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France, 1793
Helied. Comte Sergei Laroque was not the man whom he ethibm be.

Lady Chloe Bissette stared at the parchment nddedan her hand. Letters scribbled in indigo
ink warned her of a man turned vampyre who fit lgaes profile. But the Mad Monk Pierre, the
author of the letter, still needed proof, and Ch@es the only person who could get close to the
mysterious Comte.

There would be no turning back now, no escape.

She rose from her chair and paced the floor. HeesBppers sank in the cell's damp, muddy
surface. Her feet grew cold, and an icy chill stirher soul. The feeling reminded her of the
moment she was first taken into captivity, a monst& wanted to forget just now. She should
have escaped both Pierre and Laroque when shééathance, but like a fool, she didn't. Her
infatuation with the vampyre had existed sincedholod, since she first laid eyes upon the
handsome Sergei Laroque. The thought of crossiegtovthe world of the vampyre had enticed
her.

An icy cold sensation wrapped around her neck. €hkdd her breath, well aware of the power
of the unseen entity that now taunted her. Fofiteetime since this nightmare began, she
understood. Laroque was more than a creature ofigfie—he was master of his race. Pierre
was right, the Vampyric Dynasty existed, and Sesgeiat its helm.

The sound of approaching footsteps echoed in thebtside her prison chamber. She turned to
the door and waited for her master. It had to be lNo one else would come; no one save for
Pierre and Laroque knew she existed. The soundey ¢urned in the lock and Sergei entered
the cell.

The dimly lit chamber illuminated on the instanhl@ squinted her eyes. Laroque's hunched-
back servant placed a newly filled candelabrumhentéable and took away the old, melted
tallow stick that had offered only dim light at beBhe servant scurried from the room.



Sergei locked the door behind him, then turnedte iChloe. "Mademoiselle Bissette, I've been
told you had a visitor."

"How could | have had a visitor? No one knows laive," she said. "My family believes me to
have lost my head. And since the moment you sgcatled me from the guillotine, | have been
locked up in this cell.”

Laroque leaned against the wood door and foldedrs in front of his broad chest. Well-toned
muscles flexed beneath the thin silk of his si@tiloe wished the man wasn't so handsome and
so appealing to a woman's hidden desires. In themuled her like a god ruled his slaves. She
had no control over her emotions when it came tg&d.aroque.

"So, are you telling me my servants lie to theistee?" He rubbed his chin. "If so, then they
must be punished.”

Chloe felt the color drain from her face. Punish&ti2 could only imagine what such a creature
would do to a soul who truly displeased him. "ldskihad no visitor. | never said your servants
lied. Leave them out of this, Monseigneur. Pleabeg of you." She waited for his reaction to
her plea, but frustratingly, the devilishly handsooount remained silent.

* % %

She acknowledged him with respect, and obedierespite her fear of him. Yet, still she lied.
He offered a sly smile. The woman enchanted himn i other, and for the first time in more
than a century, Laroque battled with his reelingpgoms. He seldom allowed himself such
pleasure. The act of losing one's heart was fadé&mgerous for a vampyre. And this, he
painfully recalled, he knew from experience. Hevsugd such torment and misery once, but
fate, he was certain, would never allow him a sdastape. Sergei reached out his hand and
motioned for Chloe to come to him.

She refused.

He cursed to himself. Fate had him exactly wherbdied to be—helpless and spellbound, at the
mercy of a beautiful enchantress. "You have nothanigar from me. Now come."

She shook her head.
He took a deep breath, keeping his rising frustraiin check. "Who was your visitor?"
"I told you, I had no—"

Sergei raised his hand in front of him, silencifgd@ on the instant. "Just tell me what he
looked like."

She huffed. "You would deny me a priest? A simplguest for penance?" She stomped her foot
upon the muddy floor and balled her hands intottigits at her side. Slowly, in anger, she



approached him. "At a time when France is beinggéitered, while heads roll on a daily basis,
all you are concerned with is keeping your own diesecret. " She stood face-to-face with him,
her fragrant breath warming his cheeks.

He pulled her hard against him. The scent of heverdder mixed with sweet honey—made him
wild with a frenzy of emotions, lust reigning supre amid his internal chaos. She moved ever
so slightly away from him, freeing her face to bhea Her swan-like neck, draped in an amber

necklace, innocently exposed itself for the taking.

He swallowed hard and released her, pushing hey.aWNa priest in his right mind would ever
come to Castle Laroque."

He moved away from her. Like a wild beast cagedHerfirst time, Sergei prowled and paced
the modest cell. "l thought | could keep you safeehsafe from the enemies who hunt me.
Obviously, | was wrong."

* % %

Laroque was pleasing to watch, thought Chloe, @véis agitated state. Across the walls of
stone, his tall, dark shadow danced in the camielHe raised a hand to his neck and fidgeted
with the white cravat tied about his flesh. Chleased his apprehension.

"Then who, if not a priest, was my visitor?" shkeas
"I do not know," Sergei said. "I am hunted by many.

She was curious about this creature. Over the whar$iad heard numerous rumors about Comte
Laroque, the most fascinating of them being thatdwdd manipulate the night. The most sinful,
being he could pleasure a woman in such ways feaddspeak of without fearing for their

souls. He was also said to be more powerful tham élve king or the present government. And
that, Chloe learned, was one fact proven to be tfitewvere not for Sergei, she would have lost
her head to Madame guillotine more than a year @jcourse, had it not been for her own

desire to explore the rumors, she would not haes Isentenced to the guillotine in the first

place.

Laroque turned to face her. His dark, fathomlegs eppeared like orbs of black ice, staring at
her as if he were looking into her soul.

She swallowed hard. If Sergei only knew the trthlbught Chloe, he would send her back to
Paris to die.

* % %

"l know of only one man who would dare disguise $éfhas a priest,” Sergei said. "He is known
as mad monk Pierre, the vampyre hunter."



He waited to see what reaction his words would lwavhis captive. But his prisoner showed no
sign of giving in.

Instead, she proved to be a trying little minx vetiored his soul like no other before her. He
watched, silently, as Chloe toyed with the heawyitaof her wool cape, wrapping the garment
closer to her body. She was trembling slightly.

Sergei cursed to himself for having kept her hecelong. She should be living upstairs, in the
castle's sumptuous salons, spending her daysiswely manner befitting a lady of her stature.
But he couldn't keep her safe if he took her awasnfhis native soil. The dungeon cell was the
only part of the castle, save for his own sleegjugrters, where his native soil could protect
those under his care. The thought of taking Chdaag bed was more appealing to his body than
he had expected. The realization unsettled himitNeguld be far too dangerous for Chloe if he
took her to his bed. Far too dangerous for himelivell.

* % %

Chloe slipped her hand inside the little silk bagaealed under her cape, and carefully crinkled
the folded piece of parchment she was hiding. $dh&tdvant Sergei to know she had the note.
She didn't want him to know her secret. "What défee does it matter who came to visit me?
The man only offered to hear my confession, notiioge."

"It means a lot," Laroque said. "The souls who huatare dangerous."

"And these are dangerous times. No one is safdordy

He hesitated. "You don't understand. You see, Chia not who you think I am.”

"l am very much aware of who you are, Monseign&ou are Comte Laroque. The soul who
manipulates the night."

"You have heard the rumors, then."

She nodded.

"And what do you think of them, what do you beli@Ve

"I believe, now, they are true. But such nonsenaters not to me. You saved me from losing
my head, and for that, | am indebted to you, rdgasdof who you may or may not be." And that

was the truth, thought Chloe. She may have corhé@iaunder false pretenses, but she would
always be indebted to him, and faithful to him eifdre was vampyre.

* % %

A sense of shock flooded Sergei's soul. "What doryean by you believe, now, the rumors are
true, Mademoiselle?"



She didn't answer.
Sergei drew his gaze to the motion beneath hekctvdhat do you have in your hand?"
"Nothing."

The sound of a small, yet heavy sack falling toftber sliced through the chamber's cold air.
Chloe bit her bottom lip and winced.

Sergei stared at the floor. A crumpled purse s@thdde's feet.

He bent down and firmly snatched the bag with laisch He pulled at the frayed strings that tied
the purse and opened the bag. Several items ablaté his fingers. Even without bringing the
trinkets into the light, Sergei identified the cemts hiding in Chloe's purse—a clove of garlic, a
silver cross, a vial of holy water, and a crumpdégte of paper.

"You should have requested a stake, as none & thasys will do you any good."

He took out the folded parchment note and placed the table. The words were still legible,
despite the deep creases marring the page. Hehreabte and realized the truth of the matter.
He would never have believed it had he not readitlt his own eyes.

Sergei turned to face Chloe. "You deceived me. dame to me under false pretenses. You
knew my identity all along."

She shook her head and backed away from him. "¢l Bid not know about the vampyre.
l...1 only knew...that | loved you."

He froze.

"Oui. | have loved you since | first heard the $abd your existence. At night, | would go to the
edge of my father's estate and watch you. | wasve of you. But at the time, | did not know

what you were. And when my parents were sent tgthietine, | went into hiding. Pierre, the
man who dresses like a priest, had tried to helpl me@mised to work with him, to learn more
about you. In the midst of my research, | was takea prisoner of the state and sentenced to the
guillotine. I was to meet the same fate that hddllem my parents. The rest of my family has
turned against the king, and they believe me tddaal. | couldn't risk telling you the truth
because | feared you would send me back to Pafess&omy death.”

She loved him. He never remembered anyone evettiaato loving him. In four hundred
years he had loved only once, but that love wasmeturned. Now, fate had given him a
woman he loved who also loved him back.

So, Lady Chloe Bissette was the young woman whedspn him by night and who haunted his
dreams by day. He wondered why he hadn't reallzedeict before tonight. He also realized he



would have no choice but to bring Chloe acrossigovampyre. If he didn't, the mad monk
Pierre would come back for her and see to it shetvened to Paris to fulfill her sentence.

"You must be made vampyre," Sergei said. "I seether way to save you from Madame
guillotine. If you remain mortal, Pierre will retufor you. As vampyre, he will have no power
over you. He has no power over me, that is whydezlad your help. The mad monk has been
forbidden by the powers that be, to hunt me. Heleé@a mortal to do his vile work. He is
obsessed with hunting the Laroque dynasty."

With wide eyes, Chloe stared at him. "Then he méamnne to kill you, didn't he?"

"Yes."

"l would never—"

"l know."

A God-fearing look crossed Chloe's face. "But tarise vampyre, | will be eternally damned.”
"To remain mortal, you will be cursed. The mad maoeker allows his assistants to ever be free

of his leash. The choice is yours, my dear Chla®i ¥wn my heart, therefore | will do whatever
it is you so desire."

* % %

Chloe undid the clasp of her necklace. The amlveglgeglistened in the candlelight as they
silently slipped from her hands and fell to theoflaSergei offered her neck a gentle caress with
his hand. He softly brushed her hair over her sherulChloe wondered how in the world she
ever managed to get into such a situation, evehafwas in love with Laroque and more than
willing to spend eternity by his side.

A soft whisper caressed her ears and the Vam@issseared her neck. Life, as Chloe knew it,
would never be the same again.



