with pleasure at Matthew’s discomfort. Yet the Scot said firmly, “I know she’s too bloody good for the likes of one of us.”

Well, he wasn’t asking to marry the chit. Still, he didn’t like the tone in MacQuarrie’s voice. “What is that supposed to mean?” Matthew ground out.

“It means that you had best stay clear of Miss Sinclair while she’s in Town.”

“Indeed? And is that a warning?” Certainly, the young man didn’t want to test his mettle against Matthew. He had to be smarter than that, Cambridge man and all.

“Take it as you will. But I’ll not allow you to hurt her. And if you even think of partaking of any little piece of her, blood or otherwise, I’ll stop at nothing to prevent it. Those women are like family to me. All five of them.”

“Even Lady Eynsford?” Matthew couldn’t keep from goading him.

The Scot’s jaw tightened. “Even Cait,” he mumbled.

Matthew laid his hand on Alec’s shoulder and squeezed. “The lady you were in the shadows with when I arrived—I feel certain she has men in her life, men who feel just as protective over her as you do those five women. Brothers? A father? So, keep that in mind the next time you decide to enchant your next meal. Choose someone who won’t be sullied by it.”

“She’ll not even remember it tomorrow,” MacQuarrie grunted.

“If that’s the case, why do you feel as though someone like me is not nearly good enough for Miss Sinclair?”

The Scot’s black eyes narrowed. Then he nodded tightly.

“If you’re in need of a meal, we can go back to Brysi,” Matthew suggested.

“I’m fine,” Alec said as he adjusted his jacket and stood a little taller. “I’ve been locked up too long. I’d like to see the fireworks.”

A curvy blond walked close by and immediately caught the Scot’s attention. Matthew punched his arm none too gently and pointed toward the sky. “Those fireworks, lad. Not the other kind.”

MacQuarrie grinned sheepishly and followed Matthew into the dark night. The youngster couldn’t be trusted to be on his own. Which meant Matthew not only had to endure the boom and crashing of fireworks despite his headache, he also had to attend a ball. A bloody ball. One where he would be forced to keep a watchful eye on Alec MacQuarrie, or else the Scot would land them all in the middle of an entirely different kind of storm.
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“I canna believe ye talked me inta wearin’ this,” Rhiannon grumbled as she tugged at the bodice of Cait’s borrowed ball gown. There simply wasn’t enough of it. Not nearly enough.

Caitrin giggled, and her husband avoided looking across the coach at Rhiannon. His eyes were everywhere else. Out the window. On the ceiling. Staring at his Hessians. If that wasn’t a sure sign she was indecently exposed, what was?

“It looks better on ye than it ever has on me,” Cait admitted. “Does she no’ look lovely, dear?” she asked of her husband.

His noncommittal grunt was his only response.

Cait elbowed him in his side. “Dash!” she scolded. “Tell Rhiannon how wonderful she looks.”

The Lycan sighed loudly. Then he finally allowed his gaze to dance across Rhiannon’s dress. “If you plan to force me to assess Miss Sinclair’s cleavage, then yes, she looks… abundant. I mean abundantly beautiful.” He leaned over and kissed Cait’s cheek, lingering briefly to nuzzle her cheek.

“I told ye.” Rhiannon sighed as she sank back against the squabs. “It’s no’ decent.”

“Stir a little wind, Rhi. Yer embarassment’s makin’ it hot in here.” Cait fanned her face. Then she scolded her husband. “And ye need ta behave yerself, Dash.”

“I have a feeling I’ll have a whole night of behaving myself as I try to protect Miss Sinclair’s honor. The men will be on her like hounds on a bone when they see her, and that’s not even including my brothers.”

Cait rolled her eyes. “Ye have so little faith in them. I’ll have ye ken, all three Hadley men have promised ta be their most gentlemanly this evenin’.”

The marquess laughed. “That hardly means anything, Cait, and it means even less when Miss Sinclair looks like that.”

Cait turned her attention back to Rhiannon. “Just think, ye could meet the man of yer dreams tonight,” she gushed. Such a romantic. But then Cait sat back against the seat and smirked as though she was the cat who ate the cream. “Or perhaps ye’ve already met him.”

“Doona go peekin’ inta my future, Cait!” Rhiannon cried.

“I wasna lookin’ inta yer future. I was makin’ an educated guess.” Cait harrumphed. She patted her husband’s knee. “Ye’ll want ta get her some of that special punch as soon as we arrive, Dash. Otherwise, she’ll be a bundle of nerves and her powers will go off all over the place.”

“And getting her foxed will help with that?” He raised his eyebrows at Cait’s ludicrous suggestion.

“Of course,” she said primly.

The coach rambled to a stop, and Rhiannon forced herself to take several deep breaths as she was presented to the Pickerings. Though they were only fashionably late, the ball was already in full swing. Couples were already dancing, and women fanned themselves from exertion. Rhi glanced around, looking for Aunt Greer and Ginny.

“Do ye see them?” Cait asked as she tugged at her sleeve.

Rhiannon just shook her head. “No’ yet.” She saw everything else, however. London was quite different from Edinburgh. She’d heard the term “a crush” before, but she’d never actually seen one. Throngs of twittering girls gathered together, as did young bucks, more dignified gentlemen, and a contingent of older women who seemed more intimidating than the whole of the French army. Rhi gulped. How would she ever find Ginny here?

“Perfect,” the marquess grumbled under his breath.

Rhi shifted her gaze to Eynsford. “What’s the matter, dear?” Cait asked.

“That ol’ dragon just looked this way. There’ll be no avoiding her now.”

Rhi glanced over the crowd and spotted the woman Eynsford must have meant. She was as regal as she was aged. She wore an unpleasant snarl on her face and a large, purple ostrich feather in her turban that was almost as tall as she was. And the woman in question was glaring in their direction. “Who is she?”

“The Duchess of Hythe,” he groaned. “She and her decrepit husband were friends of my father’s. All things being equal, I’d just as soon never lay eyes on Her Grace again.”

Rhi could see his point. The duchess seemed formidable indeed.

“She was a friend of yer father’s?” Cait asked. “Ye should introduce me ta her.”

“There are a lot of things I should do,” Eynsford replied. “And yet, I’ll avoid it just the same.”

“She canna be that bad,” Cait insisted.

“I believe you made a similar prediction about my father, love. I assure you she can be that bad, and she is. Her opinion can make or break someone.”

Cait giggled. “Then there’s nothin’ ta worry about. Everyone adores me.”

“Men adore you,” the marquess informed her. “I’ve not seen the same devotion from women, unless they’re of the witchy variety.”

Rhi would rather avoid this conversation if possible. Besides, she couldn’t spot Ginny from her current position. “I’ll just take a stroll about the room and see if I can find my sister.”

“I think not, Miss Sinclair,” Eynsford said quietly, a low rumble in his voice. “Not unattended at any rate.”

“It’s a good thing she’ll not be unattended then, isn’t it, Eynsford?” a familiar voice said from behind them. Rhiannon looked up into the smiling face of Alec MacQuarrie. He held out a hand to the marquess and laughed as the Lycan scowled at him.

“I can’t imagine what you’re doing here,” Eynsford grunted. Everyone knew there was no love lost between the two as they’d both vied for Cait’s hand. But her hand wasn’t what was important, because it was quite obvious who had her heart.

“Lady Eynsford,” Alec said respectfully, with a small bow. However he never looked Cait in the eye. And there was tension about his mouth that wasn’t normally there. Clearly, he was still hurting. Rhiannon placed a hand on Alec’s sleeve. It wasn’t until he smiled down at her, his black eyes glittering beneath the chandelier light, that she realized he was most assuredly different, and her hand dropped from his arm. “Are you quite all right?” he asked pleasantly, but the lines around his mouth deepened.

“I could ask ye the same thing,” she shot back.

“As well as I can be, considering the circumstances.” He took her hand and placed it back on his arm. But what circumstances did he refer to? The fact that he’d somehow become a vampyre? Or that Cait had married another? “Take a stroll around the room with me?”

“Of course,” Rhi said immediately. Cait gave her a small nod and her husband shot Alec a look that made him chuckle, which seemed completely inappropriate. Nothing about this situation was humorous in the least. The very thought of Alec changing into one of the undead made Rhi immeasurably sad.

“Chin up, Miss Sinclair,” Alec whispered dramatically as he led her around the perimeter of the ballroom. “Or else you’ll shock the insipid English right out of their finery with the little storm brewing over your head.” Rhi looked up and, sure enough, a small storm cloud hovered high above the chandeliers. She forced herself to take a deep breath. The cloud dissipated as quickly as it had arrived.

“How did ye ken?” she asked. No one knew about her powers. Not outside the coven. And yet every vampyre she met seemed to be apprised of the fact.

“When I went after Blaire,” he began, but then shook his head slowly. “It’s a very long story, Rhiannon. I couldn’t even do it justice in this setting.”

“Will ye give me the shortened version?” she suggested. “Then we can meet tomorrow so I can hear the whole tale.”

He inclined his dark head in agreement. “Cait was concerned about Blaire. Said she was being chased by something with dead eyes. So I went after her. I followed the Lindsays to Briarcraig, the captain’s castle.”

“I thought ye left because yer heart was broken,” Rhiannon said, but instantly regretted her words when his cheery façade melted away.

“That, too,” he grunted.

“And ye became one of them?”

He nodded slowly. “I did.”

Rhiannon wasn’t quite sure what to say to that.

“Tell me ye’re all right.” She stopped walking and looked directly up at him. His once-brown eyes no longer shined back at her. They were black.

“I’m as right as I can be. This does take some getting used to. But I’m managing.” He smiled softly at her. Alec was still the same. He was still the jovial, considerate, compassionate man she’d grown up with.

“Who did this ta ye?” she whispered.

“Speak of the devil,” Alec murmured just as Lord Blodswell stepped into her path. He bowed to Rhiannon and smiled. “Mrs. Sinclair,” he began, a teasing smile on his face. “You look so lovely this evening.”

Startled, Rhiannon sucked in a breath. Blast him for being so handsome that he stole her breath, and blast herself for letting him do so; because she knew instantly he’d done it. Blodswell had turned Alec into what he was.

“How could ye?” she gasped and covered her mouth.

Someone shrieked as the punch bowl across the room shattered. Lightning had a way of doing that. The Duchess of Hythe screamed aloud as an icicle Rhi had accidentally allowed to form dropped from the chandelier into her cleavage, where it landed directly between the old woman’s breasts.

“Rhiannon,” Alec warned, “you need to get hold of yourself.” He took her shoulders in his hands and turned her toward him. He said quietly, “He saved my life. He didn’t kill me.”

But Blodswell had killed him, no matter what Alec said. He wasn’t a human any longer. He was something else, something sinister and dangerous.

“I doona believe ye,” she said as she shrugged out of his hold and backed away. Thunder boomed outside as she swallowed a sob. She stared into Lord Blodswell’s black-as-night eyes and felt the anger as it rose to a crescendo. A footman, standing sentry at the veranda doors, jumped as a tile beneath his feet broke.

“Rhiannon,” Cait called from a few feet away. Both she and Eynsford moved quickly across the floor toward her.

But before her friend could reach her, Rhi turned on Lord Blodswell. “How could ye do such a thing? What kind of a man are ye?” A drenching rain began to pour outside the open doors leading to the balcony. It came down in sheets and out of nowhere.

“I’d like to explain,” Lord Blodswell began, with a most irritating, placating look upon his face.

The slap rang out almost as loudly as the thunder outdoors did. Blodswell took the palm of her hand across his cheek and did nothing more than grit his teeth for a moment with his eyes closed before he finally looked down at her again.

“Do you feel better?” he asked as he tested his jaw with his fingertips.

“Hardly,” she hissed as the whole room fell silent.
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