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        Urban Fantasy, Dark Paranormal Vampire Romance

        Tribes of the Vampire Book Three

      

      

      
        
        A dark secret. A deadly obsession.

        An impossible love.

      

      

      Tatiana Sinclair has always known her place as a sheltered noblewoman destined for a respectable marriage. But when her brother’s reckless violence leaves a maid dead, she’s thrust into a brutal cover-up that shatters her perfect world.

      Haunted by guilt and the chilling presence of Count Marcello Spoleti, the enigmatic, dangerously sensual vampire who witnessed their crime, Tatiana’s life spirals into a realm of seduction and terror.

      Count Spoleti never expected to be captivated by a mortal—especially not one as stubborn and intriguing as Tatiana. Drawn to the fire in her spirit, he sees not just a beauty to possess but a soul to consume.

      When he forces her father to hand her over as payment for the family’s sins, Tatiana finds herself bound to a man who is both protector and predator, and intent on making her surrender completely.

      As shadows of desire and darkness intertwine, Tatiana must confront a haunting question: Is Marcello her captor, her savior, or the harbinger of her doom?

      In a world where passion is a weapon and love is a curse, one wrong move could mean losing everything… including her soul.

      

      Perfect for fans of dark paranormal romance and urban fantasy, Eternally Bound weaves gothic intrigue with a seductive, supernatural twist, blending themes of forbidden love, dark obsession, and morally gray antiheroes. Comparable to the sensual danger of Anne Rice, the brooding intensity of J.R. Ward, and the dark romantic tension of Katee Robert.
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      I can’t believe it has been decades since I wrote this book. While I enjoy writing other genres, the Tribes of the Vampire series has always been a favorite of mine. The research demands, attention to detail, the contrast of good and evil and the gray spaces in between, and large world-building make it a fun challenge—not to mention all the naughty vampires demanding their turn on screen. You try telling them no!

      There was a part of me that had given up on doing more with this series as I moved on to other projects. I loved it, but demands pulled me in other directions. When publisher Pan Macmillan contacted me about doing new editions for their Tor Bramble line, I was thrilled. It goes to prove it’s never too late for a series to find a new home. I hope you love it as much as I do.

      What a wonderful and wild trip being an author has been thus far. I have no complaints. I love being able to create worlds and take adventures of the mind with my readers.

      This book is being presented in its revised third edition. Though the original story line remains the same, it has undergone some editorial changes.

      Thank you to my loyal readers. Without you, I wouldn’t have a job I love. I can’t wait to entertain you for many more years to come!

      

      Happy Reading!

      Michelle M. Pillow

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          EASTWICH MANOR, ENGLAND, SPRING 1896

        

      

    

    
      Tatiana Sinclair smiled dreamily at the stars as she fitted her gloved hand into that of a groom’s. The scent of wildflowers was thick on the air, perfuming the night with their intoxicating fragrance. The wind rustled gently over the land, perfectly cool to the warmth of the late hour. It stirred heavily against the higher limbs of trees until the sound of the crashing leaves sang out. It was a perfect night.

      The servant, Thomas, was dressed in the full livery of the Eastwich Manor staff. He lifted the back of his hand to help her down from her family’s brougham. The carriage shifted ever so slightly as she stepped onto the cobblestone drive. Tatiana barely paid the towheaded man any mind.

      Thomas tried to smile at her, murmuring a greeting in his low, youthful voice. “Welcome home, Miss Tatiana. How was your evening?”

      Tatiana glanced briefly at him, before frowning and waving him away. Her chin was proud, if not a little haughty, as her lips curled in contemplation. Thomas was two years older than her, but she still thought of him as a boy. He was handsome and polite, but that did not give him the right to address her. She would have to speak to her father about having him replaced. It wouldn’t do for the servants to be seen familiarly speaking to her as if they did it every day. Such a faux pas could kill her chances at a good marriage.

      Well, Tatiana thought, feeling benevolent in her good mood. Perhaps, I should be lenient with him and only have him reprimanded. We did grow up together after all, and tonight was such a lovely evening.

      Tatiana’s pale green gown of expensive silk and Brussels lace tangled in the breeze. Her face again turned to the vast expanse of stars twinkling brilliantly in the dark blue of the night sky. The heavy weight of her white petticoats rippled slightly, showing the toes of her dainty slippers. Her black curls were pinned up with the utmost care, adorned with green silk flowers. She was at the peak of her youth, dressed in the height of fashion. She was beautiful, rich, and knew it. She had many suitors vying for her hand. Everything was perfect. Her life was going according to plan.

      Thinking of it, Tatiana smiled to herself. If she managed it right, she could be married within a year’s time, or at the very least engaged. Suddenly, she noticed that her chaperone, a servant girl from the household, stood next to her waiting. Tatiana merely waved her to proceed alone. The servant, whose dark eyes gave away the fact that she was exhausted, curtsied and rushed up the front steps to find her bed. Tatiana ignored her.

      Lightly, she hiccupped. It had been a delightful evening of dinner à la russe. Tatiana blushed to remember how much of Lady Cottley’s ‘special’ punch she’d consumed. Surely, if her father discovered the excess, she would be forbidden from ever going back.

      Sighing as the carriage was led down the long drive to the distant stables, she made the short walk up the front stairs of her home. Eastwich Manor was a modest home compared to the large renovated castles and estates of the local nobility. Nevertheless, the property was very well maintained.

      The square corners of the manor’s stone walls were smooth, dotted with just the right number of shrubs and flowers to make it stately and elegant without being excessive. Tall windows lifted up the sidewalls, with dark blue draperies showing from the inside. Most were drawn closed, but a little crack of light shone out from one onto the front expanse of steps. It was a very fine home indeed. Although her father wasn’t titled, his income was quite sufficient to cause much envy among the neighbors and to earn her their respect.

      Tatiana smiled a secretive smile. If she had anything to do with it, she would be titled soon enough. It was rumored that an Italian count had let the old Glastonbury Castle not far from her very home. As a young girl, she’d been fascinated by the rundown pile of rocks surrounding the castle and had climbed over them often. The castle itself was in decent repair though it desperately needed the care only a wealthy owner could give.

      Lady Cottley had been aflutter with the news of it, claiming to have met the “young and altogether too handsome” nobleman the other night. Their carriages had crossed at a narrow pass in the country roads. She said that he was very well spoken, for a foreigner, and very dashing as he leaned out the carriage window to answer her greeting.

      When Tatiana asked her to describe what the count looked like, Lady Cottley couldn’t quite remember, except for the impression he was handsome enough to leave her lightheaded. The good lady was, however, sure the count was in England searching for a wife. For according to that same lady, there was a shortage of suitably marriageable women in Italy.

      “Tatiana, wait!”

      Tatiana instantly froze on the bottom step leading to the front door. The very sound of her name expressed in such a way made her nervous. Recognizing the voice, she shivered, turning around to face her older brother and only sibling. Henry had not been available to escort her to the dinner service, so she had depended on a servant to be her chaperone. He’d claimed he was too ill to attend. It irked her that he would be out in such a condition, but Tatiana knew it was more than likely that he had lied to get out of taking her.

      The crack of light shining through the long front windows was dim so she couldn’t see him too clearly, except the vague impression of his features and the shadowed outline of his slender body. She gasped, immediately forgetting her irritation with him. His dark blue frock coat was covered with splatters of thick mud. “What happened? Were you in an accident?”

      Stepping back down the steps, she made her way to him. Henry stumbled forward, jarring her as he impatiently grabbed her arm.

      “Ow, Henry, stop.” She tried to shake off the desperate clutch of his fingers by swatting him with her gloved hand. “You’re hurting me.”

      Henry’s grip only tightened as she tried to escape, bruising her skin with its fierceness. She stumbled, slow to react, her mind numbed with liquor from the punch. Her brother’s dark eyes narrowed, and he struggled for breath. Tatiana saw that the same strange substance also splattered the pale skin of his features. Up close, it did not appear to be mud. Curious, Tatiana lifted her fingers to his cheek, plucking a bit of matter off him with her white gloves. Whatever it was, it was hard.

      “Whatever are you covered in, Henry?” Tatiana asked. He mumbled breathless, incoherent sentences. She couldn’t make out his words. Ignoring the pain he inflicted on her arm, she raised her gloved fingers to where the moonlight shone brightest to examine them. Her mouth fell open. It was blood.

      Henry, seeing her impending look of horror, grasped her other arm in his palm, pulling her to him. Tatiana shivered as his fingers seized over her mouth, shushing her startled scream. She could smell the coppery scent of blood on his hand, felt the drying stickiness against her skin where he touched her face. Blood marred his jacket, streaking onto her pale green gown, hitting against her arms, as he held her tight to keep her quiet.

      Speaking close to her ear, he croaked in a low, hoarse tone that she’d never heard from him, “She’s dead.”

      She?

      His strong fingers muffled Tatiana’s renewed scream. He pressed hard, cutting her teeth onto her inner lips. She tasted blood in her mouth and moaned weakly. She tried to answer him. Her wide, desperate eyes studied his panicked face. She moaned in louder protest, and he jerked her to an abrupt, rough silence.

      “It’s not my fault,” Henry insisted, almost wildly. He shook her harder in his desperation to convince her. His words turned to a plea. “Do you hear me, Tatiana? She refused me. It’s not my fault. She had no right, no right at all. I didn’t hurt her. She fell. She was a bloody strumpet giving it out to every man. She was nobody. I will not be ruined for this!”

      “Henry.” Her voice was muffled through his parted fingers. Tatiana gasped, trying to peel her lips from his bloodied hand. She slowly shook loose from his tight hold to catch her breath and steady her racing heart. The strange, almost foreign smell of human blood, so curious and strong, slipped on her skin as she moved against him. It made her nauseous. A dark cloud threatened her already drunken brain, and all she could think about was how this might ruin her chance at meeting the Italian count, of gaining her title, of getting out of England and seeing the rest of the world.

      As soon as she heard the words Italian and count coming from Lady Cottley’s lips, she’d formed the perfect plan. The count wanted a wife, and she would make a perfect wife. Henry went away on a grand tour like the rest of the gentlemen with whom she’d grown up. She was expected to stay home, in England, forever. She wanted to travel, to see things, to meet people. She wanted to touch ancient ruins. In all her eighteen years, she’d never wanted anything more. Now, in Henry, she saw her dreams plummeting to the ground.

      Tears entered her eyes. No one would want her after this. She was sister to a murderer. She would spend the rest of her days at Eastwich Manor as an unloved, unwanted spinster. As she glanced at the stone walls of Eastwich, they did not seem so lovely to her anymore, or the house so large and welcoming and elegant. It now looked like a prison.

      “Tatiana.” Henry shook her. “Are you listening to me?”

      Tatiana hadn’t been listening. Her mind had been frantically racing until she felt dizzy. Seeing she wasn’t going to scream, Henry dropped his hand from her face, leaving her cheek cold as the breeze hit the blood. With an insistent tug, he pulled her away from the front steps.

      “Hurry,” Henry ordered, keeping her arm tight as he ran her around the side of the house. “We can’t let Thomas see us. If he knew what we did to his sister⁠—”

      “Alice?” Tatiana looked at Henry with renewed horror. She tried to stop, but his hand wouldn’t let her. The matter and blood covering him belonged to her maid, Alice? Alice with the golden ringlet curls so like her brother Thomas? Alice with the laughing blue eyes who always teased her awake in the morning? Alice who had played with her endlessly on this very lawn since they were children?

      “We can’t let him find out what we have done,” Henry insisted, running faster now that they were on the side lawn. “You know Thomas has a violent temper.”

      “We?” Tatiana squeaked, her voice unable to sound any louder. Her world spun and crashed with each surreal step he forced her to take.

      Her legs stretched over the thick cushioned lawn, nearing the limits of her gown. The petticoats became heavier, tangling around her legs. Her corset was too unyielding against her lungs, making breathing hard. Her heart raced as he yanked her through the night. A slipper fell from her foot, but they did not stop. The full three courses of dinner, plus the entremets and dessert, waged a vicious war in her tight stomach. She would’ve fainted, if not for Henry’s insistent pull making her continue.

      “Henry,” she begged, her voice hoarse as she gulped for air. Her narrowed eyes tried to see through the shadows. The moon wasn’t full and bright, so it offered little help.

      Hearing her plea, Henry slowed, leading her into the shade of a large oak on the far side of the property.

      “I...can...not...breathe.” She dropped her hand, clutching at her stomach, trying to pull her corset to loosen it by small degrees. It didn’t do any good. The gown was fitted too tightly. “Ladies...do not...run.”

      Henry said nothing. He looked into the distance, standing silent and still. His hand trembled. Suddenly, she realized how scared her brother really was.

      After a moment had passed with only her heavy breathing sounding between them, she again straightened and threw back her shoulders. Turning to her brother, she saw that he didn’t even look at her. Fearful, she demanded, “Please tell me this is a prank, Henry. Please, tell me you didn’t hurt Alice. Where is she? Is she hiding in the trees? Is she to jump out and scare me? Is that why we wait?”

      Henry looked stunned by her words. Slowly, he looked down the front of his frock coat and flicked wearily at a chuck that clung to him. Tatiana flinched as it landed unintentionally on her gown. Looking herself over, she saw that the dress was ruined.

      “We must go,” Henry stated, sniffing. He again reached for her, grabbing her arm.

      “Where are you taking me?” Tatiana whimpered, scared of her brother. She never knew him capable of hurting anyone. Though, if the truth be told, she didn’t know him at all. They’d been closer as young children, but he’d been away for so long, first to a school at Cambridge and then his grand tour. Now she hardly ever spoke to him, except in dutiful letters her father made her write. “What’s happening?”

      “I need you to take care of it,” Henry said, matter-of-factly, like a Lord directing his servants.

      “Take care of what, Henry?” Tears filled her eyes, and the long line of her mouth stretched back, pulling against her teeth.

      “I need you to clean it. You’re a woman, surely you know how.” Henry dragged her through the shrubs. The thorns tore at her skin, scratching her, ripping her delicate evening gown beyond repair. “No one can find out about this.”

      “I’m not a servant…” she began, only to be cut off by his vicious jerk and hard glare.

      “You will do as I say if you value your station in life.” His wild eyes grew all the more desperate. “Would you see our family ruined for the sake of a maid? Would you see me imprisoned? Father so ashamed he’d be forced to do himself in? You abandoned, turned out on the streets to fend for yourself as an unfortunate?”

      “But I did not do anything…that,” Tatiana protested, her voice growing somewhat louder.

      Henry growled, raising his fist as if to hit her. He hesitated, and she knew he couldn’t strike. Lowering his trembling hand, he gathered her forward into his embrace and lovingly kissed her forehead.

      “Please, help me, Tatiana,” Henry whispered into her dark hair. He rubbed his cheek reverently over her silky locks, dislodging the flowers adorning them. “It’s too late to take back. I don’t know what to do. I need you. You were always the practical one, so smart. Please, Tatiana, don’t abandon me now when I need you most.”

      Something snapped in Tatiana’s brain at his plea for help. The shaking in her limbs subsided and her heart slowed. Her world became a dazed dream. She blinked, steadying her swirling vision. She ignored the smell of blood filling her nose. She knew her brother was right. She had to protect her family.

      Taking a deep, calm breath, she silently nodded. Henry was honorable most days, and this indiscretion was just an unfortunately bad day. It was too late to take it back. She wouldn’t see her family ruined by the death of a mere servant girl. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She wasn’t going to do anything wrong, not really. She was just helping her brother clean up a mess, a minor indiscretion. All fine gentlemen were allowed their little indiscretions.

      “Show me, Henry,” she answered, her tone flat and dutiful. “Let me see what it is you have done.”
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      Dark eyes pierced effortlessly through the shadows of the dense trees. The lone figure stayed silent in the darkness, watching the pair pass close by him. Curiosity caused the old vampire to stop and look at the brother and sister as they entered the forest. He’d smelled the carnage of blood easily as he whisked his way home.

      His sensitive ears detected their whispered words without difficulty, just as his eyes saw every detail of their forms. The girl was slender, new into her womanhood. Her features appeared as if they had only just emerged from the chubbiness of youth, so fresh was her complexion even if crimson streaks of blood marred it, so unmarked by mortal time. Her face was pale from her late night tryst into the forest, but he could tell it would be the shade of peaches once her color returned. Her dark green eyes could mesmerize any man.

      The man, Henry, was taller, slender in such a way that was popular with mortal men of this era. He carried himself with an air of importance, but the vampire could smell his fear—and not just fear of this night, but of all nights, all things. He was a timid creature, frail, and a failure. He reeked of implausible ideas and unrealized dreams. He was a drifter, a man who would float through his life on his family’s money. This was a man who would never accomplish anything of importance. The blood within Henry’s veins would taste just as insipid as the man himself. The vampire had no interest in the man, content to let Henry have his half-existence.

      However, the woman was a different matter altogether. She was definitely the more interesting of the two. The vampire turned his attention back to her. Her eyes were glazed with an eerie light. Closing his eyes, he tried to read the woman’s thoughts, hear her secrets. Her mind was blank, numb. This interested him. She agreed to help her brother, but she did not have the raging, incoherent thoughts of a killer. On the other hand, her mind did not drown in cynicisms as one used to witnessing such dire acts, as was the case with the bobbies in London. She was a pampered girl, spoiled no doubt by the look of her lavish gown, and yet here she was facing what most men couldn’t stomach.

      The vampire frowned, moving stealthily to walk behind the brother and sister, knowing they led the way through the trees to an abandoned cottage. The man hurried, desperate to run from the mess he had made, eager to have the woman—to have anyone—take care of it for him. The mortals’ feet crunched lightly on the fallen twigs and leaves of the forest floor. The woman stumbled, her foot left only to the protection of a tattered stocking. He could smell the blood on her foot as she walked, the temptingly sweet scent stirring up from her. She didn’t make a sound.

      It was a short walk to the cottage. The vampire kept himself hidden from the siblings with the will of his mind. He concentrated, hearing the heartbeat inside the woman’s chest. He’d just eaten and yet he had the urge to feed again. The need was overwhelming. Her blood would be pleasant against his tongue, strong, pure, vigorous, erotic. It would fill him with energy and life. He smelled its intoxicating potency and wasn’t disappointed. He wanted her. He wanted to drink from her slender neck, her ample breasts, her opened thighs. It had been too long since his body had been quickened by the smell of his food.

      The vampire breathed deeply of her scent, moving to whisk by her neck. He felt chills rise on her flesh as he passed by. She sensed his nearness. He let her.
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        * * *

      

      Tatiana shivered, feeling as if something brushed by her neck. She swatted her skin, jumping nervously as she looked around the dark forest. Henry turned to glare at the noise she made. She looked at her brother. “Did you hear that?”

      “It’s nothing, just the wind,” Henry said, though he looked around to see if she was right.

      “Father will worry if we’re gone too long,” Tatiana said.

      “No. He’s probably asleep.”

      “The servants—” She tried not to look at Henry’s frock coat or his face.

      “Don’t care what we do,” Henry interrupted. He again grabbed her arm. But, instead of leading her forward, this time, he pushed her in front of him. “In there.”

      “I can’t see,” she whispered, growing weak again.

      “There is a lantern by the door,” Henry whispered, not going to help her. He turned his back on her as if unable to watch.

      “Henry,” Tatiana whined. “You’re not going to leave me here, are you? Please, I don’t want to be alone.”

      “One of us should go back. I need to get cleaned off. I’ll come back for you,” Henry said.

      “Henry?”

      “Just get it taken care of, Tatiana,” Henry ordered, stopping only long enough to whisper hastily, “I’ll come back to get you. I’ll bring a change of clothes. We’ll have to burn your gown.”

      “Henry, wait.” She made a move to reach for him, but he hurried away. To herself, she added, “Please, Henry, don’t leave me here alone.”

      Tatiana looked around the forest. It seemed so much more ominous now that Henry was gone. Taking a deep breath, she slowly moved toward the cottage door. Her feet tripped on the uneven step, and she stumbled forward against the door. It creaked open, and she smelled the same horrific odor she’d detected on Henry’s hands, only stronger.

      Tatiana reached around the inside the doorframe to look for a lantern hanging on the wall. There was nothing. Carefully, she lowered herself onto her hands and knees. Blindly, she felt inside the cottage for the lamp. Her heart hammered fiercely in her chest. Hitting a chunk of wood, she flinched and pulled back.

      “Alice?” Tatiana called softly, peering into the dark as she again felt around inside the door for a lamp. She shivered, feeling so alone and deathly afraid. She was forced to crawl forward into the darkness, searching the floor. “Alice, can you hear me?”
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        * * *

      

      The vampire stood back, behind Tatiana, watching. He heard her winded breath, felt her thudding heart. Her bravery surprised him, pleased him in some small way. He was close enough that, if he wanted, he could rush forward and grab her up into his embrace. He could protect her, help her, comfort her, kill her. Instead, he held back, just watching to see what would happen with passionless eyes.

      His gaze pierced the darkness of the cottage, seeing well the lifeless, mangled corpse that awaited her discovery. He lingered with a sick fascination to see what would happen when Tatiana discovered the maid’s body. Would her bravery falter? Would her mind slip from her forever? The corpse had been there for some time. Sniffing, the vampire would guess an hour at least. Henry must have hidden, waiting for his sister to come home. Tatiana called out again, and the vampire stepped closer, drawn to the young mortal. Alice wouldn’t be answering her call.

      Tatiana’s fingers hit upon the lantern. She grabbed it, pulling back from the dark insides of the cottage. She panted heavily, taking up the old tinderbox. Her fingers trembled as she tried to strike the flint with steel to alight the little piece of linen. A spark hit again and again, but it did not catch fire.

      The vampire took pity on the girl, raising his hand to light the lamp from behind. He waited, prepared for her to scream, to run away in fright. To his surprise, she stayed strong and did nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Tatiana gasped to see the flame, but she did not question its oddly timed appearance. Her mind was too numb, too frightened. She took a deep breath, closing her eyes tight, before looking inside the one-room cottage. The lamplight fell over the walls. It didn’t take her long to see Alice’s motionless body in the far corner. A lifeless eye stared out from the maid’s grotesque, bashed features. Her golden ringlets were strewn over her once beautiful face, and the locks bloodied until their color was barely recognizable. She could see the inside of Alice’s skull and was glad that the light from the lantern cast a harsh shadow to hide the worst of it from view. A feeling of disgust and pity overwhelmed her as she looked at the girl.

      “Alice?” she whispered, hearing the girl’s laughter clearly in her head. The drawn, pale, almost blue face wasn’t laughing now. Tatiana had to look away. Her eyes automatically fell on a long wooden post, broken in half and covered with the same substance Henry had on his frock coat. “Henry? Why?”

      “Che macello, bella mia,” came a soft hush from behind her, carried gently on the wind.

      Tatiana froze, feeling a presence emerging as if from the darkness. A chill came over her, racking her skin with tingles and goose bumps. Her body felt as if she’d been struck by lightning, flowing with tremendous energy. She couldn’t hear any footfall outside the cottage. Her ears strained, leaves rustled softly, the wind whined a lonely song. All was quiet.

      Suddenly, it was as if a hand caressed the back of her head, running fingers along her neck, so cold, yet gentle and caressing in their tenderness. Tatiana gasped, trembling violently. She didn’t dare look, hoping that whatever it was would just go away.

      “What a mess,” the wind repeated, louder, as chilled lips seemed to brush the back of her ear.

      Tatiana’s mouth fell open to scream. She didn’t recognize the voice, only that it was a man. She turned, horrified that someone would see what Henry had done. But, as she moved, her world spun out from beneath her. She felt herself falling into inviting blackness. She welcomed it, clung to it. The voice continued to move in her head, sounding as if it came from within. She couldn’t understand it, couldn’t make out what it told her, and she was suddenly too tired to care.
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      Tatiana’s black world drifted by in a haze so sweet it had to be a dream. She felt things as if a cloud protected her. Nothing was real. Nothing made sense, and yet she clung to the madness of her illusions. Hands, as cold as snow, lifted her up, touched her face and neck, stroked her with what felt like fingernails. They peeled back her corset, and she felt her lungs fill with air, basking in the liberating freedom.

      “La tua pelle e’ come seta, bella mia,” a voice whispered. Hands slid beneath her chemise where her corset had pressed its form into her skin. They were rubbing her smooth flesh, massaging the blood to the tingling surface, touching her intimately. Fingers ran up between her breasts, stroking back down, feeling her, cupping and testing the weight of her breasts in cool palms. Fingers rubbed her aching nipples in tight circles. A tongue flicked the base of her throat. “Your skin is like silk.”

      She tried to open her eyes, to find a face to put with the dark voice, with the bold hands. She felt the man caressing her, his body not so cold as before, but warm and wet. His fingers glided over her flesh. All of a sudden, she knew she was naked. She didn’t care. The hands felt so good, making her ache with pleasure wherever they trailed. It was a dream, so it didn’t matter that a moan left her weak lips.

      “Tu sei bellissima,” the voice persisted in its lullaby, lingering and soft. He was washing her hair, lathering soap against her body. Fingers covered her mouth and nose as she was lowered beneath the bathwater. She wasn’t afraid. She trusted the luring melody of that voice. “You are exquisite.”

      Her eyes drifted open, seeing a fireplace of stone. It burned brightly. She closed her eyes once more. Softness brushed along her skin, the water gone. She was on a bed—soft, enveloping. A sigh left her parted lips. Her eyes drifted again. This time, she saw silk as red as blood, and she shivered. A pale hand reached for her, lifting her face as if its bearer lay next to her on the stuffed mattress. The weight of her damp hair was lifted from her cheek. The darkness closed in again.

      “A presto, il mio tesoro,” the voice whispered to her. Tatiana felt a brush against her lips and tingling sensations shot in hot waves down her body. “Very soon, my darling.”
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      “Bella mia…”

      With a sharp gasp, Tatiana sat up in bed. A strange, ragged panting came from her throat. She looked around at the all too familiar surroundings of her bedroom. Her waist length hair sprung out from her head, curling naturally over her shoulders in a tangled mess. It fell over her face, and she brushed it back in annoyance. She caught her reflection in a mirror. Her usually glowing features were pale and dark circles formed beneath her eyes.

      Tatiana blinked, rapidly searching the morning shadows that stretched across the ornate wood paneling of the walls and a small fireplace. The sun seemed abnormally bright as her gaze drew over the pale yellow decor, past the dark wood of her large armoire and matching washstand. Not an item was out of place. She was home, in her bed, alone.

      Feeling a chill wash over her flesh, she moaned, pulling the thick coverlet close to her chest. Her ears buzzed until she felt she couldn’t hear. Suddenly, it was as if hands pressed into her throat, crushing her, tearing her with claws. She panted for breath in growing desperation, as the vague memories of a dream tried to surface—a bathtub filled with blood, a blue eye lifelessly staring at her, watching her.

      “Miss Sinclair?”

      Tatiana stiffened to hear her name and let loose a high-pitched sound of surprise. The sensations left as suddenly as they came. She turned to look at her bedroom door, meeting the brown eyes of a maid. Blinking again, she was unable to place the woman’s name in her mind. She stared vacantly at the woman, letting her gaze roll over the tidy uniform, the small white cap artfully placed on brown curls, the pristine white apron. All she could come up with was Alice.

      “Oh, bless us! You’re awake, miss,” the woman said, pressing her hands together in excitement.

      “Where’s Alice?” Tatiana breathed. Her voice was hoarse and sounded gravelly as if she’d screamed for hours. She reached for her head. It felt dizzy. “Send me Alice. I want Alice.”

      “I...I,” the maid stuttered. The woman paled, all pleasure draining from her face. She looked down at her hands, which twisted in her apron. “I can’t, miss. Alice is gone.”

      “Gone?” Tatiana suddenly felt ill. Again, a swarm of memories tried to invade her thoughts, but she blinked them away. They were dark, evil thoughts, images of blood and fangs, of death. Her voice brutal in its rough tonality, she said, “Gone where? She didn’t tell me she was leaving.”

      “We were hoping you could say, miss.” The maid took a step forward and then stopped. She reached for a bowl on the washstand and held it out. “Are you to be sick, miss?”

      Tatiana waved away her concern and threw the covers from her body. Her limbs felt strange, almost like silk.

      “La tua pelle e’ come seta, bella mia.” Tatiana flinched, hearing the words clearly in her head. She glared at the maid. A little harshly, she demanded, “What? What did you say to me?”

      “I asked if you were to be sick, miss.” The woman’s expression paled, and she seemed almost frightened by the heated look she received in return. “Shall I⁠—?”

      “After that,” Tatiana demanded. She tried to stand, but her legs wobbled. The woman motioned helplessly to the side as if she would turn to get help. “You said my skin was like silk.”

      “No, miss,” the woman returned. “I did not.”

      “Then, who?” Tatiana asked, looking around the room as if someone else was there. The words had been so real. She felt as if someone was inside her brain.

      “No one, miss,” the maid said weakly, inching toward the door. “No one spoke of silk.”

      “Where’s Alice?” Tatiana didn’t know why, but she was desperate to have her servant come to her. Alice always woke her in the morning, doing it just right—softly touching her shoulder, speaking gently, then teasing her when she refused to move. The brown-haired maid merely stared at her, motionless, helpless. Her voice rising, she cried out, “Send me Alice!”

      The maid blinked rapidly, and Tatiana knew she was stunned to hear the usually mild mannered lady yell at her. She bobbed a half-curtsey, tripping over her feet to get out of the bedroom. Tatiana breathed deeply, struggling for breath. She didn’t know what was wrong with her or why she was so panicked. She felt numb, scared. Her limbs shook violently. Her fingers twitched and flexed, just beyond feeling.

      “Hush, hush, bella mia.”

      Tatiana heard the low words clearly in her mind. Her body weakened. With a loud sigh, she dropped, unconscious, to the bed.
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      “Yes, what is it?” Mr. William Sinclair grumbled, looking up from his desk. He’d been staring absently at the polished wood, and his hands firmly planted on his dark, graying hair. He met the matching gaze of his son, sitting across the very masculine study, before turning to the door. Standing, he smoothed his tousled hair and waited.

      “Mr. Sinclair, sir,” Lydia said. The maid gave a light curtsey. “Miss Sinclair is awake. I just left her.”

      William studied the woman. She refused to meet his gaze.

      “What did she say?” Henry demanded. Standing up from his chair, he stepped before his father. The large picturesque window let in the light from outside, haloing him in an eerie light.

      Lydia’s eyes darted up briefly only to come back down to the thick rug beneath her feet. “Not much, sir.”

      “She didn’t speak?” William frowned, his stomach in knots. His eyes turned up to where his daughter’s bedroom was above his head.

      “She spoke of silk, sir.” Lydia’s words were soft, barely audible. “And she asked that I send her Alice.”

      Henry paled and turned his back on Lydia.

      William watched his son’s reaction, covering his own response better. Before she died, his wife had claimed to have seen visions—visions that were amazingly accurate sometimes—and he was worried his daughter might soon suffer the same lunacy as her mother. He was always fearful that it would happen. He’d never told anyone, as he’d loved his wife and had wanted to protect her. There was a moment of tense silence.

      “Did you tell her of Alice’s departure?” William asked. “Did you tell her that the woman ran away the same night she was attacked?”

      “No, sir,” Lydia said. “I thought it best to stay out of it. It is not my place to say, sir.”

      “Very good, Lydia, thank you. You did well,” William said at last. He waited until she left before speaking to his son, his words a hurried whisper. “Good God, Henry. She doesn’t remember what happened.”

      “Women are delicate, Father,” Henry stated calmly. He reached into his pocket and removed a silver, engine-turned snuffbox. Releasing the delicate clasp, he took a pinch and sniffed it violently into his nose. As he slid the case back inside his jacket, he asserted, “Who knows what spurred her to harm Alice?”

      “We don’t know for sure if Alice is dead.” William was unconvinced by his own words. He’d known the girl and her family all their lives. Alice wasn’t the type to run off without a word. “All we have is the word of that...that...”

      “Count,” Henry supplied. He couldn’t meet his father’s eyes. “He is a count.”

      “Yes, yes, that count,” William returned, feeling a shudder of dread crawl across his spine. His shoulders slumped, remembering the nobleman’s strange late night visit all too well. Tatiana had been missing for nearly four days when the foreign nobleman brought her home, carrying her intimately in his arms. The servants, recognizing Tatiana, had invited him in. When William first laid eyes on the stranger, the man had been placing his unconscious daughter on the couch.

      William got chills when he thought of the man’s pale face and heated eyes. Something about the count made his blood run cold with fear. It was as if he’d stood in the presence of the devil. And when the man spoke, he knew that indeed the devil had come to Eastwich to visit. William had not slept since.

      “We can’t give your sister to that man,” Mr. Sinclair said, dejected. His eyes searched about as if his furniture or book-lined walls may have an answer.

      “I don’t think we have a choice, Father,” Henry said with a toss of his dark hair. He looked very dignified with his hands threaded behind his back. “You heard what the man said. You saw the dress. He has evidence that Alice has been murdered. He found Tatiana at the cottage with her. Would you have our family’s reputation ruined for Tatiana’s mistake? Would you have us destroyed? Even if he can’t prove it, just the fact that a count says such a thing would be disastrous. As disagreeable as it may be in nature, the count’s proposal is a decent one. I would rather she go to him than to a prison. He is prosperous and can well afford to take care of her.”

      “Then, you think he does mean to marry her?” William asked, unsure.

      “Certainly,” Henry said, lying through his teeth. He didn’t meet his father’s eye. “Besides, word must have leaked out that Tatiana was missing for four days. We can’t ignore the implication of her staying alone with him in that castle for so long.”

      Mr. Sinclair sent his son a hard look.

      “He’s a nobleman, sir,” Henry said. “Certainly, he wouldn’t suggest that he came to claim Tatiana without meaning to marry her. I am confident, in his translation of our English words, he simply misspoke...or more to the point didn’t speak of it at all. I’m positive that such a nobleman would assume we knew his intentions were purely honorable. More to the point, one can hardly protest the advantages of such a good match. Tatiana has always wanted to travel, and the count said he’d take her away from here. He promised to give her protection. He must have developed some tender feelings for her if he would go to such lengths to⁠—”

      “I just can’t believe that…they were so close, those girls,” William broke in, almost lost. “Your grandmother, on your mother’s side, always claimed to be descendent of powerful witches. Perhaps…”

      “Let us not give credence to that family history, please, Father. Grandmother was certifiably insane. She held conversations with the air.” Henry averted his gaze, guiltily. He forced his heart out of his throat. Everything was working out, and he wouldn’t ruin it. Smoothing down the straight lines of his dark green jacket, he muttered, “Perhaps we should go up to see her.”

      “Yes.” William stood tall once more. “Yes, Henry, I think you’re right.”
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      Tatiana moaned. She awoke to discover her father’s worried face leaning over her. He tapped at her cheek with the tips of his fingers. She grimaced, jerking away slightly as her mind tried to clear. She listened for the voice in her head to come back. To her great relief, it didn’t.

      Mr. Sinclair pulled away, standing tall at his daughter’s bedside. He thrust his hands into the pockets of his heavy cotton jacket, hooking his thumbs over the outside edge. A deep sigh resounded from him as he looked her over.

      “Father? What are you doing here?” Tatiana asked weakly. She sat up on the side of the bed, studying his face before turning to Henry. Her brother couldn’t meet her gaze. She frowned. “Have I been sick? I don’t feel like myself this morning.”

      “You don’t recall?” William’s eyes roamed over her almost innocent face. She was perplexed, but that was to be expected. Her wide green eyes stared up at him trustingly.

      “Recall what?” Tatiana asked, rising to her feet. She turned to them in confusion. “Has something happened?”

      Henry finally deigned to look at her. “You don’t remember the count bringing you home?”

      “The count? What count?” Tatiana frowned. What were they talking about? Her head lightly throbbed, and she rubbed warily at her temple. The thick folds of her nightgown flowed as she crossed her bedroom. Finding her silk robe thrown over the back of a chair, she threaded it over her arms. “What are you talking about?”

      “Tatiana…” William hesitated.

      “Perhaps you’d better sit.” Henry placed a meaningful hand on his father’s arm, briefly squeezing in reassurance.

      Tatiana automatically sat in the chair that so recently held the robe. She waited, watching them both expectantly.

      “Alice is gone,” William said carefully. Henry cleared his throat. William stopped talking at the interruption and looked at his son. Henry merely sighed, giving a pained glance to the floor.

      “She ran away,” Henry said. William nodded, agreeing with his son’s choice of words. It was clear Tatiana had no memory of what had happened. And, until they were sure or had evidence, they couldn’t accuse her of killing the woman. Neither man had been brave enough to charge the count with the hideous crime. All they’d seen was a significant amount of blood on her ball gown that the count had given them as his proof. Since Tatiana wasn’t cut, they could only assume the blood wasn’t hers. Then again, there was no substantiating the blood was even human.

      “Alice, run away? Impossible,” Tatiana said with a dismissive chuckle. She began to stand. “Go find Thomas. He is sure to know where she is.”

      “She’s gone,” William stated, ending the discussion. “Thomas has looked everywhere for her, as has her family.”

      “Well, it’s only been a day.” Tatiana stopped as her father shook his head.

      “Five,” Henry stated.

      “Impossible, just yesterday...” She looked from father to brother then back again.

      “Tatiana,” Henry said sternly, addressing down to her as if she were a small child, “You’ve been at the old Glastonbury Castle for the last four days with an Italian count. Don’t you remember it? He took care of you.”

      “No, no he...he was a dream,” Tatiana denied. Her head pounded harder. Did they think she was compromised? Memories that couldn’t be her own tried to surface within her mind. “Lady Cottley told me of an Italian count who let the old…and I must have dreamt…him…”

      She stopped. Henry was shaking his head in denial. Why was he looking at her like that? Why was her father eyeing her as if she’d gone mad?

      Delicately, William said, “It wasn’t a dream. The count saved your life. He’s found himself quite attached to you and has asked me for your hand. I have granted it.”

      Tatiana’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, not understanding.

      “You are to be married to him,” Henry inserted.

      “Married? But I don’t know him,” Tatiana protested, though she didn’t find the prospect of being a countess all that objectionable. She’d confessed as much to Lady Cottley, hadn’t she? “Does this man have a name, or is he just a count?”

      There were more questions she wanted to ask, but seeing her father’s expression, she thought better of it. Was he handsome? Kind? Did he carry himself well? Did he say anything about her? She wanted every detail of their discussion. She wasn’t going to get it.

      “There was a lot of confusion. You’d been gone for four days. It was late when he brought you home to us. He’s Italian. I could only understand about every three of his words,” her father said.

      “Conte Spoleti, I believe he said,” Henry supplied.

      “Count Spoleti?” Tatiana repeated. The name made her go weak. His must have been the voice she heard in her head. Lightly, she whispered, “Bella mia.”

      Both men watched her carefully, wary of her changing expressions.

      “When?” she whispered, unsure how to feel. Her whole world was spinning out of her control. Nothing made sense. This morning should’ve been a day like any other. Yesterday she’d been at a dinner party, and now she was engaged, compromised, and missing four days from her memory? It was impossible to believe such a wild contrivance. And yet, seeing her father’s and brother’s faces, she knew it was true.

      “He said he would come for you when he is ready,” her father answered. He took a hesitant step forward and laid an awkward hand on her shoulder. Tatiana wondered at his cautious look. It was almost as if he was afraid of her. He moved away, backing toward the bedroom door. Suddenly, he was gone, not saying another word. Tatiana heard his footsteps rushing off.

      When she could hear her father no more, she turned her eyes to Henry. He regarded her carefully.

      “He’ll come for me? When might that be, Henry?” she questioned. Her words came out in a hush now that they were alone. She stood to face him. Her hands reached out to take up his. “You saw him, didn’t you? What did you think of him? Will I at least meet him properly first? Did you like him? Was he kind? What did he say?”

      “What happened?” Henry whispered, studying her face for a sign of the truth. “I went back to the cottage, but you were gone. Everything was gone. What did you do with it? Where did you go? How did he find you? What does he know?”

      “With what?” Tatiana asked, confused by the fierce nervousness in Henry’s ever-changing expressions. She didn’t understand what he was talking about. “What cottage? What was gone? I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t remember?” Henry asked, part in wonder, part in apprehension.

      “Remember what?” Tatiana asked. “This is like a nightmare. I expect to wake up at any moment. You say I am engaged. When will I meet him? Why didn’t he ask me himself? Why didn’t he stay to speak to me if he is taken with me? What is going on, Henry? Please, I beg you to tell me.”

      “It is how he wished it,” Henry said. “He’ll make you a fine husband, Tatiana
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