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        Beatrice has to untangle the lies and work out the truth about her allies.

      

      

      

      
        
        With her brother’s lies piling up, Beatrice realises that she has to make a choice about whether she can trust him, even if she already knows the answer deep within.

      

      

      

      
        
        But it isn’t just Bastian she has to figure out, all of her allies have agendas of their own, and she has to work out who she can rely on, and who might be a danger to her and her loved ones.

        -

        Rite of Lies and Loyalty is book eight of House of Blood and Roses. It is a fantasy romance series full of vampires, court intrigue, and an established m/f romance.
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            What Happened Before

          

        

      

    

    
      Rite of Threats and Revenge

      

      Beatrice is settling into her life as a princess, including continuing her studies with tutors in reading, writing, history, and maths, and her training with Lady Wentworth in the art of protecting herself. Linc is getting continually more involved with royal duties, which is leaving less time for the two of them. Beatrice and Linc have bribed some of the servants to always pour Linc fruit juice instead of wine in an attempt to help avoid another relapse with his alcoholism.

      Beatrice attends her first meeting with the King and Queen, where the Queen makes her displeasure about Beatrice and Linc's marriage clear, including saying that Beatrice shouldn't be at the meeting. Linc stands up for her, pointing out that she has as much right to be there as the Queen does. The King says that they need to do something about the Dainforths, who are typically unhappy when House Rothorne rises. He instructs Marcus to talk with Lady Irene Dainforth with the idea that the two of them will marry, and that Beatrice should invite her to become one of her ladies in waiting.

      Marcus expresses his lack of desire for a marriage, which Beatrice knows is because of his relationship with Lord Luca Vermatchi, but he still introduces her to Lady Irene. Lord Fallmartin is impressed with how Beatrice and Linc are doing, especially when they're following instructions and trying to make connections with people.

      There's a tense House Rothorne family dinner where Bastian is chastised by Lord Fallmartin and riled up by Bella over his lack of understanding about how court works. After they're finished, Bella goes to her room to collect something, and Beatrice goes after her, discovering Bella with her knife against Bastian's throat as she asks him to confess about his part in Thomas' death and the fact that it wasn't an accident. Beatrice manages to talk Bella down and sends her back to the royal apartments (where Bella is currently living) along with Linc. She's scared to be left alone with Bastian, especially when he's angry, but still confronts him about the situation, but he still refuses to admit that he killed Thomas on purpose. He grabs hold of Beatrice's wrist so hard that it leaves a mark.

      When she returns to the royal rooms, she speaks with Bella and reminds her that she's not a killer, and Bella agrees not to kill Bastian, while Beatrice admits that she thinks what Bastian did to Thomas was murder and not self-defense. She returns to her room with Linc where she finds him with Pip. They talk about the situation with Bastian, while Linc is angered to discover that he hurt Beatrice and says he won't be able to control himself if he does it again. Beatrice admits that Bastian has an anger problem and that he's hurt her before. More than that, she admits that she's started having thoughts about not having Bastian in her life any more.

      Lord Fallmartin appears while Beatrice is holding court and asks to talk to her and Bella. He reveals that Lord Vermatchi has approached him with a marriage proposal for Luca and Bella. Normally he would have said no already, but he knows that Beatrice has plans for the Vermatchis, so asks her opinion. She says that it would go contrary to her plans but declines to reveal what they are when Lord Fallmartin asks. Once alone, Bella pries into why she said no, but Beatrice doesn't give her a reason.

      Beatrice and Linc are alone when his bodyguard enters the room and tells them that they need to get to the safe room. Linc grabs Beatrice's dog Pip and the three of them are taken to the safe room with assurances that Eric (Linc's bodyguard) will be back with Bella. Beatrice is anxious until Bella is shown into the room.

      Marcus and Luca also arrive in the safe room, causing Bella to put two and two together about their relationship and Beatrice's plans, especially because neither Beatrice nor Linc act at all surprised by Luca's appearance. Bella says that if anyone catches Luca in the royal apartments, they can say that he's visiting her.

      Once the five of them are released from the safe room, Beatrice is surprised to discover that Lord Fallmartin seems genuinely worried about her and has to face the meaning of that. When they have a meeting with the King, they discover that he was the one assassins were sent for and is injured. They have one of the assassins in custody and it is implied they'll be tortured and perhaps executed, which horrifies Beatrice. Linc almost drinks the wine that's put down in front of him without realising it, but he puts it down. All of them are going to have increased security, including a bodyguard for Beatrice.

      If you want to read a recap of books 1-6 in the series, you can find it here: https://books.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/hobar-whb
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      My dress rustles where it hits the ground as we make our way to the grand doors that lead into the ballroom. Despite having done this more than a dozen times, I'm still not entirely used to entering the room on Linc's arm.

      He looks at me, seeming to sense some of my nervousness, and gives me a doting smile. "Are you all right?"

      I nod. "Just getting used to all of this still," I admit. "And the new bodyguard." I resist the urge to look behind me to where my new guard is following along beside Eric. I never once imagined I'd have a bodyguard, even in the childhood games I used to play.

      "It took me a while too."

      I laugh. "It's still taking you time," I tease him. "How many of these events did you attend before you married me?"

      "Only the ones where I could dance with you," he responds.

      My heart skips a beat at the memories. I never considered that each time I danced with Linc, I was dancing with the man who would become my husband. I assumed I'd end up with someone I had no choice but to tie myself to, thanks to my father's meddling.

      Not that I'm under any illusions about Lord Fallmartin's hand in this. My marriage happened because he wanted it to happen. I'm just lucky that it ended in a way that's pleasant for me.

      The doors swing open, revealing the crowded ballroom in front of us. Music drifts out from it, though the dancing nobility come to a stop when they realise that royalty is about to enter.

      "Prince Lincoln and Princess Beatrice of House Soveguine," a herald calls into the room.

      I hold my head up high, knowing that all of the eyes in the room are going to be on me for a moment. They'll be inspecting everything they can, including the jewels I'm wearing and the blue dress with yellow accents. It's not my favourite colouring, I think I look much better in House Rothorne’s black and red, but I can't wear that when the royal family is hosting the ball.

      Nobles around the room curtsy and bow to us as we enter, and I resist the urge to respond. I only have to do that if Marcus or his parents are in attendance, and while I believe the former is supposed to be here tonight, I can't see him.

      The head musician nods to Linc, and he turns to me, holding out his hand. "Would you like this dance?"

      "I would, and not just because we're supposed to be opening the ball." I slip my hand into his and let him draw me to the middle of the dance floor.

      The musicians begin to play, and I dip into the perfect curtsy, aware that everyone is watching me, but not caring. It doesn't matter when Linc is right in front of me.

      One hand lands on my waist, comforting and reassuring, even if there are so many people around. Dancing with him always feels like we're the only two people in the world, even if I know that isn't accurate.

      "Can you believe that we're opening balls together now?" I ask. "It isn't that long since I was hoping you'd ask me to dance and no one would notice."

      Linc chuckles in response. "It turned out that a lot of people did."

      "I still can't believe I didn't figure out that you were the prince everyone kept telling me about." I spin away from him, putting a momentary pause on our conversation.

      "I just thought you knew."

      "We could have saved ourselves from a few torturous weeks," I respond. "Not kissing you when that was all I wanted to do was difficult."

      "It's one of the hardest things I've ever had to do."

      His words are sweet, but I know it's not the full truth. It can't be when he fights so hard against the desire to drink wine every day. It's something I wish I could make easier for him, and take away the pain of, but it's not as simple as that. The only person who can decide whether or not to give in to that demon is Linc.

      The song comes to an end, and we break apart. I dip into a curtsy, moving back to Linc's side as soon as it's socially acceptable for me to do so.

      "I know we're supposed to do the rounds and speak to people, but I need a few more moments of peace first," I say to Linc.

      "I know what you mean. Perhaps we can gain it by keeping Luca company." He nods over to where his brother's paramour is standing.

      "Where's Marcus?"

      "I'm not sure," Linc says. "Probably avoiding Lady Irene."

      "Ah, true. Though she doesn't seem particularly interested in him either." Which can only be a good thing. I doubt Marcus would be having such an easy time in keeping the betrothal between him and House Dainforth at bay if she were interested.

      "Something I believe he is glad of." Linc smiles as we reach Luca, who bows to each of us in turn.

      "Your Highnesses."

      "Lord Luca," I respond. "It's good to see you."

      "Likewise, Your Highness," he responds. "It's a wonderful gathering."

      "One that you no doubt wish to disappear from as soon as you are able," I jest.

      "Perhaps I'll consider it once the Prince arrives," he responds.

      "Do you know where he is?" Linc asks.

      "He has dinner with the Queen. Something none of us were invited to," Luca responds. "I have to admit that she's a formidable woman. I don't envy you having to go against her, Beatrice."

      I grimace. "I'm not going against her as much as she's decided that she doesn't like me. She's against House Rothorne in principle." Which makes no sense to me, considering that Marcus' mother is from my House herself. I can understand her not liking me on a personal level, or even because she doesn't like Linc as a reminder that the King had a human mistress, but it seems that most of her frustration stems from Lord Fallmartin himself.

      "I don't think it matters why you're against her, just that you are," Luca says.

      "Give her some more time, and she'll get used to you being around," Linc promises. "She barely complains about me now."

      "Oh, so in five years, it might be all right."

      "Depends on if Marcus gets married first," Luca mutters under his breath. "I can't imagine she'll like any wife of his either."

      "You could still marry Marcus," I remind him.

      Luca gives me a weak smile. "I appreciate your optimism, Beatrice, but I doubt that's ever going to happen, even if I want it."

      "There's got to be a way."

      He shakes his head. "Not while the King is still alive. You aren't the only one who has things they want to achieve. Marcus has been working for years to get his father to make changes at court. One of these days, he's going to be given the choice between marrying and getting what he wants, or saying no and losing a chance at change. I know which of the two he'll choose. I know which I want him to choose. With my head, at least."

      I hate seeing my friend look so heartbroken, and I glance over at Linc to see if he's got any words of wisdom to give.

      My husband grimaces, and I know he's thinking about the fact that he gave up his choice whether to marry or not when he helped his sister elope.

      Luca takes a deep breath. "This isn't the place to be speaking about this. Please forgive me, it's not your burden."

      I nod, hating that what he's saying is true. House Vermatchi is never going to be high enough for the King to approve the marriage, and even if it were, it's unlikely that Lord Vermatchi would want his heir marrying into the royal family and risking his entire House being absorbed if he died.

      A servant passes by with drinks, and I see Linc's gaze drift to the wine. I'm about to do something to help his focus, but he gets there first and picks up a goblet of blood instead. I let out a sigh of relief. I don't think Linc is in danger of relapsing at the moment, but it's a battle he has to face every day, and I want to be there to support him when he needs it.

      "Lady Isabella," Luca says with a smile past me.

      I turn to see my cousin approaching.

      "Your Highnesses," she says, curtsying to Linc and then me before turning. "Lord Luca."

      "It's a pleasure to see you, Lady Isabella," he says.

      "I think Bella will do, we have seen one another in our night clothes, after all."

      He chuckles. "I thought we were supposed to be leading people to believe it was less than that, Lady Isabella?"

      "Then you should act like it and ask me to dance," she says.

      "Erm..."

      "If you want people to believe that it's me you're visiting in the royal apartments, then it would be better if they had something to gossip about." She holds out her hand.

      Luca throws Linc a pleading look, but he just shrugs.

      "There's no point denying Rothorne women," he says.

      Luca sighs. "All right. Would you like to dance, Lady Isabella?" he asks, holding out his hand to her.

      "I would be delighted, Lord Luca. I've heard that you're an excellent dancer."

      I laugh a little as the two of them head onto the dance floor.

      "Your father might not like this," Linc says.

      "I don't think he's going to say anything of it," I respond. "He said he would have rejected Lord Vermatchi's suggestion of marriage between the two if it were up to him. He only considered it because he knows that I'm planning something for the Vermatchis. I suppose I didn't think through how things might look from the outside."

      "You didn't know Lord Vermouten was going to die when you started your plans," Linc points out.

      I let out a sigh. "True. And now it's only a matter of time before Lord Fallmartin seriously thinks of trying to marry off Bella." I look over to where she's dancing with Luca. Despite the fact they barely know one another, they seem to be having a decent conversation.

      "I'm sure it isn't going to be that soon," Linc says.

      "Mmm." I search the room for my father, but my gaze lands on my brother instead. "Who is that with Bastian?" I ask.

      "Where?"

      "There." I point them out as subtly as possible. "He's wearing the colours of House Hexamble, but I thought I'd been introduced to all of them."

      Linc shakes his head. "Not Hexamble, it's Berampton," he responds. "Their House is on the brink of extinction, there's just Lord Berampton and his step-mother left. He was brought to court during my Golden Moon, so he has another thirteen years to survive before he can bring an heir to court, and that's only if he made one in the first year of being a vampire."

      I grimace. "It would probably be better to keep away from Bastian then," I mutter under my breath.

      Linc's amusement is clear on his face. "Perhaps."

      "I should ask Lady Emilia if she's heard about what they're up to."

      "I don't think you need to do that," he says. "I imagine the normal things that young members of the court get up to. Gambling, sex, and drinking."

      "Hmm." I look at them. "Well, I hope for Lord Berampton's sake that's all it is." Though I can't help but think of the last gambling partner of my brother's, the one who ended up dead.

      "I'm sure he knows what he's doing," Linc promises. "But we should talk of more pleasant things."

      I raise an eyebrow. "Such as?"

      "How's your new office coming along?"

      "It's good, I think. You should come by tomorrow and have a look. I feel out of place in it, because why should I need an office..."

      "You need somewhere to do all your plotting." He brushes a hand against my lower back, though I know he'd rather kiss me, he just can't when we're in the middle of a ballroom. It doesn't fully make sense that vampires are so bothered by the rules here when they aren't usually, but we have to obey.

      "The only plotting I'm doing right now is wondering how long it can be before we dance again?"

      He laughs. "That can be arranged rather quickly." He finishes his blood and sets the goblet on the tray of a passing servant before holding out his hand to me.

      I slip mine into it and let him lead me onto the floor. There might be strict rules and expectations about being royalty at the ball, but at least they don't stop me from enjoying myself with Linc, and I'm certainly glad about that.
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