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Some rules are destined to be broken.

 

Loneliness. A concept with which Raphael Laurent is very familiar. He’s lived a solitary life for thirty-six years, shunning the excesses of the local vampire clan—until he spots Lord Aleric Vane, the handsome and dissolute third son of a duke. For three years Raphael has watched from a distance, for only when he is near Aleric does the hollow, empty ache in his chest ease. 

Cut off from his family for refusing to follow his father’s dictates, Aleric’s nights are filled with vice. But after three years in London, the city has lost all appeal. Desolate and penniless, his future appears bleak. Until a mysterious man drops from the shadows to drive off a trio of murderous thieves.

When Aleric awakens, he finds himself forever changed. The itch for more that drove him to London is gone. In its place is the feeling that he’s known the beautiful Raphael all his life. 

But to save Aleric, Raphael had to break the rules, giving him a chance to love the one man he never thought he could have—a chance that could be ripped away by Aleric himself…

 

Warning: This book contains hot m/m action with a new vampire with a ramped up sex drive, and a dash of voyeurism of the m/m, m/f, and m/m/m varieties. Definitely not your traditional Regency romance. 
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Dedication
 

To Stephani, for giving me the nudge.






Chapter One
 

November 1817

London, England

Raphael Laurent dropped down onto the tree branch and blinked against the bright light spilling from the window. He didn’t have to wait for his vision to adjust to know he was already in the room. The hollow tightness in his chest eased and Raphael took the first unrestrained breath he had taken since last night. Air filled his lungs. Cool and thick and ever so sweet. An old remnant of his conscience tugged at the back of his mind, threatening to douse the arousal quickening his pulse. Pushing it aside, he flicked the length of his greatcoat behind him.

He certainly needn’t worry he would go to hell for his unsavory behavior. He had been in hell, or rather a very good imitation of hell, for the past thirty-six years.

Cloaked in the shadow of the tree trunk, he unbuttoned the placket of his black knee breeches and pushed aside his shirttail. Gaze fixed on the nude pair standing at the side of the bed, he pulled out his cock and ran a hand along the hard length, his touch light, mimicking hers.

For at least the hundredth time, he silently thanked whoever had left the large oak tree standing behind Madame Bessette’s brothel. The limbs were strong enough to hold Raphael’s weight and positioned perfectly. Not directly in front of, but slightly to the right of this particular window. The window to Hannah’s bedchamber—the favorite whore of Lord Aleric Vane, third son of the Duke of Haverton.

A whore who did not ever feel a need to close the drapes. The heavy scarlet velvet was pulled back, exposing the decadent room. Scarlet-and-cream patterned paper covered the walls. A bed large enough for any games Aleric wished to play stood to the left of the window. Discarded clothes were scattered on the wooden floor at the foot of the bed. The fire burning in the grate surely kept the November chill from the room.

Raphael flared his nostrils—damp earth, dry leaves, cool moist air, and a foul combination he could only attribute to London. Not one hint of Aleric. The window must be closed. Why couldn’t it be summer? The window would be open and he’d be able to catch the scent of Aleric’s arousal on the night air. Male sweat mixed with the musky hint of pre-come and the heady spice of his blood rushing through his veins.

No bother, though. It was only a thin pane of glass. He had his eyes and ears, and they were more than up to the task.

Hand braced against the tree truck, Raphael continued to stroke his cock as he watched Aleric’s large hands coast up and down her back. His dark hair mingled with Hannah’s honey brown as he dropped his head to nuzzle her neck. Raphael’s lips tingled, as if the silken strands of Hannah’s hair tickled the surface. Idly stroking Aleric’s prick, she pressed her mouth to his chest.

If only she would move one small step right, then he would have a full view of Aleric. As it was, her slight form shielded half of the impressive width of his chest. Denying Raphael the hard abdomen, the crease of his navel, the thin trail of dark hair that led to—

She dropped to her knees, Aleric’s arousal now visible over her slim shoulder. Thank you, Hannah. Raphael’s cock twitched. A frisson of lust raced up his spine. He could almost feel the wet heat of the whore’s agile tongue lapping at the head of his cock, a light whisper of a caress, teasing the tip. Frustration welled up inside him.

Spearing one hand into her hair, Aleric cupped Hannah’s skull. She heeded the silent request and opened her mouth, taking Aleric’s cock inside. Fisting his own cock, Raphael thrust his hips, mimicking Aleric’s subtle motions in rhythm to Hannah’s expert attentions.

Aleric closed his eyes and tipped his head back, exposing the strong cords of his neck and the proof of his quickening pulse. Hunger spiked Raphael’s desire, the mix potent and heady, consuming his senses. He bared his teeth, his jaw slowly opening and closing, his head going light. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. He could hear the beats of Aleric’s heart, feel the vein yielding beneath his assault…

His hand began to slip from the tree trunk, his body swaying toward Aleric, when he regained himself. With a quick shake of his head, he straightened and willed the sharp points to recede, running his tongue over his teeth and forcing the need back. Hell, one of these nights he’d fall out of the tree if he weren’t more careful.

He blinked, clearing the lingering haze of hunger from his vision, and refocused on the bedchamber.

Hannah’s grip on the base of Aleric’s prick shifted. On the next upward glide, she straightened two fingers along the rigid length. Then sliding down, took both Aleric’s cock and her fingers into her mouth. Once she had sufficiently wet them, she reached behind Aleric’s ballocks, her rhythm never broken all the while.

Raphael could tell by the look on Aleric’s face that she didn’t penetrate him. The little minx teased. Talented whore, that Hannah. He could well understand why Aleric preferred her.

The moment Aleric tilted his hips, seeking more, she pulled her lips from his prick and reached into the top drawer of the bedside table. Anticipation shortened Raphael’s breaths. Holding onto the tree, he leaned forward, craning his neck, trying to see into the drawer. He let out a low grunt of satisfaction. Not his favorite, but the glass plug was a close second. The tapered width substantial enough for a pleasing stretch. Enough to fill Aleric’s passage. To stay firmly in place.

Stroking Aleric’s cock, she looked up and showed him the toy. The wavy ends of her honey brown hair grazed the arch of her lower back. “Shall I?”

A smirk pulled one edge of Aleric’s lips. Holding her gaze, he widened his stance.

She chuckled, low and throaty, full of wicked delight. She brought the glass plug to her mouth and sucked on it. Raphael rested his shoulder against the tree and slipped two fingers into his mouth, wetting them. Cupping Aleric’s ballocks in her palm, she spread his firm cheeks with two fingers. Hannah slowly pulled the toy from between her lips. The glistening wet length caught the candlelight.

Raphael’s arse tightened in envy. Bark scratched the soles of his bare feet as he shifted on the limb, widening his stance. Careful not to wipe off the moisture, he worked his hand down the back of his loosened breeches and slipped the prepared fingers between his cheeks, hovering over his entrance.

And eased them inside just as Hannah pushed the glass plug inside.

Aleric lifted slightly up onto his toes and then sank down on a grunt. Through ingrained habit, Raphael bit his bottom lip, stifling his own grunt. Needing to ease the ache, he worked his fingers deeper. Thick and lush, pleasure spiraled through him, but it wasn’t enough. His gaze fixed on Aleric’s prick jutting from the dark thatch of hair, the crown flushed plum-red, the length wet from the whore’s mouth. If only that thick prick were inside him right now. Stuffing him full. Stretching him wide. Slamming into him.

He pulled out to shove a third finger inside, needing the sweet stretch, but resisted the impulse to thrust and instead stroked his cock as he forced himself to proceed at Aleric’s pace.

Hannah licked the fluid leaking from the small slit in the head of Aleric’s cock. Raphael flinched against a jolt of sharp sensation. With one hand still between Aleric’s thighs, fondling his ballocks, she went back to sucking cock.

Aleric’s dark lashes drifted down. He gripped her slim shoulder. A tremble racked the strong muscles of his thighs as Hannah’s cheeks hollowed on the next upward glide. The lines bracketing his mouth tightened. His brows knit together.

Raphael furiously stroked his cock, flicking his thumb over the head, using the pre-come to lubricate the length. His ballocks tingled, tightened, begged to be touched. Need coiled sharply inside him. Tightening ever more.

In one quick motion, Aleric grabbed Hannah, lifting her and turning toward the bed.

She bent over the bed and arched her back in invitation. Her hair spilled over her shoulders. “Yes, Aleric, fuck me,” she purred.

Aleric slipped a finger between her spread thighs.

You know she’s ready. Fuck her, Aleric. Now.

On a low rumbling growl, Aleric grabbed her hips and thrust forward.

A moan shook Raphael’s chest. He could just glimpse the rectangular end of the plug lodged firmly up Aleric’s passage as he thrust into her. If only he could be behind Aleric, his cock filling that perfect muscular arse. His hands on Aleric’s lean hips. His teeth scoring the smooth plane of Aleric’s shoulder blade. If only he could taste his skin. Feel the heat from his body.

A wave of need almost brought him to his knees. His breaths came hard and harsh. Fingers still in his arse, hand still wrapped around his length, he tried to slow his pace in an effort to hold off. To wait for Aleric. But the hard bite of impatience rode over every inch of his skin, not to be denied. His cock, hard and heavy in his palm, demanded its due.

Bracing a hand on the scarlet coverlet, Aleric leaned over Hannah and reached under her hips.

She shuddered. “Oh!” Clutching the coverlet, she bumped back against him. “Oh, I-I’m… Yes, Aleric.”

A strained smirk pulled Raphael’s lips. Only a true gentleman saw to a whore’s pleasure, and Aleric was most assuredly a gentleman.

Aleric’s thrusts quickened, hard slams that shook the bed. The wooden joints creaked under the onslaught. His muscles bunched and flexed beneath pale golden skin glistening with sweat. An orgasm gripped the base of Raphael’s spine. Aleric abruptly pulled back and reached for his cock.

Fierce and sharp, a climax raced up Raphael’s prick. His body clenched his fingers in time to the release racking his senses. He ground the inside of his cheek between his teeth to stifle the shout as he came, pouring onto the courtyard below, just as Aleric painted Hannah’s backside with his own seed.

Gasping for breath, Raphael sagged against the tree trunk. His pulse pounded through his veins, the heavy thumps filling his ears. He flinched as he pulled his hand from his loosened breeches, fingers slipping from his body, and then he buttoned the placket and tucked in his shirttails. At his townhouse, he could devote an entire night to stroking himself off over and over. Yet the combined force of the solitary orgasms couldn’t rival even one of those while in this tree. The sight of Aleric somehow made the sensations stronger, more powerful.

Still dazed, Raphael shook his head to clear it. Pulling a lace-edged handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket, he wiped his hands and focused back on the room.

Combing her fingers through her tousled hair, Hannah sat on the edge of the bed, knees together and ankles crossed, the arch of her back exaggerating the flare of her slim hips.

His strides a bit off, Aleric walked to the washstand. Solid and powerful, every line in his body molded fluidly to the next. The broad width of his shoulders. The sculpted expanse of his back. The firmly rounded backside. The strong thighs and muscled calves. He dunked a cloth in the basin, wrung it out and swiped between his legs. Reaching behind, he removed the plug and then dropped it into the basin. He crossed to the mahogany dresser where a crystal decanter of spirits waited on a silver tray. Likely brandy, given Aleric’s preference for the liquor. His back to Hannah, he poured a generous amount and downed the contents. After refilling the glass and taking a sip, he set the glass on the dresser and picked up his black trousers from the floor.

Flicking her hair behind her shoulders, Hannah stood and, letting her hips sway, walked slowly across the room. She wrapped her arms around Aleric’s waist and rubbed her cheek against his back. “When will I see you again?”

He went still for a moment. He gave her a pat on the forearm, gently unwound her arms from his waist, and stepped around her.

“Aleric, when will I see you again?”

Avoiding her gaze, he pulled his white shirt over his head, tucked the length into his waistband and continued to dress.

Tension nipped at Raphael’s stomach. Brow furrowed, he passed a hand over his abdomen, trying to ease the growing knot.

She tilted her head. “Aleric? When?” Desperation leached into her tone.

He took a long swallow of brandy. Using the mirror on the wall opposite the bed, he tied his cravat in the usual Mathematical knot.

Her spine went ramrod straight. She lifted her chin. “I turned down Lord Albright’s offer to be my protector.”

Aleric turned to hold her defiant gaze, his beautiful blue eyes as world weary as Raphael’s. “Unwise choice, my dear,” he said, the rich baritone flowing around Raphael.

Her eyes flared. Face contorting with rage, she grabbed a hairbrush from the washstand and threw it. “You bastard!”

Ducking, Aleric continued to button his black coat. The brush flew over his shoulder. “Calm down, Hannah.”

“No!” She glanced about the room and grabbed the decanter from the dresser.

Taking a step back, Aleric held up a hand. “Please, Hannah.”

Amber liquid sloshed within the crystal as she drew the decanter back, taking aim. “No. Now I’m stuck here because of you!”

He reached into his coat pocket. “Here. Leave then.”

She eyed him for a moment and then set down the decanter. She snatched the pound notes from his outstretched hand and flipped through the small fold. “Thirty quid? Won’t even pay me modiste bill.”

Aleric flinched, as if she had slapped him. His handsome face blank, he turned on his heel and walked out the door.

Howling with fury, Hannah grabbed the decanter and threw it. Crystal shattered. Shards sprayed the floor. Brandy dripped down the closed door.

That horrible hollow sensation returned, tightening Raphael’s chest. Closing his eyes, he winced. He should be used to it by now, but the contrast always startled him. From the promise of…something to endless emptiness.

And what had just happened in that room? The whore didn’t concern him—they were greedy creatures and he couldn’t fault Hannah for trying to secure Aleric’s protection. The man was a son of a duke. Handsome, fit, and in his prime. The opposite of Lord Albright.

But Aleric… He visited Bessette’s at least once a week and always told Hannah when to expect him next. Why hadn’t he answered her question? And the way he—

A distinctive creak pulled Raphael’s attention below. Light spilled from the open back door. He dropped to his haunches and, hunched within his black greatcoat, leaned closer to the tree trunk. A breeze rustled the dry leaves, whisking a few loose strands of his long hair across his lips, the ends tickling his cheek. He quickly tucked them back into the queue at his nape.

A stooped figure shuffled into view and passed directly beneath him. “Clean it properly,” a coarse, scratchy female voice muttered, the mocking sarcasm clear in her tone.

He stared at the top of the woman’s frizzy gray head, willing her to walk faster. Aleric would be in his carriage by now, and Raphael couldn’t retire for the night until he’d seen him walk through the door of his bachelor apartments.

Liquid splashed as the woman dumped a bucket behind a bush in the dark courtyard. “I’ll give ’er proper,” she continued, the bucket banging against her leg as she slowly headed back. “’Er and ’er fancy—”

The triangle of light narrowed. The door creaked closed.

Crouched low, he waited to ensure the woman wouldn’t emerge again with another bucket to empty. He slipped his hand into his greatcoat pocket. Soft kidskin, the scratch of a tip of a pin, fingertips finally closing over his latest acquisition. He idly turned it over and over, the smooth, cool stone on one end warming under his touch, as he waited another few moments.

Apprehension slithered over his nerves, chilling his skin. Raphael went utterly still. Closing his eyes, he reached out with his other senses.

He was alone, as always. Not one of them had strayed into the vicinity of the brothel. Katerina’s vampires preferred the East End with its abundant, easy prey. If that were the case, then why—

His heart skipped a beat.

Aleric.

He pulled his hand from his pocket, shot to his feet and looked through the breaks in the tree branches, beyond the dark window above Hannah’s room and to the roof. Then he crouched, coiling his muscles, and sprang up.






Chapter Two
 

Aleric’s strides didn’t falter as he crossed the entrance hall. Squeals and raucous laughter spilled from the receiving room on the left. The sounds mixed with the rapid click of his evening shoes against the marble floor. A burly ex-pugilist opened the front door as he approached. Tipping his head to the guard, he left the brothel and headed up Curzon Street.

He let out a snort of self-contempt. Why the hell hadn’t he foreseen that? That’s what he got for choosing one to the exclusion of all the others. But he liked Hannah. Not the most beautiful woman Bessette had to offer, but with her honey brown hair and soft, slight curves she was quite pleasing to the eye. And she didn’t seem to mind catering to his eccentricities. His unnatural preferences. She had even indulged him on a few occasions, shared him with another man. Simply put, he was comfortable with her.

At least he had been up until a few minutes ago.

Christ, to be mocked by a whore. Not at all an experience which boosted a man’s confidence. If it were within his means, he’d give her anything she needed to leave the brothel. Not that he wanted a mistress. No, definitely not one of those. But he would have helped her. Only with her had he felt comfortable indulging those particular desires, the ones he kept hidden from all others. And since he’d been unable to swallow his pride and admit the truth, she thought him cheap. Selfish. Uncaring. His offer had turned into an insult.

He should have saved his money and not gone to Madame Bessette’s. Saved himself the humiliation. Yet Hannah had been expecting him, and he didn’t want to let everyone down. Now he had nothing. The small inheritance from his grandmother long ago spent. What little he’d managed to win tonight at the gambling hell was in Hannah’s small hands. A sum so meager it couldn’t pay a whore’s modiste bill.

It would have more than paid his tailor. The man would soon knock on his door, demanding payment. One couldn’t live indefinitely on credit. How long before he was ejected from his bachelor apartments? Any day, judging from his latest run-in with his landlord.

Wincing, he rolled his shoulders, his tense joints popping. He could never return to Bessette’s, just as he could not return to Barton Hall, the family seat of the Duke of Haverton. The man who stopped calling himself Aleric’s father three years ago.

Turning left at the crossroads, he headed north. Misty fog hung lightly over the empty street. Cold seeped into his bones. Winter was beginning to sink its teeth into the city. Not about to turn around to retrieve his black leather gloves, Aleric shoved his bare hands into his coat pockets. Damnation, he detested winter. If only he had been able to hold onto his town carriage for a few more months.

Eager for the warmth of a fire, he crossed Queen Street and cut between two buildings, taking the quickest route home.

Perhaps he should have taken the living at Barton Hall. Done as his father demanded. London had certainly lost all appeal. The reality of the City was far from the idealized land of excitement and adventure that had lured him in his youth. The life of a country vicar would be staid in the extreme, but at least he’d have a roof over his head.

“Bloody hell,” he muttered in disgust. Was he actually considering going back? The stifling restrictions. The numbing monotony. And the begging he would have to do in order to earn his father’s forgiveness—his pride would never recover.

Desolation settled heavily on his shoulders. He scrubbed both hands over his face and then shoved his cold hands back into his pockets. The jangle of a harness caught his attention. He glanced up. A team of four crossed the end of the alley, pulling a carriage along Charles Street at a nice clip. The many lines held in one hand, the driver cracked the whip over the horses’ backs, urging the beasts onward. The carriage traveled out of view. The sounds of the horses’ hooves quickly faded to nothingness.

Fog shrouded most of the moon’s light, casting the alley in an eerie silvery darkness. There was a rustle to his left. Aleric sidestepped in time to avoid stepping on the rat scurrying across his path.

A sense of foreboding wrapped around him. The hairs on his nape prickled. The crunch of gravel beneath his feet echoed off the brick walls of the buildings on either side, the sound unnaturally loud, filling his ears. His attention fixed on Charles Street up ahead, Aleric picked up his pace.

“’Ello, govnor.”

Two dark forms emerged from the dense shadows on the left, one mid-height and wiry, the other short and stocky. Aleric stopped and glanced over his shoulder. A third stood two paces behind him. Tall and massive, the man rivaled the guards at Bessette’s.

Brilliant. The night couldn’t end any worse. “Good evening, gentleman.”

“Turn out ye pockets.”

He sighed. “They’re empty.”

The thieves closed in, two in front and one behind. The giant’s breath fanned the back of his head, ruffling his hair. The stench of unwashed bodies surrounded him. His stomach churned. Even a bath in the Thames would be an improvement for these three.

The shortest man pointed a blade at Aleric’s chest. The steel glinted in the low moonlight. The floppy-brimmed hat pulled low hid the man’s eyes. “That’s wot they all say. Don’t they, Tom?” He stepped closer, pressing the blade against Aleric’s ribs. The sharp point penetrated his coat, waistcoat and shirt to scratch his skin.

Aleric stiffened.

The other man in front of Aleric grinned, revealing the stubs of his few remaining teeth. “Got it right, Frank. Me thinks ’is pockets aren’t so empty.”

Aleric opened his mouth and then shut it. His shoulders slumped. Why argue with fate?

A dark figure dropped through the fog. Tom flew into the brick wall. A sickening thud filled the alley.

The smaller man, Frank, whipped his head around. “Wot the—?” He stumbled into Aleric.

Fire stabbed into the middle of Aleric’s chest, right between his ribs. “Ah!” He shoved the man back and grabbed the blade, the metal handle warm and damp from Frank’s grip. Hissing through his teeth, he yanked the blade free and pressed his palm to the wound. Pain seized every nerve in his body. His legs gave out, knees impacting sharply with the hard ground.

Struggling to draw breath, Aleric looked up. Images blurred then came in to focus.

The dark figure was a man. The faint moonlight caught the long length of his golden hair pulled back in a queue at his nape. His greatcoat billowed as he turned, exposing sleek, bare calves. He grabbed Frank and yanked him up, booted feet dangling inches from the ground.

“Let go, ye bleedin’ bastard!” Frank clawed at the man’s hand, rained punch after punch on his arm.

Fists at the ready, the giant rushed forward. The man’s other arm shot out, fingers wrapping around the giant’s thick neck.

A feral growl reverberated in the alley.

“No! ’Elp, ’elp! Don’t let ’em bite me!” Frank twisted and flailed, but to no avail.

Bellowing in impotent rage, the giant swung his fists, pummeling the man, and kicked up dirt that stung Aleric’s nose. Effortlessly holding him at arm’s length, the man absorbed the impacts, seemingly unaffected by the giant’s attack.

Teeth bared, the man drew Frank in and swooped down to his neck. The panicked screams ceased.

Shock swamped Aleric’s brain. He swayed and caught himself on one arm. Gravel bit into his palm. Warm liquid covered his other hand.

He was bleeding and rather badly at that. Lovely way to end the night.

Frank crumbled to the ground. The man turned on the giant, who screamed in terror. The high pitched sound rattled Aleric’s eardrums. The next instant a second body joined the first at the man’s bare feet.

Panting heavily, the man swiped his forearm across his mouth.

His gaze locked with Aleric’s.

Need, desire, longing. It slammed into Aleric, the force stealing his breath.

Silver eyes flared. Eyes that seemed to hold the moonlight. The man leapt over the bodies.

How the hell had he landed without making a sound? Aleric’s arm shook. His strength dwindled, flowing down his arm. His shirt was plastered to his chest like a sticky, warm linen bandage. At least he couldn’t feel the pain anymore. Perhaps that wasn’t the best of signs. But then again, there’d be less blood for the man to drain from him.

Flicking the length of his greatcoat behind him, the man dropped to his haunches. Disheveled waves of shoulder-length golden hair framed the most beautiful face Aleric had ever seen. Even the two pointed teeth grazing his full bottom lip were somehow gorgeous.

Thick darkness encroached at the edges of his vision. He swayed, head lolling forward, eyes drifting closed. Strong, gentle hands clasped his shoulders, held him steady.

“Aleric?” the man said, concern tightening his voice.

Oh. Now he understood. I’m already dead. Good. He would have made a terrible vicar.

 

“Aleric!” Raphael shook Aleric’s shoulders. Aleric was as limp as a dead man.

Panic shortened Raphael’s breaths. With one hand cupping the back of his skull, he carefully laid Aleric on his back and unbuttoned his black coat. Crimson blood soaked the canary yellow waistcoat. The sweet scent wafted around him. A powerful lure. He fought back the urge and tore off Aleric’s cravat. He laid a hand to Aleric’s neck, damp skin hot to the touch. A weak pulse thumped against his palm.

Relief coursed through him. He hadn’t lost Aleric. Yet.

“Why didn’t you take your carriage? Don’t you know the streets aren’t safe? And it’s almost December. Where’s your greatcoat?” The words tumbled from his mouth as he wadded the cravat and pressed it to the wound, holding it firm with one hand. “And an alley, Aleric? Alone? Why didn’t you take your usual route home?”

Minutes had been lost while he’d searched for Aleric. Precious minutes where he could have dispensed with the three thieves before they’d had a chance to attack. Leaving Aleric oblivious to the danger he’d avoided and oblivious to Raphael’s presence. Just as Raphael had done countless times over the past three years.

The white cravat quickly turned red. Warm blood covered his fingers. Aleric’s breathing slowed and turned shallow.

Time pressed in on Raphael. Seconds remained.

Blasted fragile mortals. The wound was too deep. Aleric wouldn’t be able to heal himself. Unless—

No! He will despise you. Forever.

Bowed over Aleric, Raphael drifted his fingertips over the dark sweep of Aleric’s closed lashes, down the straight bridge of his nose, and traced the firm, parted lips. Soaked up every detail of Aleric’s handsome features. The angle of his cheekbones, the defined line of his jaw, the faint stubble of his night’s beard.

So cruel, to only get to touch him once.

He squeezed his eyes closed. A tremor of purest need racked his body. It came from deep within, from the very core of what was left of his soul. A demand that refused to be denied.

I can’t lose him.

Baring his fangs, he tilted Aleric’s head, exposing his neck, and dropped down. The sharp points of his teeth pierced smooth skin. The supple vein beneath stretched then yielded under Raphael’s assault. Blood flowed into his mouth. Hotter than fire, sweeter than raw sugar on his tongue, and uniquely Aleric. Raphael’s heart slammed against his ribs. Lust ripped through him. Radiated out to his fingers and toes then contracted back to his groin. His cock hardened, pressing painfully against the placket of his breeches. Suspended on the brink of an orgasm, Raphael drank greedily.

Until there was nothing left. Until he had taken every drop.

Trembling from the onslaught of sensation, he flicked his tongue over the wounds, sealing them. Raphael pushed up his sleeve, slashed his wrist with his fangs, and let his own blood drip onto Aleric’s lips and into his open mouth.

“Wake up. Wake up, Aleric. Please,” he muttered urgently.

There was a scratch of gravel followed by a low moan.

He glanced over his shoulder. Sprawled on the ground, the shortest man feebly tried to lift his head. They were coming to. He should have drained more from them, but there was a fine line between recovery and death. A line he hated crossing, no matter if deserved.

A line he hoped he had not just irrevocably crossed.

Cold fear obliterated the lingering lust. Raphael ripped at the knot on his cravat and whipped the linen from his neck. Pulling Aleric into a sitting position, he quickly wrapped the length around Aleric’s chest and over the blade wound, knotting the ends. He grabbed Aleric’s limp hand and leaned into him to settle him onto his shoulder. Using his other hand on Aleric’s strong thigh to hold him steady, Raphael got to his feet.

“It will be all right, Aleric. I’ll have you at my home in a trice.”

 






Chapter Three
 

Raphael dunked the cloth in the basin. Cool, clear water shifted to a light shade of crimson. He wrung out the cloth and turned from the washstand. Stepping over the clothing littering the floor, he returned to Aleric’s side.

The impossible had happened. Lord Aleric Vane was in Raphael’s bed, yet Aleric hadn’t moved since he had placed him there. He hadn’t even let out a grunt of discomfort when Raphael removed his coat, waistcoat, shirt and trousers.

Still, Raphael was careful not to disturb the mattress as he settled on the edge of the bed. His touch light, he drew the damp cloth over Aleric’s chest, wiping away the last of the crimson stains. Blood no longer seeped from the deep wound. But that fact brought him no comfort. The lack of blood was his own doing.

Good Lord, drinking from another had never felt like that before. The sensations so strong, so potent. The taste of Aleric so instantly and powerfully addictive, he could not have stopped before he drained him even if he had intended to.

But more important than the experience, the wound that had driven him to rob Aleric of his life’s blood hadn’t healed. Angry and red, it marred the perfection of his chest. A physical sign of Raphael’s failure.

His gaze swept Aleric’s body, nude except for his drawers. His approximately six-foot-two frame took up almost the full length of the bed. Muscular yet honed from his frequent visits to Angelo’s Fencing Academy, Aleric was indeed a handsome man. Someone Raphael needed with an intensity he could not quite explain. And the intensity increased tenfold when he was this close to him.

The cloth dropped from his limp hand to the floor, landing with a dull slap. Though tempting, he hadn’t been able to strip an unconscious man completely bare. Yet the linen drawers were so thin he could make out the shadow of the dark hair on Aleric’s groin and the outline of his flaccid cock, the head of which rested at the very top of his inner thigh.

Except for that blasted wound, Aleric appeared healthy. As if he was simply sleeping and would awake any moment. But Raphael feared the golden glow of Aleric’s skin was only a product of the light from the single candle on the bedside table. His heartbeat was so faint Raphael had to lean close and strain to hear it.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, as he smoothed Aleric’s short, tousled dark hair. “I tried but perhaps it is better this way. It would be beyond cruel to condemn you to this life without your permission. It is so…lonely. And you would have missed the sun. I know I still do.”

Closing his eyes against the sting of tears, he rested his forehead on Aleric’s broad shoulder. A low, pained moan tightened Raphael’s throat.

His heart hurt. It hurt so badly.

“But I will miss you more than the sun.” Cupping Aleric’s jaw, he pressed his lips to the apple of his shoulder. Tears dropped from Raphael’s cheeks, wetting the smooth skin. “How will I go a night without seeing you? Without being near you? Please, Aleric, wake up. I need you.”

Why wasn’t it working? Hell, it should have worked! Impotent frustration mixed with desolation. Raphael sat up and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms. Taking a deep breath, he settled himself as best he could and then stood. His strides pensive, he paced beside the bed.

Though Aleric was his first, the process wasn’t all that complicated. Drain the victim’s blood and replace it with a vampire’s. That knowledge and an instinctive need to feed had somehow been held in the blood of his creator and given to Raphael when he had been turned. Everything else, well, he learned on his own. But Aleric would be his, and Raphael would never abandon a new vampire the way he had been abandoned.

But first, he needed to figure out why Aleric hadn’t turned. He interrupted his pacing to remove his coat and waistcoat, tossing them over his greatcoat on the floor. Perhaps he should seek out Katerina. Ask her. As head of the local vampire clan, she had done it enough times to be an expert in the art of vampire creation. But she wouldn’t be pleased, and that was putting it lightly, that he broke one of her rules and attempted to turn a man on his own. She could very well refuse to aid him, or much worse. Besides that fact, he wasn’t certain how long Aleric could linger in this state. By the time he returned, Aleric could be dead, and the man was too weak to take to Katerina’s.

No matter how much he dreaded it, a visit to the East End would be necessary if somehow, someway, Raphael succeeded tonight. Better to present Aleric and ask for Katerina’s forgiveness than have her vampires believe him a threat to their clan. He’d seen them hunt down strays and scouts that wandered into the City. Eluding them was not an option. Until he needed to test the limit of her benevolence, he would remain here by Aleric’s side.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, he forced himself to recount what he had done. Aleric had not been dead before he tried to turn him. Of that he was certain. He had acted quickly enough. Every last drop of Aleric’s blood had flowed into Raphael, and then he had given Aleric his own.

Raphael stopped in his tracks. He looked to the bed. The candlelight was tricking him. Aleric was much too pale.

He hadn’t given Aleric enough. That damn thief had interrupted him.

Two strides had him at Aleric’s side. Baring his fangs, he pushed up the lace-edged cuff of his shirt and slashed his wrist for the second time that night. Cupping the back of Aleric’s skull with his other hand, he tipped back Aleric’s head and let the blood drip into his open mouth.

With every fiber in his being, he willed Aleric to awaken. “Please, Aleric, please,” he chanted under his breath.

Strong hands grabbed Raphael’s forearm, yanking it down. Dry lips pressed to his wrist. A hot, wet tongue worked against his skin, suckling greedily.

A warm blanket of lust wrapped around Raphael. Lush. Voluptuous. Beyond decadent. His nerves shimmered with the sensation. Startled, he gasped and braced a hand on Aleric’s upper thigh to steady himself. The heat from Aleric’s erection penetrated the thin linen drawers, searing his palm. Raphael instinctively closed his hand over the hard length and stroked, sliding linen over hot skin.

A grunt issued from Aleric’s chest. He lifted his hips, seeking more.

Raphael’s arm shook. Strength seeped from his body, flowed into Aleric. Enough! Jerking his arm back, he broke Aleric’s hold.

Dark lashes trembled against flushed cheeks and then swept up revealing luminescent silver-blue eyes.

Intense desire slammed Raphael, yanked hold of him. A physical force, it pulled him closer to Aleric. He leaned down, his hair falling over his shoulders. His lips hovered over Aleric’s, their harsh breaths mingling. He flicked his tongue, lapping up the droplet of blood on Aleric’s bottom lip.

His gaze locked with Aleric’s, he closed the last remaining distance, moving ever so slowly. Light and tentative, as if fearing one touch would awaken him from a dream, he pressed his lips to Aleric’s.

Sensation crashed over him, swirled around him in a tangible caress for the briefest yet longest of seconds. Then it soaked through his skin, permeating every inch of his body, before settling somewhere deep in the recesses of his very being, in the place his soul once resided.

It felt as though the sun suddenly shone from within, its warm rays vanquishing the last thirty-six years of loneliness and emptiness.

Strong hands gripped the back of his head and hauled him closer, deepening the light kiss and jerking Raphael to the present. He opened his mouth, lips sliding over Aleric’s. The other man’s tongue thrust inside; determined, persistent, demanding. Lust flared beneath his skin. His kiss turned harsh and aggressive, matching the need behind Aleric’s.

It had been ages since he kissed another, since he’d shared such an intimacy. The drought so long his senses greedily soaked up every brush of Aleric’s hot tongue as if it were the last one he would ever receive.

Those hands moved to the collar of his shirt and yanked. Fabric tore, the sound renting the air. Aleric shoved the shirt off his shoulders. Reluctantly breaking the kiss, Raphael leaned back enough to shake the sleeves from his wrists. Before he could press his lips back to Aleric’s, hands closed around his ribs and flung him. Air whizzed past his ears and he landed near the foot of the bed, on his back. Aleric pounced on top of him, lips pulled back, fangs bared and panting for breath as he tore at the placket of Raphael’s breeches.

A flurry of movement later and his breeches were flung aside. Aleric settled between his thighs, covering him, and slanted his mouth over his. Linen rubbed against his hard cock. A rough caress that could be so much more. He dragged his hands down the man’s back to his waist, his skin hot and smooth as crushed velvet beneath his palms. The thin linen of Aleric’s drawers was no match for Raphael. The fabric ripped and fell away. Aleric’s cock sprung free, slapping against Raphael’s belly.

Grabbing Aleric’s arse, he tilted his hips up, rubbing the base of the man’s erection along the crease of his own arse, teasing his hole, and over his ballocks. Tempting Aleric. Aleric trembled, shook, gasped into his mouth.

Aleric tore his lips from his. “Must have you. Now.”

With a quick nod, Raphael spit into his palm and grabbed Aleric’s thick prick, slicking the length. Oil would serve him better, but there wasn’t a chance in hell he’d move away from Aleric to grab the bottle from his bedside table drawer. He positioned the crown at his entrance and Aleric pushed inside. One long stroke, stretching him beyond wide.

A moan rumbled his chest. The most delicious flush of heat rolled through him. His arse burned, throbbed. A sweet, heady ache that made him impatient for more. Before the pleas could tumble past his lips, Aleric picked up a rhythm of hard, driving strokes, slamming into him. Aleric’s ballocks slapped against him. The potent scents of sweat and of Aleric’s aroused body filled his every breath, heightening the lust consuming his senses and shifting it to an unstoppable urge to dominate.

Growling low, he pushed Aleric off, and then sprang to his knees and tackled him. Crouched over Aleric, he spit into his palm once again, using it to slick his own cock. The need to possess drummed hard and insistent through his veins, but he held back long enough to quickly suck on his fingers. Aleric pulled his knees up to his chest and tipped his head back, exposing his neck—the very picture of willing submission.

Raphael pushed two digits past the puckered skin and into smooth, clinging heat. His cock twitched in anticipation. The release gathered within, pressure building in his ballocks.

He crooked his fingers, desperately searching for…

“Yes, yes,” Aleric panted, his eyelids fluttering, as Raphael rubbed his sweet spot.

A drop of fluid leaked from the tip of Aleric’s prick, wetting his abdomen. His muscles relaxed just enough so Raphael’s fingers slid smoothly as he thrust, gently stretching, preparing him. He knew he wouldn’t cause Aleric physical harm if he skipped the preliminaries and simply shoved his cock inside, just as Aleric himself had done. His body could now take it and more. What once would have been stark, unadulterated pain would now be spiked with a heavy dose of pleasure. He’d discovered that fact many years ago when desperation had pushed him to lay with another of his kind. But he didn’t want to frighten Aleric, or to give cause for the man to think him uncaring.

Instead, he waited until Aleric tugged on his shoulders, begged for more. And then he lined up his cock with that sweet, tight hole and pushed inside.

Aleric grunted. The wince flickering across his face quickly shifted to amazement as Raphael sank to the hilt. The most profound pleasure washed over Raphael, briefly stole the breath from his chest. So perfect to be buried inside Aleric, intimately joined with him. Hands planted on either side of Aleric’s broad shoulders, he pressed his lips to Aleric’s, needing his kiss. Then he eased back and drove into him.

Aleric pulled him down further, burrowed his face against his neck. Smooth lips dragged across to his shoulder. Raphael shifted, adjusting the angle of his thrusts, trying to peg the man’s gland with each stroke. Aleric shuddered, gasped, and then pain pierced Raphael’s shoulder.

Startled by the bite, he tried to rear back, but Aleric clung to him. Rocking his hips, bumping against him, seeking more.

The orgasm rushed upon him. A primitive need to mark Aleric with his scent, to brand him as his own, gripped hold. An urge he could not suppress. He quickly pulled out and grabbed his cock. Come shot from the head, landing on Aleric’s abdomen and flawless chest in rhythm to the chant repeating in his head.

Mine. Mine. Mine.

The echo of that powerful release still racking his muscles, he closed his fist around Aleric’s erection. Within two strokes, the length hardened even further, like a blazing iron rod in his hand. When he felt the thick vein beneath pulse, he pointed the crown to his own chest. On a roar, Aleric came.

Raphael dragged his fingers through the pearly white seed, rubbing it into his skin. Aleric bared his teeth, growled his approval, and passed his hand over his own chest, smearing the remnants of Raphael’s climax. A smile tipped Raphael’s lips, the most profound satisfaction coursing through his veins.

Aleric’s heavy pants filled the room. Raphael watched as his fangs receded. The raw lust in his silver-blue eyes banked, the aggression slipping from his features. His gaze focused on Raphael’s face, as if really seeing him for the first time.

Tension knotted Raphael’s stomach, held it in a vise-like grip. Shock, confusion, accusation—everything he had feared, he saw reflected in Aleric’s eyes.

Aleric’s dark brows knit together. “Who the hell are you?”

 






Chapter Four
 

The man ducked his head. It would have been a mere tip of acknowledgement, except he stayed hidden beneath the curtain of his long golden hair. Shoulders rounded, he eased back from between Aleric’s spread thighs. “My apologies, Lord Aleric, for the lack of a proper introduction. I am Raphael Laurent.”

Aleric had more acquaintances than he could count in London, but he didn’t recognize the man’s name. And he certainly would have remembered him if they’d ever crossed paths. Had he gotten foxed tonight? It wouldn’t be the first time he’d awoken without a stitch of clothing on and in a bed not his own.

He took a quick mental inventory. No, not foxed. At least he didn’t feel like he’d overindulged on brandy. Quite the opposite, actually.

Confused and disoriented, he pushed up to a seated position and glanced about, searching for a clue, something to explain the situation. He was on a large four-poster bed in a bedchamber. The furnishings all held a distinct air of opulence. The silver and light blue silk brocade upholstery on the two chairs, the delicate cabriole legs of the desk, the intricate gilded scrollwork on the mahogany bow front dresser. Dark velvet drapes covered the two windows on the far wall. Gilt-framed paintings lined the other walls: a tranquil country landscape featuring a great expanse of lush green grass, a garden with flowers in full bloom soaking up the sun’s rays, and a sunrise breaking across a wheat field. The gray marble fireplace was dark, the room only lit by a candle on the bedside table. Yet…

He glanced about again. The corners of the room should be shrouded in shadows. He was aware the single candle provided little light, yet he could make out every detail of the space, even every nuance in color, down to the rich, brilliant red of the roses in one of the paintings by the windows.

He gave his head a quick shake, and the events of the evening crystallized with startling clarity in his mind. Hannah, the walk home, the three thieves in that alley, the dagger sinking into his chest, and awaking with the overriding need to bury his cock deep within Laurent, to claim the man as his own. He shifted, acutely aware of exactly where Laurent’s cock had just been.

Hell. He’d been buggered tonight and even…begged for it. The knowledge should have startled him, at least on some level. Those urges had been ever present since he’d reached adolescence, but never indulged unless a woman—Hannah, to be specific—was also present. Her presence somehow kept away the fears that he was, in fact, a sodomite, even when he was the one on his knees. But strangely, the fact he’d just lain with another man, and only a man, didn’t cause even a twitch of self-disgust. He had more pressing matters on his mind. “I thought I was dead.”

“No. At least I don’t believe so.”

“How can you not be certain?”

Still avoiding Aleric’s gaze, Laurent lifted one shoulder in a distinctly uncomfortable half-shrug. “I’ve never turned another before. Wasn’t certain if I did it correctly. It’s not a terribly complicated process, but there was a small delay that caused a bit of concern.”

“Turned?” He swallowed hard, fighting down the rising anxiety. He couldn’t explain it, but he somehow knew the answer to the question. Knew why his vision now rivaled that of a cat, why the sweet, metallic taste of blood lingered on his tongue. And he knew without even looking why his chest did hold not one mark from the thief’s blade.

“Yes. You are now a vampire.” Laurent peeked at him through a break in the disheveled waves shielding his face. “Like myself.”

“Oh.” Brilliant. He sounded like a simpleton, but it was the only thing he could think to say. His mind too cluttered, too stunned to form a coherent sentence.

Laurent reached out, his elegant hand hovering over Aleric’s ankle before he snatched it back. In one fluid movement, he got off the bed. His back to him, he grabbed a white shirt from the wooden floor, its torn sleeve hanging by a few threads. “You were dying, Aleric. It was the only way to save you.”

He pressed a hand to his neck, felt his pulse skittering beneath his fingertips. “But I have a heartbeat. I thought vampires were dead.”

“No. Not exactly.” From the pile of clothing on the floor, Laurent grabbed another shirt and tossed both of them into a bin beside the washstand. “The correct term is undead.”

“But how—?”

Laurent turned and held up a hand. “It just is. Accept it, or you’ll drive yourself to Bedlam.”

“All right.” He nodded, a slow bob of his head. A difficult concept to wrap his mind around, but the calm certainty in the vampire’s tone offered a welcome measure of comfort. “But could you define undead?”

Laurent crossed to the bow front dresser and the next instant he was seated on top of it. He pulled one foot up, resting his heel on the edge, his other leg dangling over the ornate front of the dresser. Chin almost grazing his knee, he contemplated Aleric.

Nothing about him fit whatever vague notion Aleric had about how a vampire should appear. He was the very picture of youth and vitality. The candlelight just reached the dresser, its flickering rays highlighting the rich amber and pale wheat strands mixed in with the guinea-gold waves of his hair. His bare skin, still kissed by the slight flush of exertion, molded smoothly over sleek muscles and solid bones. A good few inches shorter than himself, the man’s slighter frame didn’t announce his strength. Yet Aleric could vividly recall how easily Laurent had thrown him halfway across the bed.

At first glance, Laurent looked like a healthy young man, likely not much older than twenty years of age. But there was something about him, in the effortless way he moved, in the sheer perfection of his physical beauty, and the thoughtful regard in those silver eyes, that declared he wasn’t quite as he appeared.

“What would you like to know?” the man asked.

“Everything.”

Laurent tucked his hair behind one ear, revealing the smooth, clean line of his jaw. “I can only tell you what I know. Most important, you need to avoid the sun.” Arms draped around his shin, he passed one hand over the back of the other, fingertips absently lingering over his knuckles. “It burns, even when hidden by the clouds.”

Aleric nodded. He’d assumed as much. Vampires were not referred to as creatures of the night for nothing. Given that he’d been keeping ton hours since he’d arrived in London three years ago, he would only need to push the start of his day…well, now night…a few hours later than usual.

“You won’t physically age another day and you can heal yourself, but you’re not immortal. You can be killed. A stake to the heart, starvation, and don’t let anyone sever your head from your body.”

Three things he’d avoided all his life. Again, nothing that should be too difficult to accomplish. A small portion of his mind marveled at his ability to remain so clinical and objective in such a situation. But instead of pausing to examine why he wasn’t more unsettled by the conversation, he focused his full attention on the beautiful man perched on the dresser.

His casual posture seemed more out of habit than out of any attempt to shield his nudity. Aleric could clearly see the limp prick resting over his ballocks behind the forearm crossed over his groin. Even though every line in his body was slouched in comfortable ease, Aleric couldn’t ignore the resemblance to a predator, patiently waiting for the right moment to spring into action.

“Your stomach will reject food. A rather unpleasant experience. Best not to even take a bite of anything remotely solid. Liquids are fine. They’ve never caused me any ill effect. Brandy will still taste like brandy, but it won’t get you foxed no matter how much you drink.”

Aleric frowned. While he didn’t drink himself into oblivion on a regular occasion, he wasn’t pleased to learn the possibility would no longer be there. Some days called for a stiff drink or two or more for a reason. Tonight, for example.

A hint of amusement lit Laurent’s eyes. “You are more than welcome to try, of course. But even throwing back a bottle of brandy will only leave you with a need to use the chamber pot…and not to cast up your accounts.”

Aleric raised one eyebrow, not amused by Laurent’s attempt at humor at his own expense. In any case, he hadn’t overindulged to that point in well over a year. Leaving his supper on the walkway outside a gambling hell had taught him to keep a more careful eye on his limits. “If I can’t eat, then how will I keep from starving?”

“You now have these…” Laurent’s long lashes drifted down and he slowly opened his mouth, lips pulling back to reveal two sets of pointed teeth descending from his gums. Then he dropped his head, forehead almost grazing his knee, once again hiding behind the curtain of his hair. “You’ll drink from another.”

“Their blood?”

“Not to worry.” Laurent looked up. How could one look from the man calm Aleric so? Just vanquish the tendrils of alarm leeching into his gut as if they had never existed. “The experience isn’t as…disquieting as it sounds. You won’t need to do it often. Every few nights or so. You’ll know when you’re hungry. Take only what you need. Don’t drain them and you won’t harm them. Nor will they remember it, if you leave them unconscious.”

At least his very survival wouldn’t mean death for another. That was something to take comfort in.

“It would be best if you cut all ties to your friends and family. Even a brief visit could prompt uncomfortable questions. They may notice the change in you.”

He’d never dwelled on it before, but now that he thought about it, he realized he hadn’t a true friend in all of London. Acquaintances, fellows who joined him for a night of revelry and women who joined him in his bed, but no one who would bat an eye at his sudden disappearance. Fortunate, given his new circumstances, but still, not a very good indicator of the type of life he had chosen for himself. In his quest to soothe that constant itch under his skin for adventure and excitement, for something more than bland routine, he had gotten himself nothing but a very empty, lonely life, and in the process destroyed his relationship with the only people who had ever remotely cared for him.

He heaved a sigh. “I doubt my acquaintances will miss me, and I haven’t spoken to my father or my brothers in three years.”

Brow furrowed, Laurent leaned forward, easily balancing on the edge of the dresser. “Why not?” he asked, intense curiosity written all over his face.

Aleric was a bit taken aback by the question. Everyone who was anyone knew the answer. But given Laurent’s nature, he obviously did not move about Society. It had been the talk of the ton for a while there—how the Duke of Haverton had turned his back on his youngest son. Aleric’s response to the gossip had been to throw himself into the life of a dissolute rogue with aplomb, or so he had thought.

“First sons are heirs. Second sons spares. Third sons go into the church,” he informed Laurent. “To my father’s extreme displeasure, I chose not to take the living at Barton Hall.” Extreme was putting it lightly. As a powerful and wealthy duke, there were few who dared to go against the man’s wishes. Aleric had dared, and then some. Days of arguing with his father had ended with Aleric walking out the door of the family’s country estate. He hadn’t returned since.

Laurent lifted a skeptical brow. “A vicar?”

“Indeed,” he replied with a tip of his head. “And since I did not fall into line, do the expected, my father cut me off. Hence why I haven’t spoken to him in years.”

“And why not your brothers?”

“They are dutiful sons who willingly follow in my father’s footsteps. Quite unlike myself.” He didn’t bother to mask the sarcasm in his tone.

He shifted on the bed, pulling one knee up, mimicking Laurent’s posture, and picked at a stray thread on the silk coverlet. He’d thought his options limited a few hours ago. Not a shilling to his name, the heavy threat of creditors knocking on his door, and with the distinct possibility of soon finding himself without a home hanging over his head. Yes, he had grown more than tired of the City, but…the realization he could never return to the life he knew slowly sank in. Everything familiar was now gone. And where before he held secure in the knowledge that with enough begging, with sufficient contrition, with a bow of his head and a promise to fall into line, his father would take him back, now that was gone as well.

“It will get easier to accept with time.” Laurent’s soft voice broke the quiet.

“And how much time have you had?”

A veil of sadness fell over his face. “Thirty-six years.”

“How old were you when you were…turned?”

“One-and-twenty.”

Six years younger than Aleric. Odd, to think the man was actually fifty-seven years of age. He certainly didn’t look it. “Are there others like us?”

“Yes.”

“In London?”

Laurent hesitated. “Yes.”

More questions tumbled about in his head, but he had the impression Laurent would not welcome them now. Laurent hadn’t ducked his head, had not gone back to hiding beneath the curtain of his hair. He still regarded him with those patient silver eyes. Still…

Aleric absently shook his head, not able to pinpoint where that sensation, that sense of discomfort, of trepidation came from.

“It is getting late,” Laurent announced. “You should settle in for the day, get some rest. Even though you can hide yourself from the sun, you need to sleep during daylight hours. Your body will demand it. If you wish, you are welcome to my bed.” A graceful leap and he landed soundlessly on his feet.

His bed? Of course, whose bed would he be in? And a very comfortable bed at that, though a bit untidy. The rumpled coverlet exposed hints of the white sheet beneath. The pillows bunched at the headboard. The mattress soft yet firm, and large enough to easily accommodate two men. His skin prickled with awareness, with the memory of that rumpled silk coverlet sliding against his back as Laurent pounded into him.

He snapped his head around, his attention going immediately to Laurent as the man adjusted the drapes covering one of the windows. The muscles in his back rippled and flexed with his movements. Aleric clenched his fists against the need to palm the round globes of his arse.

Arousal washed over him, focusing his senses fully on Laurent. He flared his nostrils, soaking up the scents in the air. Male musk, a hint of clean soap, and dried sweat mixed with the distinct scent of his own seed. Laurent still wore his mark. A tremble shook his body. His breathing turned harsh, heavy. He felt a light prick, like the touch from a needle, on his gums. He absently ran his tongue over his upper teeth, snagging two sharp points.

He rocked forward, coiling his muscles, a split second from springing from the bed, from launching himself at Laurent, tackling the man to the ground, sinking his teeth into that muscled shoulder and taking him, when it registered that Laurent was walking toward the door.

“Laurent.” Was that his voice? It sounded more growl than a word.

Hand on the knob, he turned. His once limp prick jutted from his body, stiff and hard. The scent so strong and precise, Aleric swore he could taste the fluid beaded on the tip of Laurent’s cock.

“You may call me Raphael, if you wish.”

“You are leaving?”

“Yes. You need to rest.” He tipped his head in the direction of Aleric’s groin, his only acknowledgement of the raging erection that needed his full attention. “And if I stay much longer, you won’t be getting any rest. Good day, Aleric. I will see you again come nightfall.”

The click of the door shutting echoed in the room before it faded to nothingness.

His panting breaths were all that broke the silence. The sounds quickened, grew shallower, hitching in his chest.

No!

Aleric leapt from the bed, landing on his feet less than a pace from the door. Heart slamming against his ribs, he flung open the door.

Halfway down a short corridor, Raphael turned to face him. “Is there something you need?”

You.

He couldn’t explain it, but he was suddenly frantic not to be left alone. Ridiculous notion. He was a grown man, had lived alone for the past three years. But he just could not shake it, couldn’t reason with the stark desperation not to be separated from Raphael.

“Aleric?”

“Where are you going?” Hell, and now he even sounded desperate.

“To another room for the night.” Raphael flicked his fingers behind him, toward the closed door at the end of the corridor.

Stay with me. He gripped the knob tightly, but he couldn’t will the tremble from his arm.

Raphael’s probing gaze swept over his face. After a moment, he nodded.

The tension slipped away as Raphael walked toward him. Aleric stepped aside, allowing Raphael to pass, and then closed the door behind him.

Raphael pulled back the coverlet, righted both pillows, and climbed into the bed, taking up the place on the far side. Aleric watched as he snagged the coverlet, pulling it up to his chest, clearly settling in for the night.

He looked to Aleric and patted the mattress. “Come along. You can’t very well get any rest standing at the door.”

Refusing to think about the fact that he was getting into bed with a naked man, he crossed the room and slipped beneath the cool sheet. Raphael doused the candle on the bedside table, plunging the room into total darkness.

Aleric blinked. Apparently he did still need some light to see by.

The acrid wisp of smoke from the candle stung his nostrils then the scent quickly dissipated. He gave his pillow a punch to fluff it and stretched out on his stomach. The heat from Raphael’s body drew him closer and before he was aware of it, his arm was slung over his waist and he was nestled against his side, his head resting on Raphael’s shoulder.

Rather than arouse him anew, the press of bare skin against bare skin brought only comfort, pushing away the last lingering bit of panic that had clutched his gut like a damn fist. Gentle fingers smoothed his hair, lulling his senses. The steady beats of Raphael’s heart had his eyes drifting closed. He should thank him. The man had somehow understood, saving him from the embarrassment of being reduced to pleading with Raphael to stay. But sleep was fast overtaking him.

Tomorrow. He’d thank him tomorrow.






Chapter Five
 

Cracked wooden shingles passed by in a blur beneath Raphael’s bare feet. A quick adjustment in his stride and he leapt across the space between two buildings. The woman lingering in the shadows amidst the refuse and discarded crates in the alley didn’t even look up.

The neat rows of townhouses and tidy Squares marking Mayfair were far behind him. In their place was a maze of narrow streets and flash houses, taverns and decrepit buildings. The damp stench of foul water and of unwashed bodies stung his nostrils. Why was it the Thames smelled so much worse on this end of Town?

Instead of clearing the next alley, he paused at the edge of a building’s roof and glanced about. The full moon was high in the sky, illuminating the chaotic pattern of the surrounding rooflines. Some sharply peaked, some flat, some bowed with age. The fog rolling in from the Thames hung low between the buildings, shrouding the alleys and streets in a light mist. The sun had set a few hours ago. The few hardworking souls who inhabited the East End were now safe in their beds, leaving the thieves and the drunkards and the whores to wander the streets. Easy prey for those like himself.

Not that he ever sought a meal here. He wouldn’t dare to poach on another’s territory. He valued his neck, after all. And as the only one of his kind in the West End, he could easily delay the occasional gentleman on his way home without causing undue suspicion.

But he wasn’t the only vampire in Mayfair anymore. At least not at the moment. It had taken all his self-control not to remain with Aleric. To resist the overpowering need to simply be near him, never mind having the man in his arms. Somehow he had managed to slip out of bed, leaving Aleric undisturbed as he slept.

Nor had he been foolish enough to believe Aleric’s unspoken request last night had anything to do with Raphael in particular. Any warm body would have done. Yes, he’d been taken aback to find Aleric in the open doorway, but he should have predicted it. The man’s anxiety had been palpable and completely understandable. After all, it had just been a byproduct of the confusion that came along with being a new vampire.

Though given Aleric’s reaction last night, perhaps he should have woken him, informed him he was leaving for a bit. But then again, Aleric could have turned those pleading eyes on him again, forcing him to stay. No matter how much he wished it otherwise, tonight’s errands needed his immediate attention. And he needed to be quick about it. The note he’d left on the bedside table beside the candle he’d left lit informed Aleric he’d return by midnight. He hadn’t wanted the man to awaken and believe himself abandoned.

He’d already been to the East End once tonight and made several stops at Aleric’s bachelor apartments. Just one last errand before he could return home to retrieve Aleric. He scanned the rooflines, his attention stopping on the crumbled chimney two streets over. He backed up two paces, sprinted forward, and cleared the distance to the next building, setting off toward that chimney.

When he reached his destination, he crouched amidst the fallen bricks and peered over the gutter hanging by a few nails from the edge of the roof. Tall, broad of shoulder, with dark hair…Raphael briefly closed his eyes and reached out his other senses…and a vampire. Not the same one he’d voiced his request to earlier, but definitely one of Katerina’s.

The vampire pushed from the brick wall and looked up, catching Raphael’s gaze. At his nod, Raphael dropped down, landing a good few paces from where the man stood. Clad all in black to blend in with the shadows, he was handsome, in a starkly masculine sort of way, but beyond their unappealing arrogance, for some reason Raphael had never found himself attracted to any of her vampires. Odd, considering Aleric was cut from a similar physical mold. He’d fit seamlessly into her clan.

Apprehension began to seep into his gut but he forcibly pushed it aside. Not something he needed to dwell on at the moment. There would be time enough for those particular worries later tonight.

“Will she grant me an audience?” he asked, pitching his voice low to avoid being overheard by unwanted ears. He had debated whether to reveal he’d have a guest in tow and decided silence the safest route on that subject.

Hard, iron-gray eyes swept the length of Raphael’s body. A sneer of disdain curved the man’s lips. “Yes.”

“My thanks,” he said, with a quick tip of his head, careful to keep his attention on the vampire. “And please extend my gratitude to her. She can expect me…” He paused to calculate the time it would take to return home, pick up Aleric and travel back across the city. Then he added a bit to cover any unforeseen delays. Being late would not do. “…within two hours.”

The vampire didn’t respond. Merely turned on his heel and strode out of the alley. The rude dismissal did not rankle in the slightest. He would rather have them treat him as insignificant than attract their attention.

Once the man disappeared into the fog, Raphael scanned the surrounding brick walls for an easy means back to the roof. Though clearly rotted with age, the nearby door’s frame and the boards covering the windows above it should be able to bear his weight. He quickly scaled the wall and set off for Mayfair.

As he passed through Cheapside, the distinct scent of a livery had him dropping back down to the street. Katerina’s vampires ignored him because they were accustomed to his presence. Even though Aleric would be with him, Aleric might not gain such a concession. Best to use a carriage to travel most of the distance.

He pulled open the door. Only a single lantern illuminated the aisle. The quiet was broken by a horse moving about in its stall, the straw rustling beneath its hooves. He nudged an old groom sprawled in a chair just inside the door. The man rubbed the sleep from his eyes as Raphael relayed his instructions. A closed carriage with a driver. No additional footmen required. The carriage would be back at the livery before dawn. The man grabbed a scrap of paper and a pencil from the dirt-dusted brick floor next to his chair and scrawled out Raphael’s address.

“You’ll be paying now?”

He reached into the pocket of his greatcoat. The man’s eyes widened at the thick fold of pound notes. He handed over the correct sum, and then added one more note to ensure a timely arrival.

“Most kind of you, sir.” The man gave a deferential half bow. He shoved the notes and the scrap of paper into a pocket of his trousers. Dragging a hand along his scruffy jaw, he regarded Raphael. “How come you don’t got no shoes?”

Because soles slip on shingles. He kept his expression blank. “Must have misplaced them.”

The heavily lined face twisted in confusion. Then the man shook his gray head and turned, snagging a brush from a shelf on the wall. “Nabobs. Ain’t got no sense…”

Raphael closed the door behind him, cutting off the rest of the man’s grumbled words. He should have remembered about the shoes. What sort of gentleman went about Town barefoot? Hopefully he hadn’t just sparked the man’s curiosity. He had enough worries to fend off. The last thing he needed tonight was a questioning driver.

As he made his way back to his home, those worries he had managed to keep at bay gathered force, colliding in his head. What if Katerina took exception to Aleric? She had previously implied she allowed Raphael’s solitary presence only because he had been in the city before she had arrived. If she objected to Aleric, he doubted they’d ever walk out of her home. Lovely yet lethal, Katerina could easily dispense with them. Or with just Aleric, or just Raphael, depending on her mood. From the moment they stepped through her front door, they would be completely at her whim. But a necessary risk to ensure Aleric’s safety. The man would never be able to move freely about London without her approval.

More than that, though, as Aleric’s creator, Raphael saw it as his responsibility to educate the man and help him choose the path for his new life. He would not sentence Aleric to the confusion and the missteps he himself had endured after he had awoken a vampire. If Katerina extended the invitation, and Raphael had a nagging suspicion she would, then Aleric could join her clan. And clan life was an option for Aleric. One Raphael feared would pose a tempting lure. As a man accustomed to evenings devoted to vice and debauchery, it was the closest thing to his old way of life.

An option Raphael hoped beyond hope Aleric wouldn’t exercise, but he couldn’t keep the man ignorant of his choices and selfishly keep him with him, no matter how much he wished it.

It was the least he could do, really, considering he had condemned Aleric to this life.

The loneliness, the isolation. The constant need to hide himself from others. His only reprieve from the emptiness the possibility of seeing Aleric for a few brief hours. On those nights when he couldn’t find him, when he had searched the city in vain…

Pure torture.

What if Aleric chose to leave him? Raphael crossed Hart Street and headed north, occasionally dropping to street level to traverse the lush expanses of cool grass in the neatly manicured Squares. He didn’t know if he could go back to how it had been before he’d first laid eyes on Aleric. The nights stretching infinitely long. Void of all hope, of any glimmer of happiness.

He reached his townhouse and stopped to rub his chest, trying to soothe the ache. How could just the thought of losing Aleric hurt so much? He had no claim on the man, yet every fiber of his being rebelled at the possibility, demanded he do everything in his power to keep him by his side.

No. A harsh wince crossed his face. Aleric would either choose to stay with him of his own accord, or choose to leave and either join a clan or live his own solitary life. Raphael would not take the choice he had never had away from Aleric.

At least the man hadn’t damned him to hell, cursed him, or shrank away from him in fright last night. Of that, he counted himself fortunate. He had been called a monster and a vile beast more than once. The experience unpleasant but endurable. From Aleric’s lips, though, those words would have caused far more than a mere flinch. They would have destroyed him completely.

He took a few deep breaths, gathering his composure, and then crouched and peered over the slate shingles of the roof to the front of the house. The drapes of the bedchamber billowed slightly in the night breeze. The white sheer fabric backing the dark green velvet fluttered just beyond the window he’d left open.

A quick change of clothes into something more appropriate and then he’d inform Aleric of their errand. His resolve in place, he swung down and into his home.

 

 

Aleric stretched out an arm and encountered cool sheets. He bolted upright, his gaze skipping about the empty room.

Where was Raphael?

He closed his eyes and focused solely on listening, but could detect no sounds coming from within the house. Raphael wasn’t in the house. He couldn’t pinpoint how he knew that. The knowledge was just there. A solid, indisputable fact.

He was alone.

Tendrils of apprehension wound around his chest, tightening ever more.

Hell, he felt like he was standing on the doorstep of his old boarding school, his trunk at his feet, and watching the family traveling carriage move away from him. Not that any family member had been in that carriage. Cross with him over his latest spot of trouble, his father hadn’t even bothered to see him off.

Raphael will come back to me. He told me he’d see me again come nightfall.

As he repeated the words in his head, the tightness in his chest eased just enough for common sense to descend.

“Nor are you eight years of age anymore,” he admonished himself.

With that firm reminder, he swung his feet over the side of the bed and stood. A flash of white on the bedside table caught his attention. He picked up the note.

Will return by midnight.

—R

Aleric stared at the words written in ornate script, not caring to examine the relief pouring over him. Where had Raphael gone? He looked to the delicate porcelain clock on the bedside table. Five minutes until midnight. He’d find out soon enough.

First though, he needed to put some clothes on.

He picked up his waistcoat from the pile of clothing on the floor and rubbed his finger over the large stain marring the small tear in the yellow silk. Solid proof that last night had not been a dream or a nightmare. A blade had sunk into his chest. The dried blood under his fingertip was his own. Though now he had Raphael’s coursing through his veins.

Not the most comfortable of thoughts.

The waistcoat ruined beyond repair, he tossed it into the bin and found his trousers beneath his also ruined coat. He glanced about the floor. Where were his… He recalled the sharp tug at his waist, the sound of fabric tearing, then the decadent sensation of his cock sliding against bare skin.

He’d been attracted to men all his life—something he’d only begun to acknowledge in himself over the past couple of years—but it had never approached this intense focus on one individual.

One beautiful, far too tempting individual. A man whose soft lips were made for his kisses. Whose hard body fit perfectly against his own. A body strong enough to take the full force of his desire, and able to give it back in equal measure.

And damnation, could Raphael give it back.

His buttocks tightened at the memory of that cock pounding into him. Heat flared under his skin, and he let out a short grunt as his head went light against the rush of sensation.

He gave his head a sharp shake in an attempt to throw off the flare of lust and tried to will down the erection.

Completely wasted effort.

Letting out a huff of annoyance, he tugged on his trousers and crossed to the washstand. He wrinkled his nose at the dingy water in the basin. The pitcher beside it was empty. Clearly Raphael did not employ servants. He looked up into the mirror and blinked, a bit startled to see his own reflection. What had he expected? He was still flesh and bone, after all. Though his eyes were definitely not the same. No longer a true blue, they held an echo of the silver radiance of Raphael’s eyes.

A quick pass of his hand smoothed his hair. Leaning closer to the mirror, he ran his fingertips over his jaw. Only the faintest hint of dark stubble, as if he had shaved but ten hours earlier. Yet it had been over twice that since he’d picked up his straight razor.

Interesting. He’d have to remember to add that to his list of questions for Raphael.

He turned from the washstand and scanned the room. The navy velvet coat and brocade waistcoat strewn near the foot of the bed had to belong to Raphael. Aleric didn’t even bother to pick them up. Given the man’s slighter frame, they wouldn’t fit anyway. His trousers alone would have to do for now.

More to give himself something to do than anything, he grabbed the candle and left the bedchamber to have a look around. There was only one other door at the end of the corridor, the room Raphael had planned to use last night.

Not last night. Day.

It would definitely take a bit of doing to rearrange his thinking.

That wasn’t the only thing he’d have to grow accustomed to. That sense of looking for something, that constant itch for something more that had pushed him to be a reckless lad, always searching for adventure in the staid countryside, was absent for the first time in as long as he could remember. But while a part of him embraced the open possibility of his new life, everything was still much too new, too startlingly strange for comfort. Nor did he have any notion of how he would go about this new phase of his life. Where would he spend his days, hiding from the sun? He hadn’t a shilling to his name. His apartments wouldn’t be a viable option for long.

And above all, there would be no going back to how he had been before Raphael had made Aleric like himself.

“It will get easier to accept with time.”

Raphael’s words drifted through his head, a calming balm that soothed the unease. He went down the stairs and opened the door at the end of the short corridor.

A stale scent hit his nose. The candle threw splashes of light and shadow onto the ghostly shapes scattered throughout the room. He made to take a quick step back then realized it was simply furniture draped with white sheets. Well, they had once been white. A light layer of dust covered the peaks and valleys outlining two settees, a few chairs and small round tea tables. As with Raphael’s bedchamber, mirrors and paintings in heavily gilded frames lined the white paneled walls. An intricate plasterwork pattern covered the ceiling edged with elaborate molding.

This had to be the main drawing room of the house. Did Raphael never have use for it? He investigated the other rooms, even going down to the first floor to check the dining room and the ground floor to check the kitchen before returning to the drawing room. Except for the small library with its bookcases spanning from floor to ceiling, every other space resembled the drawing room. As if it hadn’t been inhabited for years. And the ornate, Rocco-influenced décor marked it decades old. It left the house with the eerie impression it had been frozen in time some forty or fifty years ago.

If felt distinctly…lonely. How could Raphael live here? Or perhaps this wasn’t his home. Perhaps he merely borrowed it, its true owners long removed to the country. It certainly didn’t feel like a gentleman’s residence. He could almost sense the echo of an elegant older lady who still insisted on donning a powered white wig.

That brittle sense of loneliness vanished. Warmth filled his chest. The stale air now rich with the scent of—

“Aleric.”

Before he was aware of it, a smile had stolen across his lips. He turned to find Raphael striding into the room.

Perhaps this was his home after all.

A red silk ribbon held back the length of his hair. Pristine white lace cuffs spilled from the sleeves of his amethyst velvet frock coat. Silver satin knee breeches hugged the lean muscles of his thighs, with white stockings covering his calves. And those shoes. Low-heeled with diamond-encrusted buckles. On any other man, the ensemble would look ridiculous. But it somehow fit him.

“Evening, Raphael. You’re turned out quite smartly tonight.” Odd, to feel so comfortable around him. His presence so familiar, like Aleric had known him forever.

“Did you find my note?”

Aleric nodded.

“My apologies for my absence. A few errands required my attention and I thought it best to see to them before you awoke.” A hint of worry slipped into his features, drawing his brows together the slightest bit. “Last night you asked if there were others like us in London. I have made arrangements for us to pay a call. An introduction to the clan.” Before Aleric could open his mouth to voice his question, Raphael added, “I’ll explain on the ride there. The carriage will arrive shortly. Before we can leave you need to change into something more appropriate.”

“Despite the lure of purple velvet, I highly doubt any of your clothes will fit me.” He flicked his fingers to his trousers. “Everything else I had on last night is unfit to wear.”

“Not to worry. I stopped by your apartments.”

Did you now? The stiff bristle of irritation dug sharp and hard into his spine. “I don’t recall handing over the key.”

“Your bedchamber window wasn’t locked,” Raphael called over his shoulder as he strode from the room.

“My apartments are on the third floor,” Aleric pointed out, following Raphael up the stairs.

“And easily accessible from the rooftop.” Raphael opened the door to the other bedchamber. “This room is yours for as long as you wish to stay.”

“Thank you,” Aleric said, taken aback by the man’s generosity. At least he needn’t worry about finding himself without a roof over his head anymore. Though he would have preferred to remain in Raphael’s room than to have his own. “And thank you…for last night.” When I behaved like a complete and utter fool.

Raphael tipped his head, the edges of his lips lifting in an understanding smile.

Thankful Raphael did not elaborate on the subject, Aleric turned and set the candle on the dresser beside a full decanter of brandy on a silver tray complete with an empty glass. The fire in the grate looked warm, but it must have been newly built for the heat had yet to take the chill from the room. Under the cool air was a hint of the same stale scent that permeated the other rooms in the townhouse, except Raphael’s bedchamber and the small library. He had the impression someone had recently removed the white sheets from the furniture. The bed appeared freshly made. The gold-patterned coverlet straightened, the white pillows fluffed.

“It is your home, correct?” Aleric asked.

“Pardon?”

“The townhouse. It’s yours?”

“Yes.”

“Have you always lived here?”

“No. I grew up in the country.” Raphael prodded the fire with an iron poker, nudging the flames to full life. “The townhouse was my grandmother’s. She left it to me when I was a boy. The house lay dormant for years before I had a need for it.”

“Was that when you cut ties with your family?”

“I had no need to cut ties. My parents had passed away a couple years before. But I didn’t think it wise to continue to reside in their home—curious neighbors and all—so I relocated to London.” He rested the poker against the marble fireplace surround and indicated a narrow door along one wall. “You’ll find a change of clothes in there. If you have need of anything, you have only to ask.”

Aleric wanted to know so much more about Raphael—what was his life like before he’d been turned, did he miss it or had he embraced his new life?—but the way in which he changed the subject indicated he preferred not to discuss his past. So he made do with another “Thank you.”

“How do you feel?” The heavy regard in the man’s eyes begged an honest answer and not merely a polite, conversational response.

“Damned fantastic. But I’m thirsty.” Those last three words popped out of his mouth without conscious thought. But he had spoken the truth. He was parched. Not hunger, but thirst. Sharper and more acute than after a long summer’s day spent under the hot sun.

Raphael pushed up one lace-edged sleeve, held out his wrist to Aleric. “Here. Drink.”

“Ah…I-I don’t think I should…” Even though uncertainty waged within, his feet moved, taking him closer to Raphael, to that beautifully bared wrist.

“I had more than enough last night. Take what you need.”

“We can drink from each other?”

The hesitation before Raphael nodded did not inspire confidence. In one swift movement speaking of practiced ease, Raphael brought his wrist up to his mouth, slashed his fangs across his own skin.

An all too familiar sweet, slightly metallic scent wafted from the wound, surrounding Aleric. He flared his nostrils, drinking in the delicious scent. He vaguely registered the prick on his gums as his fangs descended. All his attention had focused on Raphael’s wrist, the blood pooling over the wound, the strong pulse in his vein.

One tantalizing crimson drop slid down to the back of his upturned hand, clung to his skin for the briefest of seconds, poised to drop…

Aleric grabbed Raphael’s arm. The instant blood touched Aleric’s tongue, something lurched inside him. A raw, primitive need coupled with a sense of absolute completion.

Liquid flowed into his mouth and down his throat. Heat pooled in his stomach, warming him from the inside out. So sweet. So satisfying. Each swallow demanded another and another.

A low moan filled his ears. Raphael. Suckling greedily, Aleric glanced up. Raphael’s head had tilted back, his long lashes resting on his cheekbones, his lips parted. Swaying on his feet, he grabbed Aleric’s shoulder, fingers digging into the muscle and tendons.

Even above the almost overpowering scent of blood, he could detect Raphael’s arousal. Male musk and the hint of pre-come carried on the heat pouring off the man. His own body reacted instantly. His cock hardened, his ballocks tightening. He released Raphael’s wrist, grabbed the other man, and crushed his mouth to his.

A hot tongue slipped into his mouth, tangled with his. He let out a groan and jerked Raphael closer, ground his hips, rubbing their hard pricks together. Lust ripped through him, consumed his senses.

He tore at the placket of Raphael’s breeches, shoved them down to his knees. Pushed the velvet coat from his shoulders. With a hand on his upper arm, he whirled Raphael around, pressed him up against the wall. Frantic need drumming through his veins, he made quick work of the placket of his own trousers, freeing his erection.

Hands braced against the wall, Raphael arched his lower back in clear invitation, presenting Aleric with his arse. “Take me, Aleric. Please,” Raphael said, urgency soaking the plea.

Breaths coming hard and fast, he flicked the tail of Raphael’s shirt aside, spit into his palm and dragged his fingers between the man’s rounded cheeks, wetting his entrance. The puckered skin quivered beneath his touch, sending a jolt straight to his groin. Unable to wait another second, he palmed those cheeks, thumbs grazing the slick hole, and spread him wide. Then he pushed his cock in the other man’s arse.

Raphael let out a guttural groan, one of purest pleasure. A quick jerk of his hips and Aleric settled hilt deep, pulling another low groan from Raphael. Exquisite tightness gripped his length. And heat. So goddamn hot. The urge to thrust, to pound his cock into the other man, to posses him completely, gripped hold. Gritting his teeth, he pulled back, briefly savoring the lush friction, and then gave into that urge and slammed into Raphael, each hard, relentless stroke marking the man as his own.

Raphael turned his head into his outstretched arm, lips pressed to the white sleeve covering his biceps, as if to muffle his grunts. Stray strands of golden hair had escaped his neat queue and were stuck to his sweat-dampened temples. One quick flick of Aleric’s fingertips, and those strands were tucked behind his ear. Raphael’s eyes, clamped shut, fluttered open. The lust and raw need in Raphael’s gaze hit him square in the chest.

Aleric leaned full over him, sunk his fangs through Raphael’s waistcoat and shirt and into the hard muscle of his shoulder. Mouth pressed against the fabric, he sucked hard as he continued to drive into Raphael. Each thrust felt like the absolute definition of perfection. A tremor shook Raphael’s body and then he let out a hoarse shout.

The scent of his release sparked Aleric’s own. The orgasm barreled upon him. Swift and fierce. Too strong to be denied. With a savage roar, he spilled deep within Raphael.

His arms slid around to wrap around Raphael’s waist as he rested against him, the slick silk of his waistcoat pressed against his cheek. Oddly, he didn’t feel drained or tired. Not a hint of the usual languor. He felt invigorated and ready for more, the sharp edge merely taken off his lust.

Raphael turned in his arms. A slight flush stained his cheeks. His upper fangs grazed his sensuous, full bottom lip. With a light touch, his fingertips whispered from Aleric’s temple down to his jaw. “Feel better?”

Aleric nodded and leaned into his touch, seeking more. The most profound sense of contentment stole over him. He dropped his head to nuzzle his neck, the man’s cravat tickling his nose. He could stay here with Raphael, just hold him close, soak up his scent, the heat from his body, forever.

“Aleric.” Raphael’s voice drifted around him, as soft and light as the hands caressing his bare back. “We need to leave soon.”

Reluctantly, Aleric released his hold on Raphael and took a step back to right his trousers.

As Raphael bent to tug up his breeches, Aleric noticed the four blotches of crimson blood marring the pale blue silk of his waistcoat.

“Your shoulder,” he said, concern tightening his voice. Where had his self-control gone? He’d bitten the man, for Christ’s sake.

“Not a worry.” Raphael tucked in his shirt and did up the placket. “It’s already healed. But I’ll need to change before we leave. And you”—Raphael’s gaze lingered on his chest, warming his skin—“you need to dress.”

“All right,” he said with a nod. Raphael obviously thought the call important.

As the man left, Aleric went into the dressing room. Coats and waistcoats hung on pegs along one wall. White shirts, breeches, and trousers were folded on shelves. Riding boots and evening shoes were on the floor under a bottom shelf. Everything neat and tidy. Everything in its place. And all of it his. Raphael had picked up more than a change of clothes from his apartments. He had brought Aleric’s entire wardrobe. Well, not all of it. The drab olive green coat wasn’t there. Aleric didn’t mind—he had only worn the thing once. Too tight across the shoulders.

Somehow he knew what he would find before he opened the top drawer of the narrow cabinet. Linen drawers, woolen socks, cravats, and gloves. He picked up a pair of black gloves. Frowning, he rubbed his thumb over the smooth, well-worn kidskin marked with a small, embroidered AV at the cuff. He thought he had lost them months ago. Must have been hidden in the back of a drawer.

He selected a pair of drawers, socks and a cravat and laid them on the cabinet with the gloves. He flicked open the lid of a silver box. His fingertips were hovering over an emerald-studded pin when he realized Raphael had brought the engraved silver box as well. And inside were not four cravat pins, but five, and the mate to his onyx cufflink.

He furrowed his brow. An uneasy feeling invaded the pit of his stomach.

A knock sounded on the bedchamber door. “Are you ready?”

Aleric closed the lid of the silver box. “Not yet.”

“Well, move along. The carriage is waiting, and we need to get back before the sun rises.”

“I’ll be but a moment,” he called.

He dressed as quickly as he could, making do with a simple knot on his cravat and not bothering with a pin. He would admit he was more than a bit curious to meet others of their kind. After giving his coat a tug to straighten it, he grabbed his gloves from the cabinet and went out to meet Raphael.






Chapter Six
 

The sounds of the horses’ hooves and the creak of the carriage were all that broke the silence. A small brass lantern hung on a hook just inside the door, but neither Aleric nor Raphael had bothered to light it. The moonlight shining in through the carriage windows provided more than enough light for Aleric to see by.

Aleric tugged on the edge of his shirtsleeve, adjusting it so just enough showed beyond the cuff of his black evening coat. Patience had never been one of his strengths, but he seemed to have less of it now than ever before.

Mouth twisted in annoyance, Aleric shifted on the bench, stretching out his legs the best he could in the cramped confines of the carriage. His knee brushed Raphael’s and sensation shot up his leg, settling in his groin. His cock twitched against the placket of his trousers. Not an hour ago, he and Raphael had been locked intimately together, and already he was impatient for more.

His gaze swept over Raphael, who was seated across from him. Yes, the man was handsome, beautiful even, but he’d laid eyes on many a handsome face before and not had this reaction. What was it about him that sparked this constant need? Even newly sated, that craving remained; a continual hum for more.

Being this close to Raphael didn’t help matters, either.

And surely the view of the flash house they passed couldn’t be all that interesting. Raphael’s attention had not strayed from the window since the carriage had departed from his townhouse. And he had stayed frustratingly silent.

Enough. He’d waited far beyond the limit of polite manners for Raphael to bring up the subject of his own accord. “Do you intend to explain before or after we arrive?”

Raphael stiffened then briefly closed his eyes. His sigh filled the carriage. “I have made arrangements to introduce you to the clan.”

Obviously. Aleric hadn’t entered the carriage completely ignorant of the plan for the evening. He arched a brow, but the prompting stare was lost on Raphael as he didn’t bother to pause in his study of the passing buildings. “Care to elaborate?”

“One clan resides in London,” he said in dull monotone, as if reciting from a book he had long ago memorized. “It is headed by a female. Her name is Katerina. You will meet her tonight and perhaps some of her vampires.”

“How many are there, and why do you refer to them as hers?”

“Approximately thirty-five. They are hers because she turned them. Most of them, anyway. She acquired at least one of her men.” Raphael pulled one leg up to rest his heel against the edge of the bench and looped an arm about his calf. “They are all men, except for her.” Resignation seeped into his voice. “Females are…different. You will find you have far more strength than you ever possessed, but she has more than just physical power. Her vampires carry her blood and do as she bids.” Raphael rapped sharply on the ceiling, and the carriage slowed to a stop. “We shall take the rest of the distance on foot. It’s not far.” He dropped his foot to the floorboards and finally turned to Aleric. His mouth was set in a grim line. The absolute lack of the usual thoughtful patience in Raphael’s silver eyes stopped the flurry of questions before Aleric could even begin to voice one. “From here on forward, hold your tongue and don’t leave my side.”

Aleric opened his mouth to protest, but Raphael was already out of the carriage. Was the man trying to irritate him tonight? Aleric stooped to fit through the narrow door and, with a flick of his fingers, shut it behind him.

“Wait here,” Raphael instructed the driver. “We will return within the hour.”

The driver glanced around warily, his grip tightening on the leather lines, his shoulders seeming to hunch even further within his tattered greatcoat.

Aleric could well understand the driver’s reluctance. He certainly did not consider himself a coward, but anyone with a modicum of good sense avoided this end of Town. The desolation of the rundown buildings, the dark, narrow streets with nary a streetlamp to light the way, the wretched misery of the poor soul huddled on the stone steps by the door of what perhaps could pass for a boarding house…

Decidedly not a pleasant place to find oneself. And damn cold, too. He could see his breath in the frigid air. At least he had remembered to grab his gloves before he left Raphael’s townhouse. Though the greatcoat would have been the more useful garment to grab.

Not bothering to receive confirmation from the driver, Raphael set off down the street. A few long strides had Aleric at his side.

“Will the driver wait?” He pitched his voice low. Every sound seemed amplified, bouncing off the buildings and smacking his ears.

“He’ll be there. When I gave him our direction back at the townhouse, I compensated him for any worries, with the promise of more upon our return to Mayfair.”

Raphael turned left at the crossroads, his gaze straight ahead, his strides as unconcerned as if he were merely taking a stroll along Bond Street. The damp, thick scent of the Thames hung in the night air, making it feel somehow even colder. They must be near the docks.

The hairs on his nape prickled. A quick glance around revealed they were alone, yet he couldn’t throw off the sensation of a pair of eyes tracking his every move. Likely a footpad lurking somewhere deep in the shadows. Raphael’s elaborate attire practically screamed he carried a fat purse, and his slighter frame promised little deterrent. A thief would accost them for his shoes alone.

Squaring his shoulders and lifting his chin, he moved a step closer to Raphael. He flexed his fists at his sides, a silent warning to anyone with thoughts that the two gentlemen clearly out of their element might make easy marks. He might not have put up a fight the last time he himself had been accosted by thieves, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t able. It was simply a matter of having something worth fighting for, and God help any footpad who intended to harm Raphael.

Then he rolled his eyes at his own foolishness. As if Raphael needed his protection. He had witnessed firsthand how the man dealt with thieves.

Every bit of apprehension drained from his gut as the realization hit him. Nor did he need Raphael’s protection. He could feel the strength in his own limbs, the power in his clenched fists, just waiting to be put into service. And those weren’t the only weapons in his arsenal. The knowledge brought a strong rush of confidence. London was open to him in ways it had never been before. He could now go where he pleased, with nary a worry.

His strides loosened, matching Raphael’s. Yet as they approached a massive, old warehouse at the end of the street, the ease slipped out of Raphael, replaced with an alert edge. A faint creak from above drew Aleric’s attention. Silhouetted against the night sky, two men were crouched near the edge of the warehouse’s roof. One stood and turned, traversing the roof’s peak and disappearing over the other side.

His senses sharpened to a razor pitch. There were more of them. Though a quick sweep of the surrounding buildings and alleys revealed nothing, he could feel them watching him and Raphael.

Tonight would not be on par with a pleasant afternoon call.

…hold your tongue and don’t leave my side. The memory of Raphael’s stern warning rang in his ears. As they stopped before a tall door, he looked askance at Raphael. There was far more to this introduction than he had been told. Some nuance that Aleric could not quite grasp, but that Raphael was well aware of. And he had stayed deliberately silent on the subject.

But why?

The door swung open. An expression of polite disinterest fell over Raphael’s face. A dark-haired man of about Aleric’s own height flicked his fingers, motioning for them to enter. Without a word, the man led them down a short, barren corridor that matched the austere clapboard exterior of the warehouse. Then he stopped before a door and opened it.

The moment Aleric stepped over the threshold, he blinked in shock. Good Lord, the space defined grandeur. A spotless white marble floor. A high ceiling edged with intricate moldings. Large paintings, many taller than himself, in gilded frames lined the walls covered in light blue silk paper. Several seating arrangements comprised of settees and elegant chairs were scattered about. Three heavy gold and crystal chandeliers provided enough light to rival a summer’s afternoon.

It put the formal drawing room at his father’s ducal estate to shame.

A woman stood from an ivory settee at the far end of the room. Tall and willowy, and exquisitely beautiful, she clearly belonged in such surroundings. Her vibrant auburn hair was pulled back in an expert knot, revealing the long, graceful line of her neck. The lush swells of her breasts spilled from the bodice of her rich, amber silk gown. Regal as a queen, with her hands clasped before her lightly holding a closed fan, she waited for them to come to her.

But for all her seductive beauty, something about her put Aleric on his guard.

Raphael sketched a bow, one worthy of an appearance at court. “Good evening, Katerina. My thanks for your gracious acceptance of my request for an audience.”

“Ah, Mr. Laurent.” Her voice was light, distinctly feminine, and backed with a heavy Russian accent. “The reason for your visit is now clear.”

“Allow me to introduce Lord Aleric Vane.”

Aleric tipped his head. Raphael had told him to remain silent, but twenty-seven years of polite manners were impossible to ignore. “It is always a pleasure to make the acquaintance of such a lovely woman.” The words flowed smoothly off his tongue, the same ones he had spoken at countless soirées and ton balls.

A pleased smile played on her lips. Aleric fought to stay still, to not shift his weight, against the force of her regard. He damn well felt like a stallion on the blocks at Tattersalls.

“A very handsome man, and a gentleman at that. However, I was unaware we were hosting a guest in our fine city.”

“He carries my blood, Katerina,” Raphael informed her, as casual as could be.

Aleric’s head snapped to Raphael. Where the hell had that comment come from?

She arched one fine, russet eyebrow. “A shame, but nothing that cannot be remedied.” Her attention shifted to Aleric. “Tell me, Lord Aleric, have you been acquainted with Mr. Laurent long?”

Somehow he did not think it fitting to inform her that he first laid eyes on Raphael not twenty-four hours ago. “Long enough to know his fondness for velvet is not limited to this evening.”

Her tinkling laugh was all delicate femininity, yet it only served to put him further on his guard. “Mr. Laurent has a certain flair when it comes to fashion, does he not? He also has a certain flair for independence, which I do not find quite as amusing.”

Tension shimmered in the air. A low vibration that strengthened with each passing second. He glanced to Raphael. Features schooled in polite attention, every line in his body spoke of complete ease, yet…

He shifted a half-step closer, brushed his gloved fingertips over Raphael’s. The hum died down to a faint buzz.

Her silver-violet eyes sharpened just the tiniest bit.

Raphael lifted his chin. “You have my word it will not happen again, Katerina.”

“Let us hope not.” She tapped the closed ivory slats of her fan lightly against her palm. “Come. Roman and Grant are most eager to make Lord Aleric’s acquaintance.”

In a soft rustle of amber silk, she swept from the room. They followed her down a broad corridor lined with mirrors and up a grand staircase to another corridor, passing closed door after closed door. He looked around and over his shoulder. No windows, not even covered by heavy draperies to block out the sun. There hadn’t been any windows in the drawing room either.

A light touch on his wrist recalled him to the task at hand. He lengthened his stride that had turned ambling, causing him to begin to fall behind Raphael. Shoulder to shoulder once more, they continued down to a set of double doors.

One of the oak double doors opened as they approached. The large billiard room was occupied by about two dozen men, all of them…vampires. And all in various states of undress, from evening attire like himself, to shirtsleeves and breeches, to nothing at all.

Some lazed about in conversation with one another on the leather couches along the mahogany paneled walls. Cue sticks in hand, a few milled about the billiard tables. While others used the couches and billiard tables for a different purpose.

By God, were all male vampires sodomites? If he didn’t know any better, he would think himself in a decadent molly house.

Hell. He didn’t know where to look first. Couldn’t take it in fast enough. One pair locked together on a couch jerking each other’s pricks. While not ten paces away, another pair were fucking—the man crouched on top practically bending the other in half, pressing on the backs of his muscular thighs, pushing his legs to his chest as he drove into him. A vampire kneeled astride another on a billiard table, riding the man hard. Sweat trickled along his bare back, down the spread crease of his arse, to where a thick cock was buried deep. A third leapt onto the table, undid the placket of his breeches, pulled out his erection, grabbed the man’s hips to still his movements, and—

Good Lord, that was possible?

Raphael didn’t bat an eye at the shocking behavior as they followed Katerina, winding their way along the perimeter of the room. His arse clenched in sympathy for the vampire, even as desire wound through him, hot and thick. The harsh wince of pleasure pulling the man’s lips, the sharp grunts for more, indicated he more than welcomed the rough play.

A smack rent the air and Aleric whipped his head around to the pair fucking on the couch that Katerina had just passed. Hissing sharply, the vampire looked over his shoulder, lips pulled back and fangs bared. The instant his eyes landed on her, he bowed his head in submission.

Katerina spoke, but Aleric barely heard her voice, much less her words. He was transfixed by the red line, the exact shape of a slat on Katerina’s fan, blossoming on the vampire’s pale arse cheek. And…was that a tattoo? An ornate script letter K on the smooth expanse of skin between the vampire’s arse hole and his ballocks.

Now that had to have hurt.

A nudge against his biceps jolted him from the view. Raphael. The man’s arse was far more beautiful than that vampire’s. Smooth, warm skin. Perfectly rounded cheeks. Aleric’s strides faltered as his prick went from erect to painfully hard. He clenched his fists, fighting back the almost unstoppable urge to throw Raphael onto the empty couch they passed. To have the man beneath him.

It was all he could do to keep his impulses in check as Katerina led them to the billiard table on the far end of the room where two men were engaged in a game. One was bent over the table, lining up a shot, the other a pace behind and slightly off to the side, a cue stick in hand. Both had abandoned their coats and had their shirtsleeves casually rolled up, exposing their muscled forearms. They turned to Katerina as the trio approached. Maybe an inch taller than himself and powerfully built, the pair had the distinct air of military men. The white breeches and black boots on the one in front who had just pocketed his shot were hard to miss. But more than that, it was their bearing. The straight, hard spines, the squared shoulders, the commanding tilt of their chins.

“Good evening, Katerina,” they said, almost in unison, the deep, low rumble of their voices blending together so Aleric could not distinguish which one had started to speak first.

“All is well?” she asked.

“As always,” the one in front replied with a bow of his dark head.

“I have someone who wishes to make your acquaintance.” With a tiny motion, she flicked her closed fan in Aleric’s direction. “This is Lord Aleric Vane. Lord Aleric, Grant and Roman.” She indicated the one in front clad in the white breeches, and then the one a half-step back.

Aleric tipped his head in silent acknowledgement. He heard a sharp growl from somewhere behind him and then an answering hiss, but he was too preoccupied trying not to reach out and touch Raphael. He stood so close to him he could feel the heat from his body, hear each slightly quickened breath.

As Katerina spoke to Grant, Roman watched the room, his astute gaze seeming not to miss a nuance of the action surrounding him. Then his attention settled back to Aleric and Raphael.

Aleric couldn’t help but shift his weight, not because of the man’s stare—it didn't hold a trace of a threat, only consideration—but because of the impatience and need stringing his nerves taut. He wanted to drag his hand over his straining erection, do something to appease the need.

Damnation. He wasn’t fifteen years of age anymore. But his self-control seemed to have practically vanished since he had first laid eyes on Raphael.

Who was he fooling? It had vanished.

Clenching his fists, he looked to the billiard table, trying to focus his thoughts on something benign. Something bland and boring. But the two remaining ivory balls, nestled close together, only brought to mind the image of Raphael’s ballocks drawn up tight, kissing the base of his hard cock resting on his abdomen, as Aleric shoved his prick inside of him.

“He is Mr. Laurent’s.”

A low male voice penetrated the thick haze of lust.

He who?

Aleric snapped his head back around. Roman had moved closer to Grant, now standing almost directly behind him, his mouth inches from Grant’s ear, his hand resting casually on the other man’s hip. The vampire’s steady gaze bored into Aleric’s, leaving no doubt to whom he had referred.

He was Raphael’s? Aleric wasn’t some dog to belong to someone. Bristling with affront, he opened his mouth, the protest on his tongue, when Raphael responded.

“Yes.”






Chapter Seven
 

A sharp crack of a whip and the carriage lurched forward. Raphael checked the rooflines of the buildings he could see outside the window and heaved a sigh of relief at finding them empty. In any case, if she had been intent on keeping Aleric tonight she would not have allowed him to leave her home.

To think he had worried about her objecting to Aleric. He should have known that would have been the least of his worries.

“What the hell did he mean by ‘He is Raphael’s’? And why did you agree with him?”

Raphael scrubbed both hands over his face and gathered his patience. As a new vampire, Aleric’s emotions would mirror those of an adolescent—temperamental and volatile, quickly shifting from one extreme to another—except stronger and more powerful. Hell, Raphael had practically been able to taste Aleric’s indignation when Roman had made that statement. But at least Aleric had waited until they had returned to the carriage before voicing his question. An argument in front of Katerina would not have been the most prudent of actions.

“Because you carry my blood. It’s just a phrase used to describe the fact that I turned you. Like I explained earlier, almost all the vampires you saw tonight are Katerina’s. She turned them, so they are hers. I turned you, ergo you are mine.” But Roman, at least, had understood that Raphael had also been staking his claim on Aleric. Not exactly the wisest thing to do, especially without asking Aleric’s permission, but he hadn’t been able to stop himself.

“Oh, well then…” Aleric’s lips twisted in a grimace of one dissatisfied at having their argument taken away from them. Shifting on the bench, he reached down to adjust his prick. The once blatant erection had gone down slightly on the walk to the carriage, but there was still more than enough rigidity to the length to tent the placket and serve as a heavy reminder of just how affected Aleric had been by the visit.

It’s what you wanted him to see.

But I didn’t want him to like it so much.

He turned to look out the window and let out a sigh, one that only hinted at the desolation inside him. Katerina had been subtle, but her message had been clear. Upon leaving, she had even told Aleric, “I do so hope this visit will not be your last.”

Fortunately, Aleric had not replied with a yes or a no. Had continued to hold his tongue, merely tipping his head in acknowledgement. But she wanted him. No doubt about it. If he returned, she would extend an invitation to join her clan. A simple courtesy and nothing more. Not that Aleric would refuse the invitation, but if he did, Raphael doubted Katerina would take no for an answer. She had barely been able to take her eyes off him.

Not that Aleric had noticed. Eyes wide, his prick hard, a flush of desire staining his cheeks, and nearly panting for breath, his attention had been fixed on her vampires from the moment they had walked into the billiard room. His arousal such a physical force, Raphael had not been able to help but be affected by it, even with the strain of meeting with Katerina and maintaining a polite façade fraying his nerves near to breaking.

Leather creaked as Aleric shifted on the bench again. His knee bumped Raphael’s. Aleric’s quick intake of breath was clearly audible even above the sounds of the horses’ hooves pounding against the street as the driver took them swiftly to Mayfair. Another bump against Raphael’s knee, and Aleric pressed his calf against his. The slow rub of soft wool against his stocking-covered shin spoke louder than words that Aleric wanted his attention.

Desire flared under his skin. He could not have tamped it down if he had tried. Even the knowledge that Aleric only wanted him because he was there, to serve as a convenient vessel to sate his lust, could not dim the need building swiftly within him.

He looked to Aleric. The man’s silver-blue eyes were glazed with passion, his lips parted, exposing the sharp tips of his fangs, as he stroked his erection through his trousers.

Reaching up, Raphael closed the thin shade on the window in the door, blocking out most of the moon’s light, but not all of it. The silvery light seeping around the edges was just enough to cloak the interior in shadow, but not full darkness.

The soft swoosh of Aleric’s palm sliding over his trousers ceased. Both of them sat still, not moving a muscle. Raphael let the anticipation build until he could feel the waves of need rolling off Aleric, lapping against his skin, fueling his own.

Would it ever be like this with another?

Never.

A beckoning flick of his head, and Aleric shot off the bench. The carriage shook as he landed on Raphael, knees straddling his hips and arms braced on either side of his shoulders. Aleric slanted his mouth over Raphael’s, his fangs smacking against Raphael’s teeth. Before Raphael could even begin to savor the harsh kiss, Aleric dropped his head to nuzzle Raphael’s neck. Raphael tipped his head back, granting access as Aleric frantically dragged his lips along his jaw and up to nip at his ear. A shiver racked his spine. His now-hard cock twitched against the placket of his breeches.

“I can’t stop thinking about being with you.” A bit of confusion underlined the passion soaking Aleric’s low voice.

Raphael caressed his sides, felt the tremor shake the man’s body. “You mean you can’t stop thinking about sex. It’s to be expected. All your senses, all your instincts are heightened, strengthened. Lust is just one of them. With time, you’ll grow accustomed to the desires, to the constant need, and be able to temper it.”

“I do hope you’re right.” The quick puffs of Aleric’s hot, moist breath fanned his neck. He shifted closer, pressing full against Raphael. “It’s disconcerting, to say the least, to have such little control over myself.”

“Don’t be disconcerted. There’s no need. I’m here for you.” Raphael’s words turned into a groan as Aleric ground his hips, rubbing their hard pricks together.

With a tug on Aleric’s hair, he brought the man’s mouth back to his. There was nothing quite like kissing Aleric. The way it made him feel, as though he had found home. His heart clenched at the prospect of losing Aleric, but he pushed aside the despair, focused on the man in his arms. Determined to gather as many memories as he could of Aleric, for they would need to last him an eternity.

He grabbed Aleric’s arse, fingers pushing the soft wool of his trousers between his firm cheeks. Tongues twining, lips crushed together, they ground against each other, working each other into a fever pitch. Fluid seeped from the tip of his cock, dampening his breeches. Every move they made caused the slick satin to rub over the head of his cock in an agonizingly sweet caress.

An impending orgasm gripped his spine, teased his ballocks. Not yet! He wanted to be inside Aleric, wanted the man beneath him, but the cramped confines of the carriage would pose a challenge.

But he couldn’t leave Aleric untended to—he had given the man his word, after all, that he’d be there for him. He could well remember that overpowering, yet confusing constant need, during the initial weeks after he had been turned. Raphael worked his hands between their bodies, jerked on the placket of Aleric’s trousers. One tug and the ties of his drawers snapped in two. Twisting his head, he broke the kiss and pushed on Aleric’s broad shoulders. “Get up. Turn around.”

“Why?” Aleric moved to lean back down. Raphael had to lock his arms straight to hold the larger man back. Turning Aleric into a vampire had not only amplified his emotions but his physical strength as well, leaving Raphael with the distinct impression Aleric could have broken his hold in a trice if he so chose. He stared at Raphael for a moment, his lips wet from their kisses, his chest heaving, his muscles hard as iron beneath Raphael’s hands. Then dawning comprehension replaced the bewilderment on Aleric’s face. “Oh, you want to bugger—”

“No. Not here,” he said with a quick shake of his head. “Something else. Just get up before we reach Mayfair.”

Aleric complied, stooping low to keep from knocking his head and shoulders against the carriage’s ceiling.

“Bend over. Brace your hands on the bench,” he said, tugging Aleric’s trousers and drawers to his knees. The instant Aleric complied, Raphael pushed aside the tails of his shirt and coat and palmed the firm cheeks, spreading them wide, exposing his entrance. Aleric’s ballocks were drawn up, his cock swinging so high Raphael couldn’t see it between his muscular thighs. He wanted to push Aleric to his knees and take him. To bury his cock deep within him, make Aleric beg for more. Beg him, and only him for more.

His grip tightened, fingers digging into smooth skin. Then the carriage turned left, the motion jolting him to his senses.

Not here. He wanted Aleric in his bed. Wanted to spend the rest of the night with the man in his arms and under him and above him. Wanted to savor every moment he had left with him.

Raphael let his breath fan the exposed crease. The tight ring of muscle quivered.

“Please,” Aleric whispered, the sound threadbare and breathless.

One swipe of his tongue and he painted a line from the base of Aleric’s ballocks, over his entrance, and up to the top of his arse. Then he dropped back down, pausing to mouth his ballocks, before working his way up to that sweet hole.

He kissed and licked, thoroughly wetted Aleric, prepared him for what would come once they reached his townhouse. Aleric’s low moans filled the closed carriage, urging him onward. Crammed uncomfortably in his breeches, Raphael’s cock was so damn hard it hurt. He spread his own legs wider, trying to ease the pressure, and continued to torment Aleric.

Light, little flicks. Long, lush drags. Occasionally nipping at each firm cheek then rimming the perimeter. The tight ring of muscle relaxed beneath his attentions, opening for Raphael. Soft, pliant, achingly empty and ready for him.

That orgasm gripped him anew, like a hand closing around his ballocks. He felt the tension in Aleric’s body as he reached for completion, every muscle tightening, trembling with the effort, needing the climax that had been building for hours.

Raphael reared back. “Did you like what you saw in the billiard room?”

Aleric’s pants filled the silence. “Yes.”

“We can return if you’d like. I’d wager most of the room would be willing to bend over for you.” He needed to know. Needed to hear it from Aleric’s lips. At this moment, did he need Raphael, or would any prick soothe the itch?

Aleric shook his bowed head.

Raphael stabbed his tongue into Aleric’s hole. Aleric gasped, pushed back, eager for more. But Raphael pulled back, made him wait. He couldn’t explain where this perverse need came from, why the stiff jab of irritation bit into his spine. It was as if Aleric’s every pleasurable sigh somehow suddenly sparked resentment within him.

“Are you certain? Those three vampires caught your attention. Perhaps you’d prefer to be locked between two, stuffed full with cock.”

The way Aleric’s entire body shook, one quick quake, was answer enough. But Raphael needed to hear the word.

Using his thumbs, he spread Aleric wide, tugging on his entrance, stretching him. “Yes?”

Aleric let out a grunt. “Damn it, no. Please, Raphael.” His name come out on a whine, desperate and needy, a beg for more. A beg only for him.

And pure music to Raphael’s ears.

He fought back the grin, fought back the urge to pull the man into his arms, to kiss him and never let him go, and instead went back to work giving Aleric what he needed. He alternated between tongue-fucking and teasing his entrance with the pads of his thumbs, his touch sliding smoothly over the slick skin. His cock jerked, hardened even further in a silent shout of jealousy. But he ignored the demands of his body and focused on Aleric.

When Aleric’s breaths turned harsh and sharp, mirroring his own, Raphael reached between Aleric’s thighs and took hold of his prick, pulling it down. Bending low, he followed the prominent vein up the length, flicked his tongue over the head, lapping up the bead of fluid at the tip.

The taste of Aleric lit up every nerve in his body. Any thoughts of holding off vanished. Gone. With one hand, he desperately tore at the placket of his own breeches and roughly pulled out his erection, just as he closed his lips over the crown of Aleric’s cock.

The climax exploded through him, rocking his senses. Raphael spilled onto the floorboards as Aleric’s seed filled his mouth. He greedily swallowed it down, every sweetly bitter drop, as he stroked the length, milking it all out of him.

With a wet popping noise, he pulled his lips from Aleric’s prick. After a quick nip on his cheek, Raphael tugged up Aleric’s breeches and drawers. Then he collapsed back against the bench, his eyes drifting closed as he struggled to catch his breath.

And he had believed his climaxes beyond powerful when he watched Aleric from within that tree. The beginnings of a sated chuckle rumbled his chest. Hell, nothing could compare with actually being with him. The way Aleric’s arousal fed his, amplified it to all-consuming proportions. But it was more than that. It was the sense of being connected to him, almost like his soul had fused to Aleric’s. His every gasp of pleasure, every fit of temper, his every smile—Raphael felt them as if they were his own.

The bench shifted, and Aleric straddled his hips once again, his solid weight settling on Raphael’s thighs. The heat rolling off Aleric’s chest penetrated through his coat, waistcoat and shirt to further warm his already heated skin. Soft, silken strands brushed his cheek an instant before even softer lips nuzzled his neck, teasing the delicate skin beneath his jaw.

Eyes still closed, Raphael looped his arms around Aleric’s waist, and simply held him, soaking up the man’s affection.

Don’t leave me. Ever.

The plea was on the tip of his tongue. He had even opened his mouth, taken a breath, when Aleric spoke.

“Why didn’t you tell me what to expect tonight?” His voice was low, a hoarse rumble of sound. “Why did you keep me deliberately in the dark?”

Thankfully Aleric couldn’t see the wince tightening his mouth. “I thought it best. I wanted you to form your own opinion of her and of her clan.” He hadn’t wanted his ill opinion of Katerina, and his distaste for the flagrant excess and arrogance of her vampires, to color Aleric’s perceptions.

Those lips worked their way up to his ear, whispered over the sensitive shell. “Then why were you so worried? You were on edge, though one couldn’t tell simply by looking at you.”

Raphael tensed. How had Aleric known? He thought he’d hidden it so well from Katerina, not to mention from Aleric. He hadn’t wanted Aleric to be too worried. Katerina would have tasted his fear, and the last thing Raphael wanted was for her to brand him as weak.

Aleric leaned back, resting his weight on Raphael’s thighs. One hand coasted absently down Raphael’s arm, over the lace edge of his shirtsleeve covering his wrist. Gloved fingers slid between his until their hands were joined.

“Tell me,” Aleric urged, his gaze patient and willing to share Raphael’s burden.

“I broke one of her rules,” he confessed. “I saved you without her permission. She doesn’t allow new vampires in the city unless she creates them herself. I was uncertain how she would react to you.”

“And how she would react to you. You weren’t just worried for me. But if it was such a risk, then why was it so important to bring me there tonight?”

“I didn’t want her men to think you a stray. A threat. You needed her approval to remain in London for any length of time.”

“Do I have it?” Aleric asked, worry creasing his brow.

He nodded. “Yes.” But if Aleric rejected Katerina’s invitation, Raphael feared the welcome would not last.

Aleric’s dark brows lowered as he considered Raphael’s response. “The billiard room. Are they always like that? And do all vampires prefer their own gender?”

“Most do. A male and a female are not necessary to produce another vampire, so ingrained preference isn’t the same with us as it is with mortals. And from what I know of them, yes, they are always like that. Katerina’s vampires are the very definition of excess and they are completely indiscriminate. They’ll bugger just about anyone.” Even me. “Though they seem to prefer each other. They’re highly masculine versions of her. Aggression, territoriality, lust—those traits are amplified in her creations. She came to London shortly after I arrived. Destroyed the old clan and formed her own.”

“Why did she kill them? Couldn’t she have simply replaced the old leader?”

“No. It’s a necessity. A way to ensure loyalty.”

“But they all don’t seem to be so excessive.” With his free hand, Aleric adjusted the ends of Raphael’s cravat until they hung properly in a spill of lace covering the top buttons of his waistcoat. “The two she introduced us to seemed…different than the others.”

“She acquired Grant and Roman at the beginning of the war. Roman’s not hers in the strictest sense. Grant turned him himself. The two are never separated.” Raphael had overheard her men complaining on more than one occasion about how Roman could do no wrong in Grant’s eyes. “She took Grant from the battlefield. He was a commander of some sort, likely why he is so adept at keeping the others in line.”

“You speak of them as if you aren’t one of them.”

“I’m not. You saw them tonight. Do I resemble any of them?” He shook his head. “I’m not what she would have chosen to make.” He gathered his courage, forced himself to speak the words, when it was the last thing he wanted to do. Holding Aleric’s gaze, he asked, “Do you want to be one of them? If you return, she will extend an invitation to join her clan.”

Aleric’s face twisted in affront. “Hell, no.”

He tightened his grip on Aleric’s hand. His heart slammed against his ribs, but he needed to verify Aleric’s response. “Are you certain?”

“Is that what you want?”

“No, no,” Raphael said, infusing the refusal with every fiber of his being. “Please don’t think that. But you must know it is an option for you now. You needn’t feel as though you are under any sort of obligation to stay with me. You can join a clan, not be so alone. Be with many others like us.”

“They are nothing like us.” Aleric let out a snort of disdain, all aristocratic condescension. “Well, except perhaps for those two. And…how did he know? How did Roman know I was yours?”

Raphael shrugged, his mind too fixed on the pressing matter at hand to give Roman much thought. “I don’t know. An assumption on his part? You arrived with me.” With a hand that shook slightly, he cupped Aleric’s strong jaw, the hint of his day’s beard a gentle scrap on his palm. “You truly want to stay with me?” he asked, almost too afraid to believe what he thought would be impossible. How many years had he spent with his gaze fixed on Aleric from afar? How many nights had he followed Aleric from his club, to various gambling hells, to ton balls, to that brothel, and back to his bachelor apartments? In all of that time, he had never dared to hope that Aleric could someday be his.

His expression inscrutable, Aleric considered him for a seemingly endless moment then slowly leaned down, his gaze locked with his. Raphael’s lips tingled, anticipating his kiss, but Aleric stopped just short of contact. “Yes.” The word whispered across Raphael’s lips, the softest brush of sound.

Raphael lurched up, slanted his mouth over Aleric’s. He slipped his tongue past the man’s lips, swept the hot depths of his mouth, tangled with Aleric’s. The kiss continued on and on, as his heart, his soul, every bit of him surged to full life. Wrapping his arms around Aleric’s neck, he clung to him, refusing to ever let him go. Somehow knowing he could not let him go.

But the sweet relief was short lived. Worry reared its ugly head, threatening to douse the joy coursing through his veins.

Aleric pulled back, breaking the kiss. “What’s wrong?”

“She won’t let you refuse her.”

Aleric raised an imperious brow. God forbid Raphael ever forgot the man was a son of a duke. “Invitations can be refused. Rest assured, I have refused many.”

“Not this one. I saw the way she looked at you. She wants you. I’m like a mouse scurrying along the edges of a room. Nothing more than a slight nuisance. Easily ignored. But you? You are not so easy to ignore. And she might become concerned that since one became two, then two could become more.”

“Then we shall just have to convince her otherwise.”

If only it would be so easy.

He began to shake his head, but Aleric’s strong hands framed his face, stilling him. “We don’t have to convince her tonight, do we?”

“No. But we might have to leave London if—”

He was silenced by a quick kiss, hot and fleeting, and containing a promise of so much more. With a low growl, Aleric scooted closer, chest to chest, hip to hip. Raphael shuddered as the hard, satiny length of Aleric’s cock pressed against his. Arousal instantly ignited his senses. Fierce and sharp. So much sharper because Aleric’s blended with his own. Impatient, needy, demanding his full attention.

“Do you intend to put that to good use or not?” Aleric demanded, his lips curled in a feral smirk, as he rotated his hips, rubbing against Raphael.

He wrapped a hand around Aleric’s neck, about to jerk him closer, to tell him exactly where he intended to shove his cock, when the carriage slowed to a stop.

Damnation.

Raphael reached right to lift the shade. “We’re home.” Their home. Never again to be so lonely. So empty. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he was actually glad to be home.

Aleric cursed under his breath. As Aleric moved back to the opposite bench to button his trousers, Raphael lifted his hips and did up his own, a wince pulling his mouth at the discomfort of cramming his erection into his breeches. He reached into his coat pocket and pressed a heavy brass key into Aleric’s hand.

“I damn well intend to put it to good use. Now get in the house. I’ll pay the driver.”






Chapter Eight
 

Aleric reached the second floor and continued to the room at the end of the short corridor. Every step made him acutely aware of the lingering dampness between his arse cheeks. A decadent, erotic sensation that made him eager for more.

After opening the door to Raphael’s bedchamber, he went inside, not bothering to shut the door behind him for Raphael would soon be on his heels. He set the candle he’d taken from the small console table by the front door onto the dresser. The hearth was dark, but Aleric was in no hurry to light it. The ride back from the docks had heated him thoroughly, chasing away every bit of chill that had seeped into his bones from the damp night air.

Why would Raphael doubt that he’d want to stay with him? The stark, bare, desperate need in Raphael’s eyes would have made the decision for him if the answer had not somehow been inside him all along. It was almost as if he didn’t have a choice in the matter. All he knew was that he could not even contemplate condemning the man to wander the empty townhouse alone. Both so beautiful, so perfectly constructed, a feast for one’s eyes, but so very achingly lonely.

He tugged on the end of one glove, pulling it from his hand and letting it drop to the floor. Any hope of seeing his father or his brothers again was long gone, and he might have to leave London, leave everything he knew behind, but he now had Raphael. It was a marvel Raphael had wandered upon him on that fateful night. Odd, the way fate had played itself out. Just when it appeared all hope was gone, Raphael had, quite literally, dropped into his life. Patient and strong, honest and steadfast—a man who would stand beside him for the rest of his days.

The other glove dangling from his fingertips, he paused to search within himself. He found not one hint of distress or resistance or even self-disgust. He was aware he probably should feel those things, yet he did not. Perhaps it was because he was a vampire now, but it felt right to be with Raphael. As if he belonged with him. Yes, he had recently begun to acknowledge that side of himself, but that didn’t mean he had ever been comfortable with it. Sodomy was against the law, after all. Punishable by death, never mind complete and utter social ruin. Men simply did not prefer other men.

But he didn’t have to worry about what Society thought of him anymore, did he? Quirking a brow, he flicked his hand, the glove slipping from his fingertips. Perhaps the adjustment to his new life would be easier than he had imagined. It certainly held some distinct benefits.

The sound of footsteps approached as the most important benefit of all walked into the room.

Aleric stood still, his back to Raphael, and let the man come to him. Simply let his presence wash over him. Filling his chest until every breath felt easier and lighter. A hand touched his lower back, curved around his waist to settle over his navel. His skin tingled. A jolt shot through him, his cock eager to be free of his trousers once again.

“Did the driver give you any problems?” he asked.

“Pound notes have a way of solving one’s problems.” Raphael’s voice drifted over his shoulder.

“Raphael,” he said, as a thought occurred to him. He squeezed his eyes closed against the sharp pinch of embarrassment. “I must tell you that I haven’t a shilling to my name. Nothing but the clothing you brought from my apartments.”

“Not to worry.” Raphael’s other arm wrapped around his waist, held him close. Calm and accepting. “While not of noble birth, my mother was an heiress and she left it all to me. We never have to want for anything.”

“We?”

Raphael tugged and Aleric obediently turned in his arms. “Yes. We. You and I.” He took a deep breath, as if savoring the sound of the words, and then those thoughtful silver eyes sparkled with mischief. “Now then, I seem to recall that you posed a challenge earlier in regards to my intentions. But first, I believe I shall pose one of my own.”

Raphael slid his hands up his chest to work the knot on his cravat. Just Raphael’s touch had the most profound effect on him. Aleric shifted his weight, desire roaring to full life. He knew Raphael could have the cravat off in a trice if he so chose, instead he lingered, moving so slowly, the linen sliding free of the knot in a long, soft drag of fabric against fabric.

The cravat even seemed to flutter slowly to the floor, hanging in the air before dropping to form a puddle of white linen.

He gritted his teeth. Raphael was doing it deliberately. Making him wait. That was his unspoken challenge.

Raphael’s long lashes were at half-mast as he slipped the first fabric-covered button on his evening coat free. His elegant fingers moved to the next button, repeated the agonizingly slow process. Impatience built within Aleric. Breathing heavily through his nose, Aleric tried to keep it in check, to keep from shoving Raphael’s hands aside and ripping the coat from his own body. The disquietingly sharp flares of lust would forever rule him until he re-learned how to exert control over himself.

He flexed his hands at his sides, needing to do something with them. Christ, had his trousers shrunk? It damn well felt as though his cock was suddenly crammed in a pair of Raphael’s breeches.

His every breath carried the intoxicating scent of Raphael’s arousal, adding more fuel to the impulsive mass of need that was growing stronger and stronger with each passing second.

Bloody hell.

His arms shot out. One tug and the buttons of Raphael’s violet coat were skidding across the floorboards.

Raphael shot him a frown that contained equal measures of annoyance and indulgence. “Have a care, Aleric. I don’t want to spend tomorrow night sewing the buttons back onto my clothes.”

Taken aback, Aleric blinked, his fingers stilling a fraction of an inch from Raphael’s cravat. “You’re a seamstress?”

“No,” Raphael said, with a haughty little shake of his head, as he slowly worked his way down Aleric’s waistcoat. The erection tenting his breeches provided Aleric with some measure of comfort. The man wasn’t as unaffected as he appeared. “But it’s more trouble than it’s worth to arrange for a tailor to keep his shop open after nightfall. By necessity, I’ve learned how to wield a needle and thread to tend to repairs.”

“Can’t we just hire some servant to come in the evenings, tend to such things for us?”

“It’s best if we don’t. Uncomfortable questions and all.”

“Don’t your neighbors question your presence in this house?” Raphael lived in a townhouse after all. Neighbors on either side and across the street.

Raphael pushed first Aleric’s coat and then his waistcoat from his shoulders, tossing them onto a nearby chair. “I rarely see them, and I rarely use the front door. Usually come and go through one of the windows.” A flick of his fingers and the onyx cufflinks on Aleric’s shirt cuffs fell into his hand. He slipped them into his pocket. “They believe I sleep the day away and spend my nights about Town, like all the other idle gentlemen of the ton.”

“They’re correct on one account.” He flexed his hands then pushed off Raphael’s coat. The sight of the velvet on the floor slightly appeased his lust. One step closer to having Raphael naked.

Aleric was about to attempt the small buttons on Raphael’s waistcoat, try to manage them without giving into the impulse to rip the damn garment in two, when Raphael tugged on his shirt, pulling the tails from his waistband.

“Arms up,” Raphael murmured, a little smile playing on his mouth.

One swift movement and Aleric’s shirt joined Raphael’s coat on the floor.

Raphael’s gaze was more potent than a physical caress. It swept over his bare chest, followed the thin line of dark hair that disappeared behind his waistband, settled on his erection. His cock pulsed, throbbed, fighting against the placket. Sweat pricked every inch of his skin. If Raphael touched him right now…by God, he would not be responsible for his actions.

That smile widened, revealing the tips of two sharp, gorgeous teeth.

At the growl of impatience rumbling his chest, Raphael turned on his heel. Left Aleric standing there, muscles drawn so taut his entire body trembled. Thankfully Raphael didn’t linger over his own clothes. Waistcoat, cravat and shirt soon joined Aleric’s coat on the chair.

“I’ll leave the trousers to you,” Raphael said, as he sat on the edge of the bed to remove his breeches and stockings.

The hell with the buttons. They skidded across the floor, joining the others, as Aleric kicked his feet free of his shoes. The next instant his cock sprung free, cool air hitting his skin in glorious, welcome relief. He left his trousers and drawers in a wrinkled heap and stalked to the side of the bed.

Fists clenched, he glared down at Raphael, who sat naked on the bed, his beautiful prick jutting from his body, fluid beaded at the tip. “Are you done yet?”

“No,” Raphael replied with calm determination. “In any case, it’s good for you.”

Like hell it is. Aleric growled again, the low sound rumbling through the room.

“Patience, Aleric.”

Rather than irritate him further, Raphael’s soft murmur somehow took his frustration down one critical degree. Then Raphael’s lashes swept down. His brow furrowed, his lips pursed.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t want to accidentally bite you.” He looked up to Aleric and quickly pulled his lips back, flashing his straight white teeth. He had somehow willed his fangs to recede.

It was on the tip of Aleric’s tongue to tell Raphael that he didn’t much mind if he bit him—he’d done it himself to Raphael on a couple occasions thus far and knew there would be many more to come—when the man slid off the bed, gracefully dropping to his knees at Aleric’s feet.

Raphael grasped his hips, opened his mouth, slipped out his tongue. Aleric had no idea how he held back the orgasm. It was right there, at the base of his cock. The pressure building in his ballocks to near impossible levels, he speared his fingers in Raphael’s soft hair, completely disheveling the neat queue at his nape, and silently urged the man to do more than merely flick the tip of his tongue over the crown.

He let out ragged moan, his head tipping back, as silken lips slid down to the base, engulfing the entire length in blissful wet heat. His legs shook as Raphael picked up a rhythm of long, decadent strokes, sucking hard each time he pulled back. Aleric could not even look at him, for he knew if he did, the sight would have him spilling down Raphael’s throat. The man’s mouth was heaven. Second only to his body. No, his kiss. No, his touch.

Everything about Raphael drove him to the edge of distraction. Rousing need on a scale he had never experienced before.

A hand shifted from his hip, fingers splayed and drifting toward his groin. Then two digits pressed against his length. Raphael’s rhythm unbroken, he took his fingers and Aleric’s cock into his mouth on the next downward glide.

A memory passed through him. There and then gone. So quickly he hadn’t been able to grasp it. He furrowed his brow, tried to will that recollection back, but Raphael was sucking his wits right out of his cock.

The lightest whisper over his ballocks and those wet fingertips were sliding behind to swirl over his entrance.

His knees threatened to buckle as the memory slammed into him, the force of it almost knocking him over.

Hannah.

He tightened his grip on Raphael’s hair and flung the man off him.

Raphael landed on his back a few paces away, skidding into the chair and knocking it to the floor with a loud clatter. Confusion and shock written all over his face, he stared at Aleric. He pushed up onto his elbows. “Aleric?”

He shook his head, one hard movement warning the man to hold his damn tongue.

“Usually come and go through one of the windows.”

“Your bedchamber window wasn’t locked…easily accessible from the rooftop.”

The image of Katerina’s two vampires, crouched on the warehouse roof, flittered through his head.

“But even throwing back a bottle of brandy will only…”

The brandy, his spirit of preference, that had awaited him in the bedchamber. The absence of the drab coat he detested in the wardrobe Raphael had brought to the house. The kidskin gloves he thought he had lost long ago. The once missing cravat pin and the mate to his onyx cufflink.

From the moment Aleric had first laid eyes on Raphael last night, the man’s presence had felt so familiar, as if he had known Raphael all his life. Yet he actually knew very little about the man. The little he did know he had learned by questioning him. But Raphael had somehow known every detail about Aleric. No questions necessary. Except one—why Aleric had cut ties with his family.

Christ! And Raphael had just touched him in the exact same manner as Hannah had just last night.

“My apologies, Lord Aleric, for the lack of a proper introduction.”

Bloody fucking hell.

It had not been fate.

His chest worked under the force of his suddenly harsh breaths, as a torrent of betrayal and rage roiled up from within. Pounded through his veins, hot and fierce, mixing with the lust roused to a fever pitch to form a noxious concoction. Hands clenched in fists at his sides, he stepped toward Raphael.

“How did you know my name?”

 

 

Raphael swore his heart stopped. All he could do was stare at Aleric looming above him.

“How?” The word snapped through the air. “I never told you. Never introduced myself.”

He opened his mouth but no words would come out. His mind completely blank, swamped with shock, unwilling to accept how everything had turned so horribly wrong so very quickly.

“How the hell did you know the address to my apartments?”

Raphael closed his eyes. Utter and absolute anguish settled over him. A thick, heavy blanket of misery that killed every trace of happiness, robbed him of all hope. The most horrendous pain tore at his chest, a pain that would now be with him always.

How had he not foreseen this? Not even worried once that Aleric would question how he had known something as simple as his name, never mind the address to his apartments.

If that was not the height of foolishness, he didn’t know what was.

He knew what he’d done. Knew his mistake. This was his punishment for savoring Aleric’s single-minded focus on him. All he had wanted was to please Aleric, to fan his desires while reveling in the sensation of being the sole object of Lord Aleric Vane’s attention. For finally being in the position he had envied from afar for so long. Too caught up in the moment, he hadn’t thought before he acted. Simply followed his instincts, which had been borne out of years of watching Aleric with that whore.

And to think not five minutes ago he held secure in the knowledge Aleric would be with him forever.

Not anymore.

He swallowed hard and forced himself to get to his feet. Gathering his courage, he looked directly into Aleric’s eyes. There was no point denying it. “Because I’ve seen you walk through the front door of your apartments countless times.”

Aleric’s nostrils flared with indignation. A scarlet flush rose up from his chest, stained his cheeks. “How bloody long have you been spying on me?”

Raphael cringed. When put so bluntly, it made him feel like the most depraved of souls. Wicked and dissolute, without a moral bone in his body. Odd, the way his conscience now surged to the surface, reminding him in no uncertain terms how very wrong it had been to intrude on another’s intimate moments.

Tell him the truth. He deserves to hear it. “Years.” His whisper was weighed down with regret.

“How many?”

“Three.”

“You’ve been watching me since I came to London?”

At least I got to touch him. To kiss him. To be near him.

Those memories would indeed need to last an eternity. For he wasn’t losing Aleric. He had lost him the moment the man had walked down that dark alley.

Raphael nodded.

It happened in a blink of an eye. Large hands grabbed him around the ribs and then his back impacted with a wall. A loud bang rent the air as the painting next to the door fell to the floor, the corner landing on his shin. By God, Aleric had thrown him across the room. His instincts kicked in and he sprung to his feet to face Aleric as the man advanced on him. An intimidating sight.

His powerful muscles bulged beneath skin glistening with sweat. His silver-blue eyes were darkened with fury. His handsome face contorted with anger. A sight Raphael recognized. He had seen Katerina’s vampires fight one another, watched the spectacle from afar once. Enraged beyond rational thought, beyond reason, the two had pummeled each other with their fists. Slashed with their fangs, slammed each other into the brick walls of the alley. Vicious and terrible, each punch had seemed to somehow only add fuel to the fury. It had taken Grant and Roman together to put a stop to it.

But it was just Aleric and Raphael tonight. No one else.

“You bastard!” Baring his fangs, Aleric let out a bellowing growl. The feral sound filled the room, reverberated off the walls, seeming to shake the very foundation of the house.

The intensity of his anger pushed Raphael back a step, like a punch to his gut. He could feel Aleric’s rage begin to course through his blood. Thick and dark. Drawing his muscles tight, poised to attack. Beneath it he felt the lust, still frustrated and churning at a fever pitch, and the betrayal that had sliced through Aleric’s heart.

He clung to the hurt, refused to let the rage consume him, for if he did, they could very well destroy each other. “Aleric, please calm—”

“You depraved fucking bastard! You did it on purpose. You made me like you—a goddamn sodomite.” He spat out the last word.

“Don’t you dare throw that accusation at me,” he said, outraged Aleric would sink so low as to turn what they’d shared into something foul and dirty. “I’ve seen you with men before.”

But Aleric continued on, deaf to his protests, as he came ever nearer. “Because of you, I can’t remain in London, can’t return home. You took away my life!”

“I saved your damn life!”

“You turned me into a monster.”

Raphael gasped, the breath knocked from his lungs. “Is that what you truly believe? I couldn’t let you die. I had no choice.”

One smack of Aleric’s palms against Raphael’s shoulders and he was shoved roughly against the wall. “Like hell you did,” he snarled.

“I couldn’t lose you. I’m sorry, Aleric, but I had to save you. I couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing you again. I was so very lonely and being near you alleviated some of the emptiness. Made me feel almost whole again.” Raphael stared into Aleric’s eyes, refused to look at the raised fist, clenched and poised to strike. “Don’t you understand, Aleric? Can’t you feel it?”

Blast it all to hell, why hadn’t he noticed it before? He wanted to shake his head at his own blindness. How many times had he seen Grant and Roman together? The two always working as a pair. A seamless pair. A stark contrast to all the others. Hell, Aleric had even commented upon it back in the carriage.

They are nothing like us… Well, except perhaps for those two.

“You were correct, Aleric. Grant and Roman are like us. Grant turned Roman. They are loyal to Katerina because she demands it. Because Grant is hers. But more importantly, they are fiercely loyal to each other. I’ve never seen them apart.”

Panting heavily, Aleric clenched and unclenched his fist, the muscles and tendons in his arm working with the motion. But he didn’t strike.

“You have my blood in your veins, just as I have yours in mine. But it’s more than that.” He grimaced, struggling to find the words. He had needed Aleric before he’d even stolen his blood. For the first time, he wished he hadn’t lived on the outside for so long. There was a lot he still didn’t understand about being a vampire. Something inside him told him that there was so much more to his connection with Aleric. Something significant, a missing element he couldn’t quite grasp. “I can’t explain it. I just know being apart from you hurts. The thought of not being with you is painful. And when I am with you, I feel whole. Complete.”

He reached out, laid a hand on Aleric’s bare chest. Felt his heart slamming against his ribs. Felt the tremor shake the man’s powerful body.

“You feel it, too. I know you do, Aleric. Because I can feel you.”

Aleric’s eyes flared. He stared at Raphael for a long moment. Just when Raphael was certain that fist would slice through the air, smack into him, Aleric’s arm slowly dropped to his side. Aleric gave his head a sharp shake and backed up a step and out of reach, causing Raphael’s hand to slip off his chest. For a split second anger flared anew, flickering across his face, and then it was replaced with an odd mixture of confusion and comprehension. A wince tightened his brow, his attention shifting to the painting that had fallen to the floor, the one that featured the lush grassy field that resembled the fields near Raphael’s childhood country home.

“It’s gone.” Aleric’s voice was low, a mere panting murmur, as though he was speaking more to himself than to Raphael. “That itch for…something. I used to believe the country was too staid, that I needed some excitement. So I went to London. But that itch remained…until I laid eyes on you.” He looked to Raphael. “But why?”

“I don’t know.”

“And I can feel you. That was you at the warehouse. The tension, it came from you. Earlier tonight, I knew you weren’t in the house, even before I found your note. And when I’m with you… It’s like I belong with you, and only you.”

“Because you do, just as I belong with you.”

“But why?”

Raphael shrugged. He was just as mystified as Aleric, but he’d learned long ago to just accept things as they were, to stop the stream of questions lest they drive him to Bedlam. “I don’t know. It just is.”

Aleric let out a snort of frustration. “Ballocks. There has to be an explanation. You seem convinced we’re the same as Grant and Roman. We’ll ask them.”

“No, we mustn’t.” Instinct warned him never to approach that warehouse again. “Roman knew you were mine. He knows about us. Somehow recognized it. Which means Grant’s aware of it by now.” The two men had never been overtly hostile toward Raphael, had always left him in peace, yet still… The unknown held more risk than he was willing to take. And what if they’d informed Katerina?

A chill of foreboding swept up his spine.

He glanced desperately about the room, half expecting her men to converge on the townhouse. To hunt them down. To tear them apart.

“I won’t let them hurt you.” Aleric’s growl was a vow, a solemn pledge.

With his chin up and shoulders back, fierce protectiveness radiated from Aleric. It left Raphael in awe. To have someone by his side, someone who cared enough to protect him…

Wait—

“You will stay with me?”

“Of course. How can you doubt?”

Raphael stared at Aleric in utter disbelief. How could he doubt? “You threw me across the room. Twice.”

Aleric had the good sense to look at least a bit contrite. “Well, yes… I-I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

You almost ripped my heart in two. But Raphael kept silent. There was no need to burden Aleric with the truth. He didn’t need to know that his words spoken in anger had caused far more pain than the slight discomfort of being slammed against a wall. “No.” He threw Aleric a smirk. “My body can take far more abuse than a couple paltry shoves. You didn’t hurt me.”

Aleric cupped his jaw. His dark brows lowered, his eyes brimming with remorse. “Yes, I did. I’m sorry, Raphael. I shouldn’t have said those things. I didn’t mean them. Hell, I…I almost hit you. I don’t know what came over me. But it won’t happen again. You have my word.”

He laid his hand over Aleric’s, held him tight. “You had every right to be angry with me. I certainly would have been if our positions were reversed. I should have told you, been more forthright. How, though…” His lips quirked. He could not think of any way he could have subtly broached the topic to Aleric, eased him into the notion that Raphael had been watching him for years. Oh, and by the way, Aleric, if you’d like, I can procure one of those glass plugs you seem to favor.

No, definitely no easy way around it.

He pulled Aleric’s hand off his jaw, laced their fingers together. “You know we cannot stay in London. We need to leave. Tomorrow night at the absolute latest.”

Aleric shrugged. “It matters not where we are as long as I am with you. But can we at least go someplace warm? I detest winter.”

He detested winter? Three years, and he hadn’t heard Aleric complain once about the cold. What else didn’t he know about him? Likely enough to fill an ocean. But now was not the time for questions—there would be plenty of time for those later. “Yes, of course. The choice is yours. Any suggestions?”

“How about Rome? I heard the nights are relatively warm or at least not quite so frigid this time of year.”

“Rome it is then.” Perhaps there was still time before dawn broke to secure a carriage for tomorrow night. Not from the same livery, though. He doubted the driver would ever appear at his doorstep again, regardless of the size of the stack of pound notes. And a ship. He needed to secure passage to the continent. Once they reached France, it would be a simple matter of hiring another carriage. The townhouse he’d leave vacant. No reason to sell it; they might have use for it later. There were enough trunks in the attic to hold their wardrobes and—

Arousal spiked his senses a split second before Aleric pressed full against him. Bare skin against bare skin. One long, continual line. Aleric’s legs bracketing his, chest to chest, the hard arch of his arousal pushing against his lower belly.

The logistics of a journey to Rome flew out of his head.

Aleric’s gaze was fixed on his lips. His thumb lightly brushed the surface in a silent request.

“You want to kiss me.” His whisper was a statement, not a question. But at Aleric’s nod, he asked, “Do I want you to?”

Those beautiful silver-blue eyes slid up to meet his. A slow, wicked smile spread across Aleric’s mouth, revealing the tips of his fangs. “Yes. And then some.”

“Then what are you waiting for?”

The challenging arch of Aleric’s dark brow made Raphael revise his plans for the night. No stop at a livery. He wouldn’t be leaving this room until dusk fell.

Aleric slowly leaned down. Touched his lips to Raphael’s in a sweet, slow meld that quickly flared as passion yanked hold of them. He slanted his mouth over Aleric’s, needing more. His heart lurched, seemed to fill his entire being as he wrapped his arms around his lover, held him tight. And to think he used to miss the sun. He would never miss the sun again, for he now had Aleric.
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He thinks he’s just a wallflower. Little does he know he’s the guest of honor…

 

Object of His Desire

© 2009 Ava March

 

It’s the last night of a week-long house party in remote northern England. Every sensual delight imaginable is right at Henry Shaw’s fingertips. Yet all he wants is to be with his host, the deliciously handsome and enigmatic Arsen Grey. Henry’s certain it’s love, not mere infatuation. He’s also sure it’s hopeless. After all, the party’s purpose is to find Arsen a new mistress.

Arsen longs to leave the glittering, jaded world of the ton behind and find someone who will value him for himself, not his wealth and his title. He suspects that someone could be the strapping country gentleman he’s caught staring at him. Henry is loyal and dependable, nothing like his other acquaintances. Arsen sets a plan into motion, one designed to get Henry into his bed. One that includes a test of devotion.

Arsen never expected that in winning Henry, he risks losing his heart.

Warning: This title contains a m/m romance between an obscenely wealthy marquis and a strong, silent country gentleman.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Object of His Desire:

His reservation must have shown itself, for Arsen asked, “Something the matter, Shaw?”

“But you don’t like men.” There it was. The truth. Lord Somerville had mistresses, frequented the best brothels in London and had a keen appreciation for breasts. Not once had Henry picked up a hint Arsen was open to male partners. And God help him, Henry had looked for that hint. Desperately.

Resting his hands on his hips, Arsen tilted his head. His brow furrowed. “I don’t?”

“No.” Feeling distinctly uneasy, Henry glanced about the luxurious yet at the same time understated bedchamber. He could not believe he was arguing with Arsen, over this of all things. The man stood before him, the embodiment of all his fantasies, and fool that Henry was, he questioned him.

“Then I wonder why I went to such lengths to ensure that whore did not seek me out tonight?”

Henry’s attention snapped to the other man.

Arsen ran a hand over the bulge in his trousers, fingers tightening around the prominent head. “And I wonder why I have this pressing desire to fuck you?”

A moan escaped Henry’s lips. He squeezed his eyes closed tight against a bolt of purest lust. It ripped through his body. Lit every nerve. Wracked his muscles.

“Come here, Shaw.” Thick and rich, Arsen’s voice dripped with sexual promise.

The hell with it. Arsen’s motives didn’t matter. Tomorrow didn’t matter. The reasons why a relationship with Lord Somerville could not work didn’t matter. All that mattered was the man was here, and he wanted Henry. One night with Arsen was more than he dreamed he could ever have.

He crossed the room in four quick strides, reached out and grabbed Arsen by the back of the neck. Pulling him close, he slanted his mouth over Arsen’s. Swept his tongue boldly inside. He groaned, deep and low in absolute gratitude, as Arsen’s tongue met his. Frantic, Henry caressed every inch of Arsen’s body he could reach. His hands everywhere, soaking up every detail. The velvety texture of the man’s skin. The hardness of his muscles. Heat radiated from his body, searing Henry’s palms.

Arsen’s hands slipped between their bodies to work the buttons on Henry’s coat and waistcoat. All the while Henry devoured Arsen’s mouth.

Arsen shoved Henry’s coat and waistcoat off his shoulders, momentarily trapping his arms at his sides. With a hard tug, he jerked his arms from the sleeves and reached for Arsen again.

Twisting his head, Arsen broke the kiss and took a step back. “Wait.”

“No.” Henry leaned forward, intent on capturing Arsen’s mouth.

Arsen laid his fingers over Henry’s lips, effortlessly holding him back. His green eyes blazed with desire. “Your shirt. Cravat.”

Drawing Arsen’s fingers into his mouth, Henry sucked on the tips. Arsen shuddered. Christ, he could make Arsen shudder.

Henry tore at the knot on his cravat. Tugged the long length of linen from his neck. Yanked at his shirt collar. Buttons popped. Fabric ripped. Flicking the ruined shirt to the floor, he glared at Arsen. “Done. Now kiss me.”

A slow smile spread across Arsen’s wet lips. “Maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe I should make you wait.”

“Arrogant bastard,” Henry shot back the instant before he kissed Arsen full on the mouth.

The chuckle rumbling Arsen’s chest turned into a groan as Henry dragged his lips down the man’s neck. The scent of Arsen’s cologne saturated his skin, teasing Henry’s tongue. And Arsen’s touch…God, the feel of Arsen’s hands on his bare skin made his cock throb painfully. Fluid leaked from the tip, wetting his drawers. Grabbing Arsen’s hips, he jerked his lover closer, pressing bare chest to bare chest. The light smattering of hair on Arsen’s chest teased his nipples. Henry ground his hips as he mouthed Arsen’s neck, rubbing their hard pricks together.

Henry didn’t know if the hoarse moan echoing in his ears was his or Arsen’s, for need raged out of control. Swamped his senses. Left him gasping for air.

More. He needed more of Arsen.

Kissing and nipping the warm velvety skin, he worked his way down Arsen’s broad chest. Dropped to his knees. Paid homage to the sculpted abdomen. Flicked his tongue over the crease of Arsen’s navel. Followed the thin trail of fair hair until he encountered soft wool. Then he quickly undid the buttons on Arsen’s falls and pushed his trousers and drawers down his long legs, freeing his cock. The hard length jutted eagerly from a thatch of dark blond hair. For a moment, Henry was struck motionless. It was a sight he only dreamed of beholding. Arsen’s cock was perfect, just like the rest of him. Golden skin stretched taut over the thick length. The shaft straight and true. The head flushed with need and only inches from his mouth.

“Kiss it,” Arsen said, his voice hoarsened with passion.

Henry pressed his lips to the head, pulling a groan from Arsen. He opened his mouth, but instead of taking the man’s cock inside, he dragged his lips along the length, flicking his tongue over the hot skin. Massaging Arsen’s thighs, he nuzzled the base then rubbed his cheek against the satiny smooth skin of his hip. Damn, Arsen smelled good. Male arousal with a hint of sweat. And something else. Something that was distinctly Arsen. The combined scent was an amazingly potent source of lust.

He sprinkled light kisses over Arsen’s groin. Light kisses that quickly turned greedy. Urgent. Open mouthed kisses with teeth and tongue. He tried to draw out the moment, to savor the anticipation, but it was no use.

Grabbing hold of the base, Henry opened his mouth and took Arsen’s cock inside.

Arsen’s fist pressed against the nape of Henry’s neck, urging him to take more. Relaxing his throat, he grabbed Arsen’s firm buttocks with both hands and sank all the way down. Silken skin slid over his tongue, leaving behind the salty tang of pre-come. The thick length filled his mouth. Determined to shatter Arsen’s control, he bobbed up and down, tickling the sensitive underside with the tip of his tongue with each stroke.

Arsen tilted his hips forward. “Suck it, Shaw.”

On the next upward glide, Henry sucked hard, his cheeks hollowing. Then he slid down, all the way down, and swallowed, using the muscles of his throat to stroke the head.

Arsen let out a grunt and clasped Henry’s shoulder, long fingers digging into the tendons, as if he needed to hold on to stay on his feet. “Hell, that feels good. Do it again.”

Henry happily complied.

Arsen’s buttocks tightened beneath Henry’s hands. He felt a tremor shake the man’s body. Arsen’s breaths turned ragged. Hard heavy pants filled Henry’s ears.

“Enough,” Arsen gasped, tugging on Henry’s hair.

He shook his head as much as he could in his current position. Intense arousal permeated his senses, had him on the brink of orgasm. Yet he wanted to suck Arsen’s cock all night long. Make the man come over and over.

“Enough, Shaw.” Arsen tugged again, this time with both hands. “Stop.” Desperation laced his tone.

That word, the one Henry could never ignore, penetrated the fog of lust. He pulled his mouth from Arsen’s prick.

Eyes heavy-lidded, Arsen stared down at him. His golden forelock hung over his brow, a slight flush staining his cheekbones. Cupping Henry’s jaw, he rubbed the pad of his thumb over Henry’s wet lips. “Such a pretty mouth,” he murmured huskily. “But I don’t want to come down your throat. I want to come in your arse.”

“Yes.” Henry hung his head, his pose one of abject submission and not caring in the slightest.

Warm fingertips brushed the back of his neck, toyed with the hair dampened from sweat. “Then get up. And take those damn trousers off so I can fuck you.”






Perfect love casts out fear. If you let it.

 

Lessons in Desire

© 2009 Charlie Cochrane

 

A Cambridge Fellows Mystery

Jersey, 1906

St. Bride’s English don Jonty Stewart is in desperate need of a break from university life. A holiday on the beautiful Channel Island of Jersey seems ideal, especially if he can coax his lover, Orlando, to step outside the college’s walls to come along.

Orlando Coppersmith is scared. Within the safe confines of the school it’s easy to hide the fact that they are not just friends, but lovers. In an unknown place, in full view of everyone, how will they keep their illegal affair private—much less dare to make love, even in the security of their suite?

A brutal murder at their hotel forces their personal problems into the background—at first. The race to catch the killer gets complicated when the prime suspect finds Orlando irresistible. Suddenly keeping their affair clandestine isn’t only a matter of legality. It’s a matter of life and death…

Warning: Contains sensual m/m lovemaking and handsome young men in (and out of) Edwardian bathing costumes.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Lessons in Desire:

Jonty was lying on the settee in the sitting room of their suite, reading glasses perched on his nose. He had a bottle of lemonade, a packet of peppermint creams and a Conan Doyle. No distractions, though, Orlando having gone off to play tennis with Matthew Ainslie. A glorious hour or two were in prospect.

Or they were until the door burst open, a racket went flying through the air, just missing his feet, and a very cross man in white flannels announced, “Ainslie tried to kiss me!”

“Well, of course he did.” Jonty didn’t spill even one drop of his lemonade. “I told you it was in the air yet you didn’t take the slightest notice. Serves you right.” He tried very hard not to look up from his book, despite the long streak of fury which was buzzing around near him.

“We didn’t even get to the tennis courts.” Orlando paced from the door to the window then back again. “He took me up into the grove of trees at the back of the garden, ‘to see the honey buzzards,’ he said. Honey buzzards my elbow!” Orlando stopped in front of him, wrenched the book from his hand and flung it in the direction of the racket. “Then you have the audacity to say ‘serves you right’.”

Jonty looked up this time to find that Orlando wasn’t just angry. His face was suffused with fear, a fear Jonty hadn’t seen there since the dreadful time of the St. Bride’s murders. “Sit down.” He reached out for his friend’s hand, drawing him to sit beside him. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

He stroked the hand tenderly, trying to give every reassurance through his touches. Orlando must have been frightened stiff to have been accosted, but the man had to learn that the world wasn’t full of academics whose thoughts were always in their theorems and never in their trousers.

“We went into the thicket a little way before we stopped. I thought he was going to show me a nest or something, only he took my arm and turned me round to face him. Before I knew what was going on, he stuck his face into mine then tried to kiss me. On the lips…” Orlando looked scandalised.

The offended expression made Jonty giggle, quite inappropriately. “Did your mother never tell you not to go into the woods with strange men?”

“I’m glad you find it so very amusing. I understand that I’m a constant source of merriment to you, but I’d hoped that you’d have been sympathetic.” Orlando rose and stormed into his bedroom with such a slam of the door that Jonty feared for the hinges.

He sighed, mentally kicking himself. When will you ever learn to hold your tongue? He’s frightened and confused. You know he’s petrified enough of touching you in public, of giving himself away. How must he have felt with a stranger? He
rose then gently knocked on the door.

“Go away, Dr. Stewart.”

Jonty opened the door a few inches. A pillow came flying through the air, glancing off his head. It was obviously a throwing day chez Coppersmith.

Jonty took his handkerchief from his pocket to wave it dramatically. “Truce, Orlando?”

“Bugger off, Jonty.”

He ignored the remark, coming over and sitting down on the bed next to his friend. “Big idiot’s come to say he’s sorry. Doesn’t expect to be forgiven but wants to listen, properly this time.” He smiled tenderly, then stretched out along the bed, parallel with Orlando although not touching, making a nice geometrical shape with the wooden headboard, which his favourite mathematician would have probably appreciated at another time. Now, no doubt, he was trying to overcome the desire to thump his friend.

“Why do you want to hear? So you can laugh at my innocence again?” Orlando huffed, crossing his arms.

“I want to hear because I want to understand. What did you do when Ainslie pushed his face in yours, which is probably a very good description of what happened. I can imagine it exactly.” Jonty ventured a tiny smile.

“I slapped his face.” Orlando screwed his eyes, his cheeks bright red. “I told him that I had no intention of kissing him, then or at any point in the future. Then he apologised and said he’d misunderstood, though what there was to understand is beyond me, so I came back here.” He opened his eyes to look pleadingly at Jonty, the anger in his eyes gone even if the fear was still in situ. “I want to go home. Back to St. Bride’s.”

“Oh, we can’t, Orlando.” Jonty was crestfallen. “We need this holiday. I need this holiday. I know that you’re not going to want to face this man again, but you’re just going to have to find the courage. He probably won’t bother you a second time, not after you made your feelings so plain. Slapped his face?” He ventured a hand over to his friend’s arm, gently tapped it. “Good for you.”

Orlando turned to face him. “Did I do right, Jonty? I had no idea, truly. I thought that you were overreacting with that ‘he looked at your hands all night’
remark. I don’t want to kiss anyone except you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Well, of course I do. Known that for a long time. Look, Matthew Ainslie won’t be the last to try it on, you must realise that. You’ve a handsome face and a winning smile, when you care to use it. That air of aloofness would drive many an admirer wild.” Jonty caressed the face he loved so much, savouring—as he did every time—the contrast of rough with smooth textures. “You’ve never realised, sitting in the little world of Bride’s, that you’re an exceedingly attractive man. People you talk to are going to take notice.”

“But you talk to any and everyone, Jonty, flirt with them too. What do you do if they respond?” Orlando drew his lover’s hand to his chest, let it rest over his heart. It was a habitual gesture, one they both cherished.

“Run like stink in the other direction, generally. Plead that my heart belongs to my college and no other. I had to lie once—said I belonged to an evangelical sect which insisted on a vow of chastity, although that was with a particularly persistent lady. Never had to resort to a slap, however I’ll bear it in mind for extreme occasions.”

Orlando leaned up on his elbow. “Did your mother tell you not to go into the woods with strange men? Or women?”

“As hard as you may find it to believe, my mother and father gave me no advice about carnal matters. These things are simply not talked about in ‘nice’ families. The farmer’s daughter is better prepared than the gentleman’s—she sees the bull taken to the cows or the pigs farrowing. My poor sister had a terrible time on her wedding night. She had no idea whatsoever about the male anatomy or what parts of it were used for. Came straight home to Mama in torrents of tears swearing that her husband was a misshapen, disgusting brute. She had to be told very plainly the truth of things. I did slightly better. Father warned me, when I was sixteen, not to get any girls into trouble. I thought he meant keeping them out late or making them steal things.”

“My mother never told me anything, either, more’s the pity. She didn’t give me any advice about life except that I should find myself a nice, respectable wife and have two nice, respectable children. She never saw fit to inform me how they were to be begot. Father said that if I ‘found myself stimulated’—his words, not mine—I should take a cold bath then read Pilgrim’s Progress.” Orlando sighed, lying back again, looking very young and vulnerable in his white flannels with open-necked shirt.

Jonty could understand why Matthew had been so enflamed. He’d felt the same way when he’d first seen Orlando in his cricket whites. There’d been a game for St. Bride’s against St. Thomas’s college; Coppersmith had thrown himself about manfully in the field, his lithe body looking so athletic that Jonty had been forced to fan himself. After the game he’d rushed the man straight back to his set—within two minutes of their passing through the door, Orlando’s whites had joined Jonty’s suit on the floor and his long, delicate fingers were roaming over his lover’s body, wreaking havoc. The memory was doing nothing for Jonty’s composure, which was fighting a losing battle with excitement.

“Did you ever look for a wife, Orlando?” Jonty tried to keep his mind above waist level. And away from anything male.

“Honest truth, Jonty, I was too scared. Never got on with girls, you know that. My mother invited plenty to tea, although I always found an excuse to be elsewhere or take my leave early. I just thought I was shy, that I’d grow out of it. Never realised why.” He drew up Jonty’s hand to press it to his lips. “I realise now.”

“Do you want me to talk to Ainslie? I’ll make it plain that if anyone should be going home it’s him and that unpleasant father of his, who, I’m fairly certain, was trying to cheat at cards last night, but that’s by-the-by. Do you want me to do this for you?”

“Let me think about it, I don’t want to make matters worse. Discretion might be the better part of valour this time.”

Jonty lazily reached over, began to trace circles on Orlando’s shirt. “We have a good hour or so before we have to be getting changed for dinner. Would you be thinking of seducing me now, or are you thrusting me back into the arms of Sherlock Holmes?”

Orlando looked shocked. “I won’t be thinking of seducing you at all until we’re back in college. At least, if I think of it, I won’t be doing anything about it. It’s too risky, you know that.”

Jonty shrugged. He did know it, or at least Orlando’s opinion on the subject. The man had made it plain that he didn’t want to put them in any jeopardy while they were away from St. Bride’s and that included no indulging in sex.

Or what passed for sex between them as, despite the fact they’d been lovers for months, they’d still not achieved bodily union. Jonty was becoming, if not desperate, then extremely anxious to have a proper consummation. He’d been hoping that the sea air, the wonderfully romantic location and plenty of seafood would loosen Orlando’s straitjacket of conservatism. But coming away from his safe haven had made the man even more nervous and reserved. If things carried on the way they were, then even mutual pleasure by hands which stroked or caressed would be impossible this holiday.






One warrior, one sorcerer, and a legacy that will change their lives forever…

 

The Lost Son

© 2010 Mychael Black

 

Secrets of Socendor, Book One

In the world of Socendor, humans are forbidden from using magic and elves keep their distance.

Kalen Ysindroc has risen far from his humble beginnings as a blacksmith’s adopted son. Now the king’s general, he investigates reports of magic-wielding half-human, half-elven lithings sighted along the kingdom’s borders. It would be a lonely life, if not for the company of his best friend and long-time elven lover, Micheil Theirauf, the king’s sorcerer.

An attempt on Kalen’s life makes it clear to Micheil that there’s more afoot than random breaks in the land’s defenses. His lover is plagued by dreams no human should endure, and Micheil’s probe into Kalen’s subconscious reveals a past neither of them expected. And a future Kalen can’t escape.

Suddenly, everything Kalen never knew about his life is laid bare. A father possessed of terrible magical power. A half-brother who could be the family Kalen never had—or the catalyst that will rip Micheil out of his life forever…

Warning: Explicit gay sex (on a horse, even!), men in armor, swords (not just THAT kind!), sorcery, betrayal, and at least one conniving ghost.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for The Lost Son:

Once inside, Kalen followed Andreas to an unoccupied table while Micheil went up to the barkeep to order their first round of drinks. No sooner had he returned to the table with three mugs in his hands than his younger sister Marilee appeared at his side.

“I was beginning to wonder if I might see you gentlemen this evening,” she said with a smile. She wiped her hands on her apron and leaned down to hug each of them in turn.

“You should know we’d be here eventually, Mari.” Andreas grinned and took a healthy swallow of ale, his gaze never leaving the young blonde woman.

Kalen caught Micheil’s curious gaze as it shifted from Marilee to Andreas, and he gave the sorcerer a quick wink. A slight tilt of Kalen’s head toward the stairs leading up to the rooms for rent made it clear what went on between the prince and Marilee. Micheil’s gaze widened considerably. If the king and queen knew about the prince’s dalliances with a barmaid, there would be hell to pay. As soon as Marilee went to wait on another customer, Micheil turned and narrowed his gaze at the prince.

“Just how long have you been seeing my sister?”

Andreas nearly choked on his drink, shooting Kalen a quick, albeit playful, scowl. “A while,” he said. “Why? You’re not her keeper, Micheil.”

“No,” Micheil said, “but I’m all she has, Andreas.”

“I know, I know.” Andreas sighed and set his mug down, peering into the murky depths of the ale. “I want to marry her.”

Kalen nearly dropped his own mug. “What?”

Andreas ignored Kalen’s question. “Do I have your permission?”

Micheil remained silent for several minutes, and Kalen wondered if he was going to deny their friend. “It is not my place to make that decision,” he finally said, turning back to the prince. “Mari is a grown woman, Andreas. Only she can say if that’s what she wants. But rest assured that the queen and king won’t take to it kindly.”

“My father does not care whom I choose,” Andreas said with a noticeable hint of annoyance toward the monarch. “I do not have the head for politics like Philip. He is more suited to rule once Father is gone. I prefer battle to diplomacy, a saddle to a throne.”

Micheil nodded slowly. “Have you talked to Mari about this? About your intentions?”

“Not yet.” Andreas looked over at her as she moved back to the bar. “But I will soon. I’m not quite ready yet.”

Kalen simply remained silent, unsure of how to respond to the prince’s rather startling revelation. He had known Andreas and Mari were seeing one another on a regular basis, as the prince had told him not long ago, but he had not realized that the relationship went any further than the bedroom.

Kalen finished off his ale and caught Micheil staring at him. The playful seduction was back, and Kalen knew Micheil had plans on his mind that did not include ale and idle chatter.

With no more than a nod, Micheil stood and slid his chair back under the table. He patted Andreas on the shoulder before turning and starting for the stairs. Micheil cast a single glance back over his shoulder at Kalen. An unspoken thought passed between them, one Kalen knew well.

He smiled and stood, leaving Andreas to toy with the sorcerer’s sister in relative privacy.

Kalen followed Micheil up the first flight of steps, then down the hall to another, smaller set of stairs. As they ascended them, the robe brushed across Micheil’s body, the rustle of the fabric the only sound aside from their footsteps. When they reached the first doorway along the third floor hallway, Kalen reached out to stop Micheil.

“What do you really think of Andreas and Mari?”

Micheil sighed. “Honestly? I don’t think Andreas has any idea what he’s getting himself into. Mari may not utilize her…gifts, but she does have them. I only hope they know what they’re doing, Kalen.”

Kalen reached up and slipped a hand under Micheil’s chin, turning his head to face him. “As do I. And what of us, Micheil?”

A slow smile settled over Micheil’s lips. As he reached down to trigger the latch on the door, he leaned forward to draw his tongue over Kalen’s lips. “As for me,” he whispered as he pushed the door open, “I want to bury myself so deep inside you that heat remains the only thing between us.”

Kalen swallowed hard and followed Micheil into the room. As Micheil closed the door and locked it, Kalen sat on the edge of the bed. He watched, utterly entranced, as Micheil pulled his robe over his head, leaving him bare from head to toe. With the robe on, no one ever assumed anything about the man who wore it, until they had seen that same man wield a sword. Despite his smaller frame, Micheil was death incarnate when he had to be, whether it was by sword or sorcery. He moved slowly toward the bed, as if he were a cat stalking its prey. He knew he had Kalen wrapped around his finger, just as he was wrapped around Kalen’s. When he reached the bed, Micheil dropped to his knees, sliding his hands over Kalen’s thighs. With every inch of their ascent, those hands left a trail of heat, seeping through Kalen’s pants to the flesh beneath.

“I want,” Micheil murmured as he began placing light kisses over Kalen’s cloth-covered thigh, “to taste you. I want to hear you when you come, to feel the heat of your release as it slips down my throat.”

Sweet gods! Kalen felt every nerve in his body, every inch of his flesh, react to those words. Enchanted tongue, indeed. Had he the inclination, Micheil could make a man come without touching him, simply by uttering a few choice words at just the right moment. As it was, Kalen wasn’t too far from that moment now—and the motion of Micheil’s hands was anything but helpful.

As Micheil’s hands moved up Kalen’s stomach, Kalen’s shirt went with them. A moment later, the thin white garment settled onto the wooden floor and the sorcerer’s tongue circled one of Kalen’s nipples, causing Kalen to draw in a quick breath. Kalen threaded his fingers through Micheil’s hair, offering no resistance as the sorcerer pushed him onto his back. One of Micheil’s knees lodged itself between Kalen’s thighs and pressed into him, sending bolts of sensation through Kalen’s body. When Micheil raised his head, he slipped his hand between them to unlace Kalen’s pants. Within seconds, the sorcerer’s fingers wrapped tightly around Kalen’s shaft, sending his back up into an arch as Micheil began to stroke him.

“Please,” Kalen breathed.

Micheil chuckled softly and licked Kalen’s lips. “I love to hear you plead.”

With every upward stroke, he rubbed his thumb gently over the tip. Kalen shivered and leaned his head back, trying to arch his body into Micheil’s touch.

“I need you, Micheil.”

Kalen lowered his gaze and Micheil released him long enough to pull his pants down and off. He tossed them onto the floor and slid an arm under Kalen, pulling him farther up the bed as he settled between his legs. Kalen drew his legs up, and Micheil’s hand dipped down to tease him, those enchanted fingers playing over his entrance. Micheil brought his hand to his mouth and sucked two fingers in, wetting them. Then he lowered it once more and eased them inside Kalen with a soft exhale of breath. Kalen’s hands tightened in the sorcerer’s hair as he bore down on those fingers, wanting more than a simple tease.

“Micheil, please…”

“So open for me,” Micheil purred, licking the line of Kalen’s jaw as his fingers stroked slowly in and out of Kalen’s body. “All for me.”

“Aye,” Kalen whispered. “No one but you.”
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