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Christmas Eve, Hertfordshire, 1812

Miss Amelia Watson could not quite believe she was watching Lord Dante strip off all his clothing.

They stood in the woods behind his family estate. Sparkling snow swirled around them, and the wind swept the blankets of white into fanciful shapes that looked like dollops of cream. The forest had never been so still or so magical. Amelia knew why it felt so special—this was Christmas Eve, after all, a night that, for her, always felt magical.

Lord Dante, the gentleman she’d adored for years, had begun with his coat, and she’d stared, openmouthed and stunned, as he’d pulled it off. After all, they were outdoors. Yet he had merely winked when she’d gasped, “What are you doing?”

He’d draped his greatcoat over her shoulders to keep her warm. Then he’d handed her his tailcoat. Next to come off: his cravat and waistcoat. She’d gathered up his clothes and breathed in the rich, warm scent of them. Sandalwood, a trace of smoke—he must have smoked a cheroot—and a special smell that was entirely his. It made her want to kiss him all over and discover how he tasted.

Now he was tugging the hem of his shirt out of his trouser waistband. He was preparing to haul his shirt over his head. Snow dusted his golden hair, turning it to the color of caramel where it stuck to his face. On his long eyelashes, the snow melted to water, and he blinked the droplets away. He must be freezing.

No. This had to stop.

“You can’t take off your clothing,” Amelia protested. “We are standing in the middle of a blizzard.” In a wind that nipped at her cheeks and made her shiver through her wool cloak.

His smile widened, despite snowflakes melting on his nose. “Then say yes, Miss Watson.” He grasped the hem of his shirt and whisked it upward. She saw the prominent muscles of his stomach, the line of golden hair that ran from his navel and disappeared beneath the waistband of his trousers.

They had stolen kisses beneath the mistletoe, and once she had daringly stroked his back under his coat, but she had never seen him undressed before. He was more beautiful and muscular that even her wildest fantasies had depicted. Her throat dried, but she managed to shake her head. “You can’t seriously be proposing marriage to me.”

She was the governess to Lord Dante’s younger siblings. Heirs to earldoms did not marry governesses. That only happened in novels.

He pulled off his shirt. He would be hers to explore and kiss and taste and love, if only she said yes.

“You must be sensible, my lord.”

“Amelia, I’ve wanted to make you my wife for months now. I struggled in vain to do what my family expects. But it’s no good. I love you. I must have you. Say yes, love.”

“I—” I shouldn’t. I mustn’t. I won’t. All the logical answers leaped to her lips but died there. She wanted him. If she couldn’t accept a miracle at Christmas, when could she?

He came right up to her, so she had to tip her head back to meet his gaze. Carefully, he took his tailcoat from her arms and pulled it on. He left it open, so it framed the muscles of his broad chest. “There’s two pockets in my coat, Amelia. In one, I have a Christmas treat for you.”

“Oh! You shouldn’t have. I don’t have anything to give you.”

“You do.” His voice became low and intense; his eyes shone brilliantly green. “You have the most amazing gift of all to give to me.”

“What?” she asked, perplexed.

“Guess the pocket, love.”

She had not given him her answer, but he crooked his finger, coaxing her to do his bidding. So she did. She slid her fingers into his snug right-hand pocket. Her fingers stroked something soft. Velvet. It was a small pouch. She had guessed correctly. And heavens, he must have bought her jewelry. Slowly, she drew it out. He truly should not have. She had nothing to give him in return.

“Open it, love. Drop it into my hand.”

She did as he asked. Something fell into his gloved palm, something that sparkled like glittering ice. He dropped to one knee and held the most enormous diamond before her. “Marry me, Amelia. Give me my Christmas miracle.”

Heavens, he would freeze if he stayed on one knee in the snow any—

“Yes,” someone said.

Suddenly she was swept off her feet.

She had been the one to say yes. While her mind had panicked, hastening over a dozen other things, her lips had taken charge, and they had said yes.

Lord Dante held her in his arms. She could not believe he had picked her up so easily. She was rather . . . well . . . voluptuous would be the most polite term. She was full-figured, robust . . . in truth, plump.

Heedless of the falling snow, Lord Dante bent his head to hers. Breathlessly, she let her lips part, and when he captured her mouth, she moaned her desire and her love deeply into his. She loved his mouth. Thoughts of it had captured her every waking moment for three years—ever since she had first come to his father’s house to be governess to the younger Worthington siblings.

“We’ll head to Gretna tonight,” he murmured when he stopped kissing her. He had carried her through the snow while he’d ravished her mouth. Lights glowed ahead.

It was a romantic thought, but her practical nature intruded. “We can’t. We will never make it to Scotland with all this snow.”

“We will, love. Trust me on that. And the blizzard will make it impossible for my family to come in pursuit.”

She shivered in his arms. They could escape. They could marry. But what would happen when they returned home? His family would never accept her. “You must put me down. We cannot go back to your house like this.”

“We’re not going back to the house. Not until we are man and wife. I’ve taken care of everything.” He shot her a possessive look that heated her to her toes. “You are going to be mine, Amelia.”

The glow grew closer as he trudged through the whirling snow. She saw the ragged shape of a sloping, thatched roof, the dark outline of stone walls. It was the unused gamekeeper’s cottage. There were two paned windows in the small cottage, and they blazed with golden light. Laughing, Dante lifted his booted foot and pushed the door open. Amelia gasped—she’d expected a tumbledown structure, but inside, a large bed was spread with fur throws. In the hearth, a fire crackled merrily. A decanter of wine, along with a tray of decadent fruits, fragrant bread, and steaming dishes sat on a table.

Only one fevered heartbeat passed before Amelia stood in the middle of the cottage, warmed by the fire, slowly taking her clothes off in front of Lord Dante for the very first time.

He watched her strip, and the fire in his intense green eyes made a blush rush over her skin. He came to her and opened the fastenings of her dress. He helped her out of the serviceable wool and deftly unlaced her corset. Then he whipped off his trousers and linens. Her eyes almost fell out of her head. He was hard. She knew the word, had a vague idea of what it meant. But she had no idea Dante would look like this....

She had no idea a penis could be so long. Or that it stuck out from a male body, curving upward toward his belly. Or that it had an adorable acorn-shaped top and such large bollocks dangling beneath. He smiled shyly as she stared. He even pirouetted in front of her, a boyish and endearing grin on his face, so she could drink in every inch of him. Then he jumped onto the bed and slipped under the covers. He crooked his finger. “Come, love. Join me.”

Amelia gathered her courage. She wriggled her corset down and stepped out of it. Then she swallowed hard and peeled off her shift, revealing her generous hips and her plump thighs. Her breasts bounced heavily as she moved. And when she faced Lord Dante again, now utterly naked, he stared as though stunned by the sight of her.

Her heart sank.

He got up to his knees. The fur throw fell and landed on his erection, and it hung there, wobbling. “Come here, Amelia. Now. My God, you’re beautiful. So lush and voluptuous and perfect.”

Lord Dante pushed the throw down, scrambled across the bed and, another swift heartbeat later, he stood in front of her. He kissed her, pressing his naked body, every amazing inch of it, against hers. His erection poked into her tummy; his chest was a solid wall against her full breasts. As his mouth lovingly caressed hers, his hands stroked her skin. She felt so wanton. So sinful. She, who had always been the ordinary, plump governess, who believed she would never marry.

Lord Dante gently squeezed her left breast. She squeaked into his mouth. “My lord—”

“Enough of that,” he murmured. “You’re to be my wife. You are to call me Dante.”

“Are you sure about this?” she whispered. “Should we anticipate the wedding?”

“I want to make you mine. We’re going to be married as soon as we reach Gretna, but that will take a couple of days. If my family hunts us down . . .” He bent and licked her naked nipple. She squeaked in shock. She had to grip his shoulders as he ran his tongue in slow circles. Around and around her nipple, which instantly tightened and ached. Both her nipples hardened—the other one obviously hoped for the same attention.

“If my family were to catch up with us before we’re wed, they will try to stop us. If they make it to Gretna too late, they will try to fight an unconsummated marriage. But if I’ve ruined you, they’ll have to let me marry you. My father, tyrant that he is, would never let me walk away from that obligation.”

Obligation. She faltered, pulling back.

He grinned. “I don’t mean marrying you is an obligation. But if it means my family has no power to stop our wedding, I want to ruin you now.” He clasped her hand and led it to his erect shaft. She swallowed hard, and he wrapped her hand around him. It was like a soft, warm sheath around steel.

“This is our wedding night, love,” he said softly. “In my heart, we’re already joined.”

She nodded. “In my heart, too.”

Dante flashed another boyish smile, and he pushed back his tousled blond hair. “Then we should get on with it.” Without warning, he swept her into his arms again and carried her quickly to the bed, despite the generosity of her figure. This time his hand cupped her naked bottom, and he somehow managed to carry her while bending over to nibble at her nipples.

Her tummy growled with hunger and nerves, and Lord—no, she meant simply Dante—grinned. “Mmm. I suspect I have several appetites to satisfy,” he murmured. He laid her with care on the fur throw. She expected him to climb on top. So when he walked to the table where their food was laid, she sat up in surprise. She might be hungry, but she couldn’t care less about food. Did this mean, for him, a buffet rated higher than sexual pleasure? He hummed as he filled a plate, and she gaped at him. He would rather eat than have his first encounter with the woman he wanted to marry?

Really, she’d heard the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach, but she had never imagined food would take precedence when a man was hard and obviously ready.

He brought the plate to the bed, along with a glass of wine.

“You can’t eat in here. Think of the crumbs.”

He laughed. “Roll over on your tummy, love.”

She did as he commanded. Then something wet touched her low back and she jumped. She twisted to see he had dipped his finger in the wine and was drawing swirls on her back. He bent and licked.

Amelia almost leaped off the bed. To her absolute shock, he poured a thin stream of wine on her tailbone. Droplets spattered on her naked bottom and ran down the cleft between her cheeks. He licked all the drops away; then his tongue dabbed between the twin globes of her bottom, tasting the wine.

Were all wedding nights like this? She had never even read of this in naughty novels.

He kissed her bottom, then cupped the cheeks and murmured, “Lovely.”

“My hips are very generous,” she said.

“Perfect. Every inch of you is perfect.” He held a hothouse grape before her mouth, and she ate it. He fed her this way, with his fingers. It was their first meal together as husband and wife.

He rolled her gently onto her back. He poured a puddle of wine onto her tummy and lapped it up. When he leaned close, she could breathe in the lovely earthy scent of his skin. She could see the curve of his long, golden lashes and the blond stubble on his jaw. He was beautiful. And he was to be hers. Then he arched up and suckled both her nipples in turn. Her senses reeled. Boldly, she whispered, “I would like to drink wine off your belly.”

Laughing, he flopped onto his back. His hard penis jumped as he did, then slapped his stomach. His stomach looked like a cobblestone road. She lightly traced her fingers over the ridges. It felt so daring to do this. So hard to believe she was expected to touch him now. Amelia skimmed her hand up, up to his bare chest. His pectoral muscles were like rock beneath her palms. She gazed at his face and saw he was watching her shyly, breathing hard.

His lips curved in a lopsided smile. “Amelia, love, I’m very nervous.”

“You? You can’t be nervous.”

“I am.” He crooked his finger. “Lie on top of me.”

Trembling, she did. Her breasts plopped against his chest, her soft tummy covered his rigid penis, and she could not quite decide where to put her legs. Finally, she opened them, settling her plump thighs on either side of his hard ones. He arched up and slanted his mouth over hers. They had kissed beneath the mistletoe in Dante’s house, daringly playing with each other’s tongues. But this kiss was wilder, more erotic, more intense. It set her on fire, right down to her toes.

His hands caressed down her spine to her derriere, then lower, to stroke her thighs. In one swift, unexpected motion, he flipped them both over. She squealed and they bounced onto the bed, the mattress rippling around them. She loved this—to be captured beneath him, to have his body pressed against hers everywhere.

Was the fire in the hearth burning hotter now? The room felt scorching. Soft fur tickled her naked back as Dante wrapped his arms around her, embracing her, and slid one long leg between hers. She twined around him, a vine clinging to his solidity, her damp body tight to his. She clutched his neck, wrapped her legs around his. This lifted her and placed her private place right against his penis, so her nether curls and her soft lips cradled him. He shifted his hips, moving them gently, so his erection stroked her. She grew scandalously wet with each pass of the long shaft. She could smell her ripe, shocking scent.

He slid his hand between their damp bodies. She gazed up at him, enchanted at the gleam in his green eyes. He glowed, looking at her. It made her feel so . . . desired. So much the way she’d dreamed it would feel to be a wife.

Dante’s elegant fingers swirled over her intimate curls. She moaned, almost stunned by how fierce she sounded.

“I should start slowly, love,” he murmured. “I should bring you to your first climax with my mouth. But I’m too impatient. I want you too much.”

“And we don’t have too much time.”

He grinned. “Exactly.” His fingers, warm and strong, tried to part her nether lips, and she gasped. They were sticky and resisted at first. She stiffened, but he was gentle, and then he pressed his thumb to the place at the very top of those soft lips. And stroked. Despite his soft touch, sensation slammed into her, making her eyes go wide, her lips part on a cry.

“Goodness,” she whimpered.

“Good?” He circled his thumb over the little bud, making it throb and swell and ache.

She couldn’t speak. All she could do was moan. In shock. In delight. In amazement. And while she soared close to the ceiling, trying to absorb every stunning sensation, he slid a finger inside her. His gaze held hers as he slid his finger in and out, as deeply as he could. She felt her walls clutch at him, and his finger eased them apart, filling her. So much. How would she ever take more?

She was so aroused she was slick, creamy. She blushed at the wet, sucking noises his finger made as he plunged it in and out.

“Lovely. You’re ready for me.”

She nodded, unable to speak.

“Not quite,” he murmured. His thumb rubbed her nub, again and again. Good—it was so incredibly good. Of their own volition, her hips lifted, rocking into his hand. He rubbed. And rubbed. Each stroke left her dizzier. Each pass had her soaring higher. She clutched at the fur throw. Her hips pounded helplessly. She was growing more and more tense, and she feared . . . something would have to burst . . .

Something did. In a wave of pleasure, in a mad pulsing of her muscles, an explosion of light behind her closed lids and a rush of liquid heat through her body. She bucked. She tore at the bedclothes. With her eyes shut tight, she arched beneath him, her body moving beyond her control. Wave after wave of delight claimed her. Oh, oh, heavens.

When the waves finally stopped crashing over her, she fell back, weak and tingly, onto the bed. Dazed, Amelia opened her eyes. The first thing she saw was Dante’s self-satisfied grin. “Did I please you?” he asked. “I intend to please you so much more....”

He parted her limp thighs, pressing them wide apart. His penis pointed at her most intimate place, and that made laughter bubble up inside her. Nervous giggles that popped into the steamy room like the trapped air in champagne. She felt intoxicated. He lowered to her, the sweet, rounded head of his member touching her private place. It pushed between her wet lips. She had gasped at his finger, and now she was paralyzed by the sudden invasion of the taut head, the thick shaft that followed.

Splaying her hands, she pressed them to his hard chest. Stopping him. “Oh,” she gasped.

Lovingly, his lips played against hers. Each soft caress of his mouth helped the pain ease. “I’m sorry, Amelia. This will hurt when I break your maidenhead, but just this time and just for a little while. I think it’s madness that it has to hurt you. I promise I’ll do everything in my power to give you an orgasm that will make your discomfort worth it.”

“All right,” she whispered. She tensed, but she trusted him.

He eased forward and she winced. Her fingernails drove into his broad, strong back. She was hurting him, and she didn’t mean to, but she couldn’t stop.

His hips pushed forward and she cried out. He backed off. But she knew there was no point in delay. “Just push into me,” she whispered.

He kissed her hard at the same moment he thrust. Pain lanced her, making her head reel, and she gouged his flesh so hard she must have left scratches. He stayed motionless. She felt him inside, filling her. She felt so full of him. His crotch was tight to hers. They were joined.

Slowly, he moved back, and she felt the unfamiliar stroke deep inside her; she felt every sensation of it. Then he pushed in once more. This time it didn’t hurt so much. She relaxed a little beneath him.

He pumped in again, and she bit her lip. He drove faster; he pushed even deeper; he filled her more. He cupped her bottom and lifted her to him, thrusting slowly, deliberately, and with such restrained power it stunned her.

She tried to lift to him. It was good now, the pain a memory, and all she wanted now was to reach up for him, take him inside, and hold him there.

Dante lifted her hips higher, so she couldn’t move, so she was at his command. He thrust faster and faster.

She clutched his back, now slick with sweat. She had her legs wrapped around him, and she held on tight. He breathed faster, panting now, and she could see the exertion in the harsh set of his mouth, the tension of his arms.

“Yes,” she whispered, trying to pump against him when she could barely move at all.

Then he moved, shifting so his shaft stroked her nub, still swollen and aching from his caresses. He stroked over and over, until she was a brainless thing, until she was nothing more than tingling delight moving with him. Push to him. Take him. Harder. She realized she was gasping it aloud. “Harder. Please. Yes.”

Her toes curled, her fingers scratched, her hips arched, and heaven dropped down to gather her up. Dimly Amelia saw Dante tense over her. She heard his roar of pleasure. She felt his hips collide with hers and stay motionless. She felt heat. She felt utterly joined to him.

Then she slipped back. Gasping. Whirling. In her heart and soul, she was dancing, though she was still lying upon a bed.

Dante fell off to the side, and he gathered her close. She was hot, sticky, aching, but deliriously happy and spent and sated.

“You should sleep a little,” he advised, kissing her mouth gently. “Then we’ll travel.”

“To be married,” Amelia managed to whisper.

“In my heart, we already are,” he said.

 



Dante pushed open the cottage door and stood on the threshold. The blizzard had picked up, and the world was a blur of white. He strained, listening for the sound he’d heard while he got dressed inside and Amelia slept under the fur covers.

He’d thought it was hoofbeats; now he wasn’t certain. No one could be riding in the woods through the heavy snow. Had it been footsteps?

It didn’t matter if his family caught them. She was essentially his wife now: He’d taken her innocence; he owed her marriage. He wanted her, he loved her, and he was going to have her, and his family could be damned—

Dante.

He jerked to the right. He tried to stare through the snow, but it fell as dense as a plaster wall. He thought he’d heard someone call his name. A gentle breathing came from behind him—Amelia was sleeping.

He should go back to her. But the urge to go outside and search for that sound was something he couldn’t quell. He wanted to find out who had called his name. Hell, it was like a compulsion. It would be madness to go out. What he should do was help Amelia dress so they could get to the carriage and begin making their way to Gretna.

But he stepped forward. Who in blazes could be out there? Was his father planning some kind of ambush, prowling up to them through the snow? His father was a proud man, one with a volatile temper, but Dante didn’t believe his father would plot to hurt Amelia.

Hell, if his father tried, Dante would do anything to protect the woman he loved.

Suddenly, a dark form materialized in front of him. It was a man, clothed in a sweeping cloak that covered his entire body and a black beaver hat pulled low.

“Who are you?” Dante shouted. Where in the hell had this man come from? Even in the storm, he should have seen the man approach.

Come to me, Dante.

The deep voice growled in his head. No one could speak in someone’s mind. But he took a step forward. His feet were moving against his will. He gripped the door handle, but he couldn’t stop his legs from taking steps, and as he moved through the thick snow, he pulled the door closed.

He had to protect Amelia. From what, he didn’t know. He had an overwhelming sense of danger. He had tucked a pistol in the waistband of his trousers. Drawing it out, he leveled it at the dark figure. The man was backing up, and for some insane reason, he was striding after the man, though he was telling his legs to stop moving.

They had moved ten feet away from the cottage. Twenty feet. Then they were far enough that the cottage was invisible, hidden by thickly falling snowflakes. Amelia, stay safe, he thought.

Suddenly the black cape whirled in front of him; then it just . . . vanished. It flapped again in his peripheral vision. Dante spun in that direction. He was turned in circles, aiming at his target, only to have it disappear.

“Stay still, damn it,” he growled. His heart pounded. Not in fear, but in anticipation of a fight, in the rush of energy and excitement that came before confrontation. Hell, he was aroused by it. Almost as sexually primed as he’d been for Amelia.

Yes, Dante.

His hand jerked back, so hard he felt his wrist almost snap. Stunned, he loosened his grip on the pistol. It dropped into the snow.

The man materialized a heartbeat later, taking shape right in front of his stunned eyes. The man stood almost seven feet tall. Dante saw long dark hair, whipped by the storm’s wind. Glittering eyes that reflected the white snow. Full lips that seemed inhumanly red.

He recoiled, but the man’s arms wrapped around him. He couldn’t break free.

I have watched you a long time, Dante. The voice filled his head like a choir’s song would flood a church.

He struggled. He tried to free his arm to throw punches. The man hissed, his mouth opening wide. Two fangs glinted. Then the man swooped down to him, and those long, curved teeth plunged into his neck.
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Five years later

Christmas meant a tremendous amount of work. A dozen additional guests would arrive today, Christmas Eve. All the rooms must be cleaned and aired, the beds made with freshly laundered sheets, the grates swept out and readied for blazing fires.

But despite an aching back and sore arms and the feeling she would drop to the floor in exhaustion and never get up, Amelia did not mind the work. If she wasn’t busy, she would think of Christmas five years before. She would remember that one wonderful erotic night with Lord Dante. She would remember the horror of waking, of finding him gone, then of learning he had vanished. He had left his home; he had disappeared; he had abandoned her.

After five years toiling as a servant—for a ruined woman could no longer be a governess—she tried desperately not to think of that night. But it haunted her in her dreams.

She dreamed of the smooth silkiness of Dante’s sweaty skin under her palms. She remembered how he had gripped her bottom and lifted her to his every deep thrust. The wonderful feeling of being filled by him. The glorious feeling of an orgasm . . . heavens, it had felt like flying. At night, she would touch herself in a small cot in the attic room, stroking herself to silent climaxes again and again. But nothing had ever been as wonderful as that night with Dante.

And he was gone. His father, the Earl of Matlock, had insisted Dante had run away—probably to the Continent—rather than be saddled with her as his wife.

Sighing, Amelia set down her bucket of water. She got on her knees, gripping a scrub brush, and got to work on the dirty floor. This was her life now. She had dreamed of marrying the man she loved; she had hoped for children. She had loved being a governess and watching Dante’s brother and sisters learn. But she would never teach children again. Never have babies of her own now, for no decent man wanted a ruined woman. She was Cinderella in the fairy tale, but with an unhappy ending. She hadn’t ended up with her love; she’d ended in the cinders.

“Amelia.” One of the other young maids stood in the doorway, a folded piece of paper clasped in her fingers. “Mr. Jones gave it to me.”

Llewellyn Jones was one of the guests. From the dreamy look on the maid’s face, the girl had noticed his handsome dark looks and vivid blue eyes. Amelia hastily unfolded the note. His strong hand had penned one line. Meet me at the kissing bough.

Her heart leaped at the pleasure of seeing Mr. Jones and at the fear of going near the mistletoe again. She avoided the kissing bough like the plague. It made her think of Dante.

 



Dante struggled within the block of ice that held him. He had barely enough space in the frigid tomb to wiggle his shoulders. But even though Amelia was aboveground, he could hear her. He could hear her laughter. For five years he had been miles away from her, but in his thoughts, he had always been able to hear everything she said. She hadn’t laughed once, until now. She was happy.

He had to get the hell out of the ice and see her again.

Had she waited for him? Did she understand he’d been dragged away against his will?

 



Amelia kicked up snow as she walked. She and Mr. Jones trailed behind the rest of the party. They were gathering greenery to decorate the house on Christmas Eve. The gentleman would cut the Yule log; then it would be loaded upon a sleigh. It was a chance for the gentlemen guests to display their strength to the giggling young ladies. As a lowly servant, Amelia should not be here. But Mr. Jones had specifically asked her to come; he had requested permission from the earl. She had no idea why the draconian earl had been so amenable. It made her wonder who Mr. Llewellyn Jones was.

Five years ago, she’d watched Dante cut down the Yule log. It made her heart ache hopelessly to remember how he’d looked with his sleeves rolled up, a grin on his beautiful lips. Mr. Jones smiled at her. She briskly walked down the path away from him. “I should gather some greenery for decorating inside tonight,” she said. It was customary to bring in rosemary, bay, and holly on Christmas Eve.

Mr. Jones offered his arm. Hesitantly, she placed her hand in the crook of it. She was scared to touch him, scared in case she felt something for him. She knew Dante would never come back, but she never wanted to open her heart again.

Mr. Jones took charge, leading them through the snowy woods. Between the bare trees, she glimpsed the moss-covered stone walls and thatch roof of the cottage. She couldn’t bear to go there. She tried to pull him back. “No,” she managed to croak. “Let us go a different way.”

The tall Welshman stopped. His blue eyes gazed softly at her. “Miss Watson, I did not insist you come with me to collect decorations for the house. I had another reason. It is about the disappearance of Lord Dante.”

“What? You know something of that?”

“It is my belief that the young lord did not vanish of his own accord.”

“What do you mean by that? You mean he was . . . hurt and taken away? Or killed?” Her heart stuttered and she felt instantly sick, dizzy. For five years, she had wanted to believe Dante was alive. Even if it meant he had betrayed her, she wanted to think he was safe . . . somewhere.

“I believe he was attacked. His attacker then took him away.”

“Is he alive?” Amelia clasped Mr. Jones’s arm. “Do you know where he is? What happened to him? Who took him?” Dante had been strong. A very good shot—she had seen him practice. How could someone have overpowered him?

Mr. Jones laid his hands on her shoulders. “You are so lovely. You might very well be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

That startled her. She wore a plain gray wool cloak over her dull servant’s gown and an old cast-off bonnet. Yet his gaze held hers with such tenderness. No one had looked at her like this—not since the night she’d shared with Dante in the cottage. She drew back from Mr. Jones’s touch. “Please, tell me what you know.”

“I don’t know how to explain this to you, Miss Watson. Have you heard of vampires?”

“You mean the undead? I’ve heard tales of them, scary stories told to frighten us around Allhallows Eve.” She stared at Mr. Jones’s serious expression. Surely this couldn’t be true. “You cannot think he was attacked by vampires? Such things aren’t real.”

She whirled and ran away—from Llewellyn Jones and from the cottage and all its memories that pierced her heart. Jones followed her. He caught her, making her walk with him, and he told her who he was. A slayer of vampires. He told her story after story to prove such creatures existed. They moved deeper into the woods, away from the jolly party of ladies and gentlemen who were gathering greenery and collecting the Yule log. There, in privacy, Mr. Jones slipped his arm around her waist. “I’m sorry to shock you with all this, but everything I’ve told you is the truth. My father was a vampire slayer who hunted the beasts throughout Transylvania and the Carpathian Mountains. I grew up knowing such creatures existed. One tried to attack me when I was a young boy.”

“Truly?” She shivered as he solemnly nodded his head. Could this really be true? She had believed Lord Dante had loved her, and when he’d vanished, she thought she had been deceived—she thought she had been foolish and gullible. But if she now believed Mr. Jones, it meant Dante had not left her willingly. It meant her trust and love had not been misplaced.

She didn’t know what to do. Tears gathered and threatened to break free. She fought them. “You think he is dead. If this is true—if a vampire caught him—would he not have had his blood drained, his body left there?” It made her sick to even say those words.

“I don’t think he was a vampire’s victim. I suspect the vampire changed him. Made him into one of them.”

Her legs trembled beneath her. Mr. Jones scooped her up and held her to his chest. He was warm and broad. But she was thinking of Dante. He might be alive . . . no, not alive, a vampire. Something predatory and terrifying. She could not believe it.

The afternoon sun dropped completely, sucking the last, lingering purplish orange light from the sky. Snowflakes began to drift down to the hushed world. A world so quiet, Amelia could hear her every labored breath.

Mr. Jones ran his hands up and down her back, stroking her, and he whispered soft, soothing words. She desperately needed something—or someone—to cling to. So she grasped his coat and leaned against his chest and let him hold her.

 



Dante heard her sobs. Each one struck him like the tip of a needle driven deep into his flesh. He could hear a man’s deep voice murmuring to her, begging her not to cry. I have not known you long, the man said. His voice echoed eerily in Dante’s head. The man’s voice was low and filled with longing. Dante knew that tone of voice—it was the hopeful, vulnerable rasp of a man in love.

Just a week, the man continued. But I know that I love you, Miss Amelia Watson. I intend to take you away from this—your sad memories, the drudgery of your life as a servant. I intend to ask you to marry me. But I know, as much as I want you, admire you, love you, I cannot ask you now.

Love? Amelia? Hell, what was going on? For five years he had hungered to return to her, and she was going to be the wife of someone else? She had forgotten him. She had fallen in love with another man.

What was she going to say? How could she not feel he was near to her? Hades, he was almost under her feet, buried in the frost-hardened ground.

Five years ago he had been taken to an exotic house on a small Mediterranean island—the home of his vampire sire. He’d been changed into a vampire, and he believed he could never come back to Amelia. But finally, a year ago, he knew he couldn’t face an eternity without her.

He’d traveled the ocean by hiding in the stinking hold of a ship, but he had never reached her. His sire had caught him on the road to his home. He had been given a drug that immobilized him. He had been thrown into a hole in the ground, like a grave, and he’d been trapped there, unable to move, as his sire had shoveled dirt on him, on his legs, his torso, then finally his face. He had been buried in the winter last year—a fortnight before Christmas. The ground had been cold and hard, and even when spring had arrived, the ice didn’t melt from the earth around his prison. It had stayed solid and frozen through summer, through fall, and into another winter. Apparently, his sire had used some kind of magic to keep him trapped.

I do not know what to do. Soft, melodic, Amelia’s voice reached him in his subterranean prison. It wrapped around him, making his heart ache. He was no longer supposed to have a soul, but even without that essential part, he still loved Amelia. He was still capable of love—hopeless love and all the agony that went with it.

He heard the catch in her breath.

I have no mistletoe, said the man she was with. But I stole one of the berries—I’ve got it in my pocket.

You are supposed to take that after a kiss, she replied. But she didn’t sound hesitant anymore.

Dante struggled in his shallow, narrow grave. Damn this. Damn the demon who had changed him, who had dragged him away from Amelia, from the future they should have had. Damn her for forgetting him.

Fury came in a wave—hot, scalding, steaming rage. It coursed through his cold body, and he could feel his flesh growing warmer, inch by inch. Heat radiated from him. He kicked against the top of his small hollow in the earth. The ground compressed where his toe hit it. Some crumbled onto his leg.

What was happening? He didn’t know. He’d tried to claw his way out for more than a year and had not been able to dig through the earth. But the small hole in which he lay was getting hotter. The ice was melting. Water droplets gathered on the hard dirt above his eyes. One dripped free and landed on his lips.

He shoved outward with his arms. The dirt moved, let his fists punch into it. He was going to get out of here. If he had to dig his way out with his teeth, he was finally going to be free.

And go to Amelia.

 



Amelia grabbed a bunch of holly and went up the step stool, mindful of her hems. The fragrant scent of the shiny leaves surrounded her. Below her, two maids giggled. They held baskets of rosemary and bay, holly and twined branches of laurel.

She was supposed to make the drawing room look festive and lovely. But her mind was not on her work. She would be punished if she did not do a satisfactory job. Probably denied any of the hearty Christmas dinner and drink.

But she had almost had a proposal of marriage. Llewellyn Jones had gazed deep into her eyes and had told her he wanted to make her his wife. He intended to ask her, once she’d had time to recover from what she’d learned about Dante.

What would she say? What should she say? What did her heart beg her to say?

She didn’t know.

Llewellyn had made the truth clear. If Dante was still alive, it was because he was a vampire. He was not really living; he was undead. He had no soul. He was not capable of love. He had turned into a monster. There was no future for her with Dante. If she refused Llewellyn because her heart still yearned for Dante, she would end up alone.

The way Llewellyn had touched her cheek had been so wonderfully gentle. The desire in his eyes had left her breathless. But that one night she’d shared in the cottage with Dante had been filled with magic. She did not think she would ever, ever forget it.

“Ah, the lovely Miss Watson,” a masculine voice boomed beside her. She turned, shocked out of her thoughts, and stared down at one of the earl’s friends, just as the leering gentleman put his hand on her bottom. Viscount St. Maur waggled his brows at her. He must be over forty.

Her stomach lurched. Many of the earl’s friends believed she was like a holly berry, there to be plucked after a preliminary kiss.

“Please, my lord,” she begged, as respectfully as she could. “I must have this greenery hung. The clock ticks toward Christmas Day.”

“After your work,” St. Maur murmured, lust blazing in his bleary blue eyes, “come to my bedchamber. I cannot think of a better gift for Christmas than your lovely tits and sweet little cunny.”

She went scarlet. She knew it by the fire in her cheeks. She must be redder than the berries.

“Leave the lady to her work.” The growl was Llewellyn’s, filled with possessive warning. The slayer lowered his voice. “And if you approach her later, you’ll find yourself hanging from the rafters like a bunch of mistletoe.”

St. Maur stared at Llewellyn’s muscular body, then quickly retreated to get another drink.

Her savior smiled up at her. Amelia’s heart wobbled. A proposal of marriage—for her it was a Christmas miracle. Perhaps she had to stop dreaming of Dante and let herself fall in love again.

 



Amelia couldn’t sleep.

She sat up on her narrow cot. When she had fallen from the position of governess to menial servant, she had been given a bed in the large, drafty attic room shared by all the female servants. One of the kitchen maids snored terribly.

But it wasn’t the noise keeping her awake. It was thoughts of Dante. She wanted to believe it wasn’t true. But Llewellyn had shown her the journals, books, and notes he had kept of his vampire hunting in the Carpathians. It was evidence, he claimed, of the existence of vampires. He had sketches and recordings of eyewitness accounts. It was his job as a vampire slayer, he had told her, to destroy as many vampires as he could. To protect mortals from the soulless creatures who saw them as nothing but prey and food.

Amelia got out of bed. She planned to go down to the gallery. Sometimes she crept there at night. Dante’s picture hung there. She would stand in front of it, look up at it, and cry quietly in the dark. Sometimes she would daringly touch it, knowing it was foolish to caress a two-dimensional man, especially the image of one who had abandoned her.

But tonight, she wanted to go and look at him and try to force her heart to let him go.

She stole quietly down the servants’ stairs, but at the landing to the second floor, her feet turned against her will and she walked out into the corridor. She could not control her legs. They carried her swiftly down the hall . . . to Dante’s bedroom. The only sounds she made were fierce gasps of anger and panic. Why couldn’t she stop?

She went into Dante’s room. The bed was made with fresh sheets, which were turned back and welcoming. His clothes were still in the wardrobe. His mother had insisted the bedroom be kept ready for Dante, in case he returned. Amelia knew she should leave the room—she wanted to—but her feet took her to Dante’s bed. Lifting the heavy counterpane, she slipped beneath the cool, white sheets.

Stop this. But she couldn’t. Her head hit Dante’s pillow. Then she knew nothing at all except darkness.

Well, almost nothing. At some point, she opened her eyes. Even wrapped in a cocoon of inky black, she knew she wasn’t alone. Her heartbeat was a rush of sound in her ears. “Mr. Jones?” she asked tentatively. She didn’t know why she thought it was Llewellyn—unless he was searching for something. If it was another servant, or the earl or countess, she would be in dire trouble for being in Dante’s bed.

A floorboard creaked. Clothes rustled. She didn’t hear breathing, but she did hear a subtle crunch, like knuckles being cracked.

“It is not Mr. Jones.” Even as the masculine voice rumbled out that name, in tones filled with hurt and autocratic distaste, Amelia knew exactly who it was. Her heart did not beat for seconds.

“Dante?” Now her pulse returned in a dizzying, overwrought surge. Her blood pumped so fast it made her lightheaded. What was he? A vampire or a man? In the pitch-black, she couldn’t see him.

Suddenly, a candle flared. It was on the bedside table, yet the footsteps had come from the foot of the bed. She blinked, as even that small circle of light flooded her eyes.

“Yes, it’s me, angel.”

The bed creaked and finally she could distinguish Dante’s broad-shouldered form at the end of the bed. He sat, his hand clasped around the fluted column of the bed canopy. Unblinking, his face set as motionless as a statue, he stared at her.

“God,” he said suddenly. “You look so pale. So much thinner. That nightgown, that cap on your head is threadbare.”

“I am not a governess anymore,” she said simply. “I am one of the maids. I was a ruined woman. I could not be allowed to be near children anymore. Your family intended to turn me out on the spot, with no wages or references. But in the end, they were compassionate and they let me—”

“Compassionate?” he roared. He was looked at her hands. They were red and chapped, her skin dry and white and scaly. “You were to be my wife. They should have taken care of you.”

“They hated me,” she said. “They blamed me for making you go.”

This wasn’t what she’d imagined saying to Dante after five years. She’d had so many fantasies of his return. When she thought she had been abandoned, she’d envisioned facing him with cold pride. Perhaps slapping his handsome face. When she had hoped he’d been dragged away against his will, she had imagined throwing her arms around him, hugging him, kissing him. But now, wondering if he was a vampire, she was having this odd, cool, mad conversation.

Llewellyn had shown her pictures of vampires in his books. They were ghastly creatures. Men who no longer looked like men, with sunken eyes, and curved fangs, and bloodstained mouths. Dante looked exactly as he had when she had snuggled up to him in the cottage bed. Surely that must mean he wasn’t a vampire. But that brought waves of both relief and pain. If he wasn’t a vampire, it meant he had just deserted her.

Bother this. She was going to be blunt. “What happened to you that night?” she asked fiercely. “Why did you go?”

“I didn’t go anywhere willingly. I was abducted and taken away.”

“You vanished into thin air. The earl sent servants to check all the roads, to investigate at all the inns. They went to the Exeter ports and even to Plymouth, in case you had gone by ship. Or had been taken by ship. Your father searched ceaselessly for you for years. It was only this year that he gave up and stopped looking—”

“He never would have found me,” Dante said. He got up off the bed and moved closer, into the circle of candlelight.

He was so beautiful—his hair was shimmering gold, and it fell around his face in long waves. A fallen angel. It had always been the perfect description for him. Beautiful as an angel, with a sensual, naughty side that had everything to do with devilment and nothing with piety. Then she blinked. His eyes weren’t green. They reflected the candlelight back at her.

“How did you light the candle,” she whispered, “from the end of the bed?”

“I walked from the candle to the bed.”

“That’s impossible. You couldn’t have moved so quickly.”

“I didn’t leave you, Amelia. You have to know that. And I love you even more now than I did then.” Suddenly, he was right beside her, looming over her. But she hadn’t seen him move.

His hand closed on her wrist. He pulled her out of his bed and directly into his arms. She cried out in pain at his tight grip. He let her go, cursing.

“Tell me everything that happened to you,” she demanded, clutching her sore wrist.

“I can’t. On this you will have to trust me. I loved you then; I love you now.”

“I need to know. After five years, I deserve to know.”

“I cannot tell you,” he roared.

He was shouting at her, refusing to give her what she so desperately needed. The truth. He had just hauled her out of his bed. He had almost crushed her wrist. What right did he have to treat her like this? “What is going to happen now? Did you come back to marry me? Or is that all gone now, in the past that you won’t speak of?”

“I can’t marry you.” He bit off the words.

She recoiled. But again, he grabbed her by the arm—the elbow this time—and he drew her to him. She saw his mouth soften. She saw his gaze flick to the bed. “No,” she snapped. “I’m not going to let you touch me.”

“Five years,” he said slowly. “Five years I fought to escape and come to you. Let me tell you this, Amelia Watson. You are not going to marry another man.”

His eyes seemed to glow at her. It was as though a blaze of golden light had leaped from them and seared her heart. She wanted him. Her quim began to throb for him. She felt the wet, hot, weak sensation in her belly and legs. Lust washed over her.

He reached out and touched the base of her throat, where her pulse thundered.

His fingertips pressed to her skin, and a bolt of intense heat exploded there. It shot through her, raced down, down to the private place between her legs, and it exploded again. On a wild cry, she felt her body dissolve. The climax took her, shook her, made her legs crumple beneath her.

And while she was still coming, still moaning in pleasure, Dante scooped her up and carried her to the bed.
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