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For my mate









CHAPTER ONE


Thea


“You have to get out of this place,” Olivia announced as she stepped inside my mom’s room. She was still dressed for rehearsal with a pair of knit boots pulled over her tights. In her arms, she carried a bouquet of fresh flowers.


“Is it Sunday?” I asked, trying to figure out where Friday and Saturday had gone.


“Yes! That proves my point.” She busied herself, taking out the old, limp flowers and replacing them with fresh ones. She fluffed a few of the blossoms, then turned and smiled at my mom. “Hello, Mama Melbourne.”


My mother didn’t respond. She couldn’t. Not while she was in a coma. Olivia always said hello anyway.


My roommate took a chair next to me, tucking her knees against her chest. “Seriously, Thea. She wouldn’t want you to sit vigil like this. You need to get out. See the world.”


I winced. I’d been doing just that when I got the call something had happened to my mom. In the past four weeks, I hadn’t seen much past the inside of this room. A month had passed since I’d left Julian in Paris. I’d been at the hospital pretty much every moment since I’d stepped off the plane in San Francisco. The days were starting to blend together, but I wasn’t ready to admit that my friend was right.


“Okay, poor choice of words,” she said quickly. “But, honey, you’re not the one in that hospital bed.”


“I know that,” I snapped. Guilt rushed through me instantly. Both Olivia and Tanner had been here supporting me through this whole mess, and now I was being a bitch. “I’m sorry. I just wish she would wake up.”


“Me too, honey.” She squeezed my shoulder, and for a moment, I was reminded of Jacqueline. My heart ached at the thought of my lost friend, but that was a different life. One that had cost me too much.


“I wish I hadn’t gone,” I confessed. “I shouldn’t have left her to follow some jerk I barely knew to Paris.”


“Well, you did,” she said impatiently.


I turned a surprised look on her.


“Sorry.” She sighed. “It’s just that beating yourself up over it isn’t going to change anything.”


“I know. That’s why I’m here now.”


“There’s nothing you can do for her, Thea. Not while she’s like this. You know what the doctors said.”


The trouble was the doctors hadn’t said much. Whatever’d happened to my mother was as much a mystery to them as it was to me. Not that we only had a coma to worry about. Nope, that would have been simple. No one could figure out why she wouldn’t wake up, and I was determined to be here when she did. It had happened while I was gone—how was I supposed to leave her side again?


Before I could remind Olivia of that, we were interrupted by a businesslike rap on the door. Dr. Reeves, the physician in charge of Mom’s case, strode in with a chart, flashing a blinding smile when he saw I wasn’t alone.


Olivia shifted in her seat, putting her legs down and straightening up. “Good afternoon, doctor.”


“It’s nice to see you, Olivia.” He nodded to the fresh flowers. “You’re such a good friend. You’re lucky to have her, Thea.”


“I know.” I barely resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Olivia had taken one look at Dr. Reeves and memorized his schedule. Most days, she popped in when she could to deliver me fresh clothes or coffee, but every Sunday, she was here like clockwork to flirt with the attending physician. Not that I could blame her. In fact, it was almost like my own personal rom-com.


“I was just trying to convince Thea she needs to take a break,” Olivia said, fluttering her lashes.


“I take breaks.”


“Bathroom breaks do not count,” she informed me, still staring at Dr. Reeves. “Do they?”


“I’m afraid she’s right,” he said to me gently. “I want to rerun some of the scans we did on your mom last week. Maybe you two could grab lunch.”


My eyes darted between them. “Did you two plan this?”


“Desperate times.” Olivia got to her feet and tossed me my coat.


I caught it with a frown. I must have looked really pathetic if the doctor was kicking me out. “How long will the tests take?”


“A couple of hours,” he said.


“And if she—”


“We will call you immediately if something changes,” he cut me off.


Yep, they’d orchestrated the whole thing. I got to my feet grudgingly and walked over to Mom’s bedside. Carefully avoiding the tubes and wires attached to a dozen machines monitoring her pulse, heart rate, oxygen levels, blood pressure, and who knew what else, I kissed her forehead. “I’ll be back soon.”


I turned in time to see Olivia’s worried expression. Quickly, she plastered on a smile. “Let’s get you out of here.”


Olivia looped her arm through mine and directed me out of the hospital room, marching us toward the elevator with a clear sense of purpose.


“We could just grab something in the cafeteria,” I suggested. Technically, that qualified as getting me out of the room.


But she groaned. “Nope. You are all mine for the next two hours.”


I opened my mouth to argue, but she held up a hand.


“You heard what he said. She won’t even be in there. Besides, there’s a new burrito place on the corner.” She hit the button for the lobby, still arm in arm with me. I suspected she’d labeled me a flight risk.


It felt strange to step through the hospital’s sliding glass doors and onto the sidewalk. San Francisco was suffering a cold spell by Californian standards. I hated that it reminded me of Paris. Or maybe the weather just matched my heart, broken and cold. I buttoned my coat, nearly bumping into a passing couple.


“Sorry,” I muttered as they darted out of the way.


The man looked annoyed, but his girlfriend smiled. “It’s okay. Happy holidays.”


I couldn’t quite muster a response, so I nodded. But they were already on their way, their arms laden with paper shopping bags full of their Christmas purchases. The man paused to take the packages she carried. He looped them on his other arm and took her hand. A hollow pang rattled the broken pieces of my heart, and I turned away only to realize the entire street was full of couples and families out to do their holiday shopping.


“Let’s get that burrito,” I mumbled.


Olivia offered me a sympathetic grin as she tugged me down the street. “Finally. Let’s eat our feelings.”


• • •


My feelings tasted pretty good with a side of guac and sour cream. By the time we’d finished our massive burritos, I felt better. I wasn’t about to admit that to Olivia, though. She’d want to make a habit out of this. But I needed to stick around the hospital. I needed to be there for my mom.


“Thanks,” I said as we stepped outside the restaurant. “I guess I better—”


“We still have an hour,” she informed me. “Don’t even think that you’re heading back yet.”


“Fine.”


It was growing colder by the minute, and we huddled together as we walked. Across the street on the corner, I spotted a man watching us. Even from here, his eyes seemed too dark. Had we attracted the attention of a vampire?


Or did I just wish we had? For the last month, part of me had fantasized I’d be dragged back into the world I’d run from. How would Julian react if he heard I’d been attacked by one of his kind? Would he even care? If he’d been telling the truth—that it was better for me to stay out of his world—he might. But as the days passed without any contact, I’d begun to realize that he didn’t care. It had been an excuse. If he’d been telling the truth the last time we spoke—that I wasn’t meant for his world—he might. But as the days passed without any contact, I’d begun to realize that he didn’t care. He was right; I wasn’t meant for his filthy rich world.


Across the street, the stranger continued to stare as we drew parallel to him. From here, I could see two black voids where his eyes should be. A nauseating thrill shot through me.


He was a vampire.


“Thea, what do you say?” Olivia interrupted my thoughts with an insistent tug on my arm that tore my attention from the vampire for a split second.


By the time I whipped back around, he’d vanished.


“Let’s go in.” Olivia pulled me toward the shop we were passing.


I glanced at its battered door in time to read the peeling vinyl lettering. It said Madame Lenore, and under it, fortunes told with an illustrated hand beneath. There was no way I was going to get my palm read by some stranger while a vampire roamed the street outside.


“Wait!” But it was too late.


Olivia called a cheerful “hello” to the cluttered room.


An old woman poked her head from behind a beaded curtain, an unlit cigarette dangling from her mouth.


“Come in!” Madame Lenore called in a heavy Eastern European accent. “Take a seat. I will be right there.” The beaded curtains tinkled as she vanished into the back.


It took care to navigate the maze of oddities stuffed into the tiny shop: a haphazard collection of chairs from various time periods, a cabinet stuffed with tarnished silver, and books in every language piled and scattered everywhere. The fortune teller floated back into the room in an array of colorful silks and pointed to a worn table nearby. We arranged ourselves around its layers of lace tablecloths while Madame Lenore lit a fresh cone of incense, waving the rising smoke to fill the room. Sandalwood filled my nostrils, and I coughed as its heavy perfume hit me.


“Your palm,” Madame Lenore said as she held out her gnarled hand.


“Oh, not me,” I said quickly. “This was her idea.”


Olivia obediently dropped her hand into the old woman’s, her eyes glinting. “Will I be rich?” Olivia giggled and looked at me.


“If you want to be,” Madame Lenore told her carefully, “or you can be happy.”


I bit back a smile, turning away before Olivia spotted it. Apparently, Madame Lenore didn’t mind delivering tough love.


“What’s the difference?” Olivia asked.


“Money doesn’t make people happy,” I said without thinking. Red painted my cheeks when I realized what I’d said.


But if I’d stolen Lenore’s line, she didn’t seem to mind. “Your friend is wise. I see two paths.”


My attention rapidly waned as she recounted an increasingly generic fortune for Olivia. By the end, my roommate was completely deflated and I was checked out. Lenore’s vision of a normal, simple life wasn’t what Olivia hoped for.


“Your turn.” Lenore turned to me.


“No, really. We should go.” It was stupid to be so cautious about sharing my palm with the woman. She was probably just some old lady who told people whatever popped into her head. But I knew something Olivia didn’t.


Magic was real. Or it had been. And while it was probably a cry in the dark to think this old woman had a magical bone in her body, how could I be sure?


“Just do it, Thea!” Olivia pushed. “For me.”


“Fine.” I laid my arm across the table. My cheeks burned as I presented my palm. The last time anyone had been this interested in it had been…


I swallowed, refusing to let my thoughts go down that path. This was about my future, right?


“Will she meet a tall, dark stranger?” Olivia asked with another giggle.


Lenore stayed silent as she studied the lines on my hand. Then she spoke softly. “It seems she already has.”


I whipped my hand back like she might bite it.


“We should go,” I said shakily.


“Don’t you want to know the secrets I see?” she asked.


“I thought you were going to tell me my future.” I stood up—not wanting her to tell me either.


“What is your future but a secret, Thea?” A cryptic smile danced on her face. “When you’re ready to learn the truth, find me.”


I dug a few twenties out of my purse—the proceeds from selling the Chanel bag I’d bought in Paris—and tossed it on the table. “Thanks.”


I made it out of the shop in record time. Olivia burst through the door a second later. “Okay, so that was weird.”


“It was nothing,” I said firmly. “Just some old con lady. I need to get back.”


“I’ll walk you.”


We started toward the hospital as clouds moved overhead, shadowing the street. When we reached the corner, I turned to find Lenore’s heavily lined eyes peering through the shop window. Then they disappeared. I tried to shake it off as the crosswalk sign changed, and we dashed across the street toward the hospital.


“I’m so sorry,” Olivia said at the door.


“It’s okay.” I gave her a quick hug.


“It’s not okay. She made you think about him.” Olivia refused to use Julian’s name.


I shook my head and lied, “She was harmlessly creepy. Next time, can we just get coffee?”


“Deal,” she promised.


“Be careful!” I called after her as she started to head in the direction of our apartment.


Olivia flashed a smile and then turned the corner.


I took my own advice and got fresh coffee before I headed back up to my mom’s room. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t quite shake the uneasy feeling churning inside my stomach.


And when I reached my mom’s hospital room, I discovered why.









CHAPTER TWO


Julian


“No.”


I stared at the bartender, waiting for an explanation. She wiped out a glass and placed it under the absinthe fountain but didn’t turn the tap.


“Need I remind you I own this whole block?” I snarled and reached for the glass.


“You already have,” she said, sounding unimpressed. “Fire me. Bite me. I don’t give a fuck, but you’re cut off. You need to get out of here.”


I stalked back to the private room I’d taken three or four nights ago. Stepping over a few bodies, I sank on a cushion and vanished into the shadows. Judging by the moans, the bodies littering the floor weren’t all unconscious. I was pretty sure they were all alive, though.


Sebastian’s head appeared, followed by his bare chest. He extricated himself from a mass of naked limbs and sauntered over. The fly to his jeans hung open, revealing a thatch of hair I’d rather not have seen.


“I thought you went for more drinks,” he said, sinking onto a tufted cushion across from me. He wiped some blood from his lip before picking up an opium pipe from the table.


“She refused to serve me,” I said bitterly. A hopeful, and completely nude, woman crawled toward me, but I shooed her off.


Sebastian raised an eyebrow. “I’ll talk to her,” he said before tipping his head toward the orgy happening in the corner. “You’d feel better if you joined us.”


“You’re not really my type,” I told him.


“Look, you aren’t going to get Thea out of your system by drinking her away—not with absinthe, at least.” He leveled with me. “Getting laid—”


“I’m not interested in any of these women,” I growled.


“I’ve got a few men if you think you want to try something new,” he suggested.


I rolled my eyes and rose to my feet. I’d lost track of the days and the amount of absinthe and opium I’d consumed. But even when the drugs were working, I’d had no desire to jump into Sebastian’s all-hours sex-a-thon. Since my brother had never met someone he didn’t want to screw, he found this difficult to understand.


He sighed. “Vampires are sexual creatures. It’s okay to act on your instincts.”


“Right now, my instincts are telling me that if you don’t stop talking, I should rip your head off.” I placed a hand on the wall, surprised to feel the soft touch of velvet. I ran my fingers over the patterned wallpaper, wondering when I’d taken off my gloves.


“I can see why Layla cut you off.” He held out the pipe. “Have some opium.”


I shook my head, which hurt more than it should. Opium would fix that. It would also result in me sitting in the corner, watching Sebastian mount everything with a hole for the next few hours. The real trouble was that once the high started to leave a vampire’s bloodstream, it was gone in a matter of minutes, and it usually left me in whatever state my body would have been in if I hadn’t just clocked out on life in favor of drugs.


Pain shot through my gums, my fangs aching to descend. I didn’t know how long we’d been in here, but I knew it had been days since I fed myself anything other than an escape.


“I need to feed,” I told him.


“There’s plenty here—”


“Clean blood,” I cut him off. “I’ll see if Layla has any bags.”


“Ask nicely,” he called after me, but I was already walking toward the bar.


Layla sighed as I approached, her heavily lined eyes tracking each step. She placed a hand on her ample hip, her breasts swelling over the top of her boned corset. My eyes traveled from them to the gentle pulse at her neck. I’d never seen her ingesting any of the substances she slung.


“Can I help you?” she asked, sounding like she’d rather not.


“Blood bags,” I said, tearing my eyes from her neck.


“We don’t serve that. Look around. There are plenty of humans. Ask nicely and someone will share.”


“Would you rather I drag some innocent off the street?” I challenged her. “I’m not touching anyone here, unless you’re offering.”


I had no interest in Layla other than getting rid of the violent headache that intensified with each passing second.


“You have some nerve,” she hissed. “You think because you’re a Rousseaux, you can take whatever you want?”


“I think I can do that because I’m a vampire, sweetheart.” I stepped closer to the bar and placed a hand on it. “I know I can do it because I’m a Rousseaux.”


She muttered something in French. I only caught two words.


Dégoûtant and pur-sang.


Well, she wasn’t wrong on either count. Using my planted palm, I leaped over the bar. Or I tried to.


A moment later, I hit a wall.


“Is he causing problems?” a brutish vampire asked Layla, wiping his hands together as he glared at me.


I remembered why I was barehanded: No one wore gloves here. It was too easy to distinguish myself as a pureblood by wearing them. Le Poste de Nuit didn’t cater to the upper rungs of vampire society, even if there were always a few purebloods hanging around the place. Tucked in the basement of a strip club in Pigalle, it mainly attracted turned vampires. I hadn’t felt so much as a spark of magic since Sebastian had dragged us here. These weren’t vampires who relied on tradition or cared about bloodlines.


But we had one thing in common. We were all here to escape something.


Or they were. I’d come for an entirely different purpose, and glaring back at the vampire who’d tossed me across the bar, I knew I’d finally found my solution.


“What’s it to you, switch?” I stood, dusting myself off. Heads turned toward me, shocked to hear anyone use the vulgar term in a room full of turned vampires.


“Alek!” Layla scrambled around the bar, trying to step in front of him, but he was already stomping toward me.


So the brick wall had a name. That would make it easier for me to press his buttons. I just needed to keep Layla from spoiling my plan.


“Let the men talk, sweetheart,” I called over to her.


A few more vampires got to their feet. The only thing worse to vampires than a bigot was a misogynistic bigot.


“Alek,” Layla said, sounding panicked, “he’s a Rousseaux.”


My shoulders slumped as she outed me. So much for finding one final escape. But Alek brushed past her. “I don’t care if he’s God himself.”


“That’s the spirit, Alek.” I flexed my fingers. “Care to dance?”


A wicked grin split his face. “I was hoping you’d ask.”


“Then, let’s dance.” I wagged a finger, beckoning him closer.


Before either of us made a move, Layla’s voice boomed through the den. “Outside!”


Both of us straightened and started toward the door. I nodded to her as I passed.


“What are you doing?” she demanded, grabbing my sleeve. “You know what will happen.”


Her money was on Alek. That boded well. I hadn’t picked the fight accidentally. Alek looked like he could handle me.


“I do,” I said, feeling oddly cheerful at the prospect. “If the Council comes sniffing around, tell them I started it. My brother will vouch for it. Alek will be fine.”


“If you think they’ll just overlook a turned vampire killing a pureblood—”


“Tell you what,” I cut her off. “I’ll make sure it looks like self-defense.”


I didn’t wait around for her to argue with me. I had an appointment.


A few more vampires followed me as I climbed the stairs leading from the cellar. I could smell the blood rage blossoming among them. That would definitely speed things along.


So would this.


As soon as I reached the top landing, I threw myself at Alek. I caught him around the middle, and we crashed through the back exit of the strip club and stumbled into the crowd. People scattered from their seats, shrieking, as I tossed Alek onto the stage. I jumped up next to him and stepped to the side as a dancer fled, her hands pressed over her breasts as she ran.


“Filthy pureblood, you think you’re above all the rules,” he spat at me, gesturing to the club. “She said outside.”


“I interpreted ‘outside’ more loosely.” I shrugged. “Now, stop stalling and let me kick your ass.”


“I don’t care who the fuck you are.” He crouched, squaring his shoulders as he prepared to pounce. “I’m putting your head on my wall tonight.”


“We’ll see, switch.” I took a fighting stance as if bracing for impact. The slur tripped his final button, and he lunged for me. At the last moment, I relaxed, closed my eyes, and waited to die.


But death was a bastard.


A loud crash shook the space, but nothing happened. No impact. No fingers tearing into my neck or chest. I propped open one eye and found Alek on the floor, looking dazed. At the other end of the stage, a beautiful blonde adjusted her leather gloves before delivering a reproachful frown to me. She looked like she’d just left a five-star restaurant in her red cashmere coat and matching heels.


“You have terrible timing,” I said.


“That depends on who you ask,” Jacqueline said sweetly. She turned a fraction of an inch as a vampire careened toward her. She caught him around the neck and lifted him into the air. “Naughty boy. Where are your manners?”


She launched him at the others who’d followed hoping for a fight. Vampires scattered, overturning chairs and tables in their hurry to escape. Two pureblood vampires shifted the odds considerably in our favor.


“What are you doing here?” I asked. I’d been carefully avoiding my best friend for weeks. The fact that she hadn’t tracked me down before now told me she hadn’t forgiven me for breaking up with Thea.


“Saving your ass.” She clenched her jaw as she looked me over. Reaching into her coat, she pulled out a blood bag and another pair of gloves and tossed them to me.


I caught both with a sigh. I shoved the gloves in my pocket and tore open the blood bag. After sucking it down in a few gulps, I threw the empty plastic on the ground.


“Better?” she asked.


I wasn’t sure how to answer that. I was still alive, which wasn’t what I’d hoped for, but my headache was gone. So there was that.


“How did you find me?” I stalked past her, jumped off the stage, and headed for the door.


Jacqueline followed, leaping gracefully to the ground. As we reached the entrance, a group of young men stumbled inside. Their eyes widened as they looked around at the havoc we’d caused.


“Club’s closed,” Jacqueline purred. They stared at her like they’d never seen a woman before in their lives.


Owing to what was undoubtedly a high blood alcohol content, one leaned closer to her. “Where are you headed? Can we come?”


“Oh, you sweet, simple boys, you can’t handle me.” She directed her gaze at them. “Go home, sleep the night through, and help your mothers tomorrow.”


They blinked with confusion but slowly turned and headed back to the streets of Paris. As we stepped out of the club, we watched them part ways, each talking about their respective mothers.


“They never stood a chance,” I said drily.


Jacqueline rounded on me so quickly I didn’t react until her palm collided with my cheek. I fell back, rubbing the sting of her slap.


“Neither did you,” she accused. “What were you thinking? If Sebastian hadn’t called…”


“When did you two become best friends?” I continued to massage my cheek. Despite her recent display, I’d forgotten how damn strong she was.


“We have a common purpose: keeping your stubborn ass alive.” She grabbed my jacket and shoved me forward. “I’m taking you home.”


There was no point arguing with her, even though home was the last place I wanted to be. What was the point in telling her what she already knew?


That everywhere I looked, I saw Thea.


That I swore I could smell her still.


That I’d nearly ripped the place apart trying to erase her from it.


Jacqueline wasn’t blind, but that didn’t mean she’d been terribly understanding for the last month. She’d made her opinion on my decision clear when she collected Thea and helped her pack. Nothing had swayed her stance since.


We walked in silence as the sun began to rise. Now that I’d had a little blood, I felt better physically—except for the gaping hole where my heart should be. No matter what I did, nothing filled that. It was a festering wound no one else could see. Every breath, every step, every moment—I felt it.


Her absence.


Hughes met us at the door to the house, already dressed for the day. His lips pursed as he took in my appearance, but he didn’t say anything.


“Morning,” I greeted him stiffly. I shrugged off my wool coat, which was ripped in several places, and passed it to him.


“Should I…” He looked over the coat and seemed to decide it was beyond repair. “I’ll have a new one delivered.”


I started toward the stairs, but he called out, “Your room is as you left it, per your request.”


Fan-fucking-tastic. I couldn’t wait to hear what Jacqueline said about this. I stripped off my shirt as I climbed the remaining stairs with her at my heels.


She said nothing as we walked into the bedroom—or what was left of it. Chairs were shredded, paintings flung on the floor, the bed wrecked. In a fit, I’d tried to vanquish Thea from the space, but she wasn’t in the objects. She was in the walls, the floors, the very air. I couldn’t escape her. No matter where I went. I’d learned that after wasting time in Pigalle.


But here, I not only couldn’t escape her. I couldn’t ignore her.


I sank into the remnants of a chair, picking up a scarf still holding her scent. Balling it into my fist, I waited for my best friend to break her silence.


Jacqueline opened her mouth, took one steadying breath, and turned a furious glare on me. “I worked really hard on this.”


I hadn’t thought of all her efforts. “Sorry.”


“What are you doing?” she asked, attempting to take a seat near me. She gave up and hovered over me. “You ended things with her.”


“I know,” I said bitterly.


“If you still have feelings for Thea—”


“She’s my mate!” I roared.


“I suppose that’s a confirmation you’re not moving on.” Her nostrils flared as she crossed her arms. “So, what’s the problem? Your family? The virginity thing?”


“To start.”


“Sometimes, I wish you had an imagination.” She shook her head. “There’s a way around that. You just have to look.”


“I can’t,” I said through gritted teeth.


She clicked her tongue. “You mean that you won’t.”


“I mean I can’t,” I said loudly. “Every last bit of me wants to go to her. I’m not sure how much longer I can resist.”


“So, what’s your plan? Get yourself killed so you won’t be tempted?” she demanded.


I lifted my face to hers, my answer written across it.


Jacqueline stumbled a few steps, her anger giving way to devastation. “How? Why?” She shook her head to clear her thoughts. “How could you just give up? How would Thea feel if she found out you’d rather die than be with her?”


“Do you think I have a choice?” I whispered. For some reason, that idea seemed worse.


“What happened?”


“The Council paid me a visit. They gave me one chance to save her life. It only cost me her.”


Her eyes widened, but she shook her head. “Do you really think they’d kill her?”


“The term ‘execution’ was bandied about.”


Jacqueline loosed a weighty sigh. Her eyebrows nudged together as she studied me. “So you killed her instead?”


“I saved her,” I roared.


“And at what price to her? What’s the point of living if you’re empty inside?”


I hung my head. “I didn’t have a choice.”


“You did. You still do.”


“What are you talking about?” I muttered.


“Julian.” She heaved my name at me. “Get your ass to California.”









CHAPTER THREE


Camila


Monday, I received the call I’d been waiting for since the night of the opera. A month had passed since our attack on the privileged vampire elite, and in that month, Julian had done… nothing.


It was pathetic.


But now, if my informant was to be trusted, my darling twin was finally going after his human. Our family’s private jet had filed a flight plan from Paris to San Francisco.


He’d held out longer than expected, given the rumors I’d heard. It seemed he was practically tethered to the pathetic creature. So I’d been shocked when he’d pined for her instead of claiming what he so clearly wanted. She was a human. She was his for the taking, and he’d just let her go. Maybe he was getting soft. It looked like my whole family was—and that was the problem.


It was time for a wake-up call.


I parked across the street from his Paris home and waited until a car arrived to take him to the airport. Trust Jacqueline to convince him to take action. Talking my brother into things was really all she was good for.


Julian left with nothing more than a small leather carry-on. He looked worse than he had that bloody night at the Paris Opera. Then, he’d been lethal, taking out several of my comrades. But he’d also been feral, driven by bloodlust—a mistake that had nearly cost him his life and forced me to intercede.


I might hate my family, but no one else was allowed to kill them.


But killing him would keep me from finding her, and she was the prize I was after. He had made no contact with his human since she’d left, which had kept me from tracking her down myself. Without knowing her full name, the creature had simply vanished. Even the vampires who’d met her seemed to barely recall it. It was odd for a human to leave so few traces behind. No one seemed to know much about her, but the rumors sparked my interest. I wanted to meet her before I decided her fate.


My phone rang as I watched my brother get into the car on his way to his private jet. I answered with a terse, “Yes?”


“Bad timing?” a slick voice asked.


I grimaced. “What do you want, Boucher?”


I didn’t trust the beady-eyed vampire, but he’d been more than willing to sell us information. All he’d wanted was to return to Paris from his exile. Now that clemency had been granted, he was in our debt. That didn’t mean he was loyal. It just meant he came with a low price tag.


“I had contact from one of our associates in California,” he said slowly. “But if now is a bad time…”


“You won’t make yourself more useful to me by dangling carrots over my head,” I snapped. “Tell me what they found.”


“A human leaving a fortune teller,” Boucher told me. “She matches the description of Thea. The old witch who runs the parlor wasn’t eager to share what she knew, and she clearly has a ward against compulsion.”


“Pay her,” I ordered.


“No need to waste the money. My associate is very persuasive. She didn’t know much, but she confirmed the woman was linked to a vampire.”


“Have someone follow the trail and keep an eye on her.” Maybe I could beat my brother to his girlfriend. Wouldn’t that be a reunion? But there was something I needed to do first. “I need to go.”


Boucher stopped me. “There’s one more thing.”


“Yes?” I asked impatiently.


“The witch said she reeked of olibane.”


“Olibane?” I paused as this information hit me. Trust Boucher to save the important details for last. I couldn’t stand the man. He didn’t have ideals. He just hated playing by anyone’s rules. He was as likely to aid us as he was the purebloods if it suited his whims. But he always had one more card to play.


“If that’s true, it means—” he began.


“I know what it means,” I hissed. Julian’s car drove off, and I saw my opportunity. I’d waited too long for this moment to be distracted now. I had work to do. “Good work, Boucher.”


I hung up before he could make any more slimy comments. I grabbed a canister from the passenger seat of the Mercedes, got out, and started across the street. A driver screeched to a halt, shouting out his window until he saw me. Pathetic human males were so easily distracted. Another time, I might have paused for a bite, but there was something much more delicious waiting for me inside Julian’s house.


I rang the bell and waited, tightening the belt on my black trench coat. The door opened, and Hughes appeared, looking put out to receive a visitor with his master gone.


“May I help you?” he asked.


It wasn’t a surprise he didn’t recognize me. It had been a couple of decades, and while neither of us had aged, I wasn’t the female he remembered. I lifted my Chanel sunglasses so he could get a better look at me.


His stalwart composure faltered, and he inhaled sharply.


“Mistress Rousseaux,” he greeted me with shock. Yanking the door open, he stepped to the side and allowed me into the house. “I’m afraid your brother isn’t here, but he only just left. I can call him back.”


“That’s not necessary.” I looked around the entry, impressed with what I saw. Then again, like me, Julian had grown up with money and privilege. He knew how to use both.


“But he’ll want to know. He’s under the impression that…” Hughes trailed away.


“Yes?” I prompted. I wanted to hear him say it.


“That you died. We all thought…”


“Is that the pretty story they spun about me?” I asked with a laugh. “I guess I’m not surprised.”


“I don’t understand, but please let me call—”


His words died along with him.


I dropped his head to the ground as his body crumpled to the marble floor.


“Sorry, Hughes. Nothing personal,” I said to his body as I closed the front door behind me. Killing him was easier than working around him, and I had things to do.


I didn’t bother to tiptoe. Sneaking would imply that I cared about getting caught.


I didn’t.


The long fingers of my right hand trailed along the oak banister as I mounted the staircase, which wrapped around the foyer and led to the second floor.


An arsonist knows where to start a fire. It’s a matter of instinct, born to their blood, like a sickness. My husband was an arsonist—when he was alive.


An attic or basement concealed the flame longest. Although, an attic, if caught quickly, could be put out with only minor damage to the rest of the house. A basement was a bit like leaving a burner lit on a stove. Left without supervision, the inferno would char the whole building to a smoldering ruin. But I wasn’t interested in concealing my devastation any more than my footfalls. The plan was to send a message. I tightened my hand on the canister I carried. When starting a war, preparation was often rewarded. When lighting a fire, gasoline always helped.


I coated the stairs as I went. Fumes burned my nostrils, and I greedily inhaled the promise of liquid destruction. His bedroom was on the top floor, below which waited another two stories; and below that, the extravagant living spaces bursting with his treasury of collected lifetimes: antiques, books, art. I’d passed a lovely Renoir in the entry. My brother had had such exquisite taste once.


And now he was pining for a fucking human.


Disgust seeped into my blood as I stepped inside his room. It looked like it had been ransacked. A cracked mirror was tipped on its side, shattered glass all around. The bed had been flipped over. I could smell his human everywhere. My eyes darkened. If she were here, I would drain her. I would make him watch—make him face the pathetic modern vampire he’d become.


That was the key to breaking Julian—to breaking my whole family. Once they gave in to their true natures, they would beg to join us.


And once one pureblood family fully fell, the rest would follow.


I moved to a bedside table covered in letters and books. Several had been ripped apart.


“What were you looking for, little brother?” I asked the empty room, but then I spotted it.


A folded letter, yellowed and brittle, lay on a stack of old notebooks. I picked it up and perused the contents. The harried scrawl was hard enough to read, and the stupid thing was a strange mix of French and Latin. I snorted when I saw the name assigned to it—the only sound to flit through the yawning silence of the empty estate. Had he kept it for vanity or sentiment? The fact that it was still sitting near his bed hundreds of years later meant something.


I dropped it on the bed, then collected the various pages he’d stripped from the books. I crumpled them and added them to my pyre. Taking out my only match, I struck it on the headboard, and a flame burst from it with a crackle. I allowed myself a moment to admire the way it lapped the air in its desperate fight for life. Then I flicked it onto the pile, the old paper and their ideas a ready tinderbox.


“Happy housewarming, Julian,” I said as the fire unfurled across his bed.


From here, the fire would spread, its tendrils reaching in every direction until the whole house was engulfed in its embrace. New paint couldn’t make up for old French bones. I took my time as I made my way out of the house, enjoying the growing heat on my back. But I didn’t stop to survey my work until I stepped over Hughes’s body and paused. I knew how to destroy a vampire: strike the heart and burn the body. Admittedly, I was doing things a bit backward. But now that I knew where Julian’s precious human was, I’d carve her out of his life—after I discovered what secrets hid in her blood. Maybe then, he’d finally open his eyes. For now, I left the burning house and everything and everyone in it—a message to my brother and our filthy rich family.


But I did take the Renoir.









CHAPTER FOUR


Thea


The doctors couldn’t explain it. One minute my mother was comatose, and the next she was awake. I’d walked in from the disastrous palm reading to find her sitting up like nothing had happened. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so I pretty much did both on repeat while they ran dozens of tests.


“I can’t believe I wasn’t here,” I muttered as I cuddled next to her on the bed.


My mom smiled even though she looked like a human pincushion. “You’re here now. That’s all that matters.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I suppose you might need to leave, though.”


Her words twisted my heart, and I forced myself to shake my head. “Nope. This is where I belong, and it’s where I’m staying.”


“So, it didn’t work out?” she asked. “This mysterious job you took?”


I’d been avoiding this conversation since she woke up, but I knew I couldn’t hold it off for much longer. We’d barely spoken while I was away. She’d been livid at my decision to take a sabbatical so close to graduation. At the time, I’d done everything in my power to keep her from knowing why I was dropping everything and leaving for Paris. We’d always been close, but she was still my mom. What was I supposed to tell her? That I’d fallen head over heels for a vampire?


“I think I just wanted to do something reckless,” I admitted to her, hanging my head. “It was stupid.”


“Maybe,” she said softly, “but, darling girl, you’ve never done anything reckless. Perhaps it was time for an adventure.”


I peeked up at her. That wasn’t the response I’d expected. “Wait. Now you’re okay with it?”


“Facing one’s mortality puts things in perspective.” She pulled me closer to her, hugging me with her free arm. The other was attached to too many wires and tubes to be of much use. “I don’t want you to spend your whole life waiting tables and trying to get by. I’m glad you went.” She glanced over at me. “Are you?”


A lump formed in my throat. I’d spent the last month beating myself up for my decision to leave. It was easier than accepting the truth.


Julian had hurt me. He’d broken my heart. I’d given up everything to follow him on some insane trip around the world that had ended before it really started. I should hate him. I should feel stupid. Part of me did. But if someone offered me the keys to a time machine right now, I wouldn’t change a minute.


Memories tingled on my skin just thinking about him. Sometimes, I almost swore I still felt his hand pressed against mine. I balled my hand into a fist, brushing my fingertips over my bare palm, and recalled the tender ache that had consumed me the moment he took my hand. He’d left me my virginity that night and seized my heart instead.


“I see,” Mom said quietly when I remained silent. “So this job was …”


“Complicated.” My voice cracked on the word, betraying my pain. “It was very complicated.”


“Thea, are you—”


Before she could finish her question, Dr. Reeves poked his head into the room. “How is my favorite miracle today?”


Mom flushed and sat up a bit straighter, shoving the pillow behind her back. Apparently, Olivia wasn’t the only one with eyes for the handsome doctor. I didn’t see what about him worked them both up. Then again, I wasn’t exactly emotionally available.


“Wonderful,” Mom gushed, “but when will I get to go home?”


“Already ready to leave me?” Dr. Reeves stepped inside and leaned against the doorframe. He tucked a pen inside his lab coat and smiled.


“Of course not,” she said, “but I’d rather get out of these clothes.”


“We’re just waiting on the results of your CT scan. Once we have those, you are a free woman.” Reeves glanced over at me. “No more Sunday flowers, I suppose.”


I rolled my eyes. I’d borne witness to the perpetual flirting between him and my roommate for weeks. “I’ll give you her number.”


“Oh, that’s not—” He sounded slightly panicked.


“Trust me. It’s okay. I’ll ask first.”


I pulled out my phone to text Olivia, and my stomach plummeted. I had a missed call from a French number. Before I could excuse myself to listen to the voicemail, a stout woman rapped on the door, clipboard in hand.


“May I speak with the patient?” she asked, already halfway into the room. “I’m from the billing department.” She pointed to her name badge, which read Marge. Below it, the word billing appeared in bold blue letters. I nearly threw up. “I need you to sign a few things, Mrs. Melbourne.”


“Ms.,” my mother corrected her proudly. “I’m not married.”


“Oh, my apologies.” But Marge was already shifting pieces of paper around as she strode over. “It will only take a moment.”


“I’ll check in later,” Dr. Reeves said, ducking out to give us some privacy.


I wished I could vanish, too. This was the part I always hated. Eventually, the billing department always showed up to review repayment options. I didn’t blame Reeves for leaving. I couldn’t imagine what it was like for a doctor. He’d worked so hard to save my mom’s life, all the while probably knowing the debt would drown us. I’d known it from the moment I got the call. At least the hospital had waited until Mom was awake. No one had bothered me about the bill until now.


“Let me,” I said, reaching to take the clipboard. “I can sign anything. I have power of attorney.”


“Thea, you don’t have to,” Mom said gently. “This isn’t your burden.”


“Like hell, it’s not,” I muttered. My mom was the only person I could always count on at the end of the day. She was all I had, and vice versa. The last thing I wanted was to stress her out now that I had gotten her back.


I shuffled through the paperwork. We’d already owed the hospital a small fortune. They’d been kind enough to put our prior balance at the top to remind me. The debts from a month in the ICU just added to the total. I watched the numbers build with each itemized procedure and mounting dread to match—and then I reached the last page.


“I don’t understand,” I said with confusion, staring at the last line. Above the zero, a minus symbol decorated an amount well into the mid-six figures.


“There may be some final adjustments. We were informed earlier this month that the bill would be taken care of privately, but I still submitted all the claims,” she explained to me. “Your husband was quite insistent that we didn’t need to wait for your mother’s insurance company.”


“My what?” I stuttered. My mouth went dry, and my heart began to race. I rubbed a hand absently over my chest. “I’m not married.”


“Thea, what’s going on?” My mother craned her neck, trying to see the paperwork.


“A mistake,” I said quietly.


“He was quite clear.” The billing representative moved closer and checked my mother’s hospital bracelet. “Yes, he paid the bill for Kelly Melbourne. You are Kelly Melbourne, right?”


“Yes.” Mom looked between us like she needed confirmation. “But I don’t understand. Who paid my bill?”


I was torn between screaming and tears. I couldn’t decide if I should be happy, angry, or cautious. Maybe it was a mistake. Perhaps someone had said the wrong name. Perhaps some random billionaire had walked in and started paying hospital bills, driven by guilt over his bank balance.


But I knew it was none of those things.


“I’m sorry. I assumed he was your son-in-law. He seemed very familiar,” Marge said. I blanched at her choice of words as she studied me more closely. “You aren’t married?”


“No,” I said firmly.


“It must be your lucky day.” I didn’t miss the judgmental edge or head-to-toe she gave me as she spoke. Apparently, when a man showed up and started paying off your debts, everyone assumed you were an escort.


But I didn’t care what she thought about me. Instead, I thought about the phone call I’d missed. Was that him? Had he called to tell me he would pay off the bills? I wasn’t sure what was more surprising. That he had honored our broken arrangement or that he’d remembered at all. Not after he’d been so clear in Paris that I meant nothing to him. I was just an unwanted human. By now, he’d probably found himself a pretty little witch without any pesky virginity issues.


My heart tripped at the thought as though it saw the lie that it was.


Julian had loved me. I was sure of that, but I couldn’t let myself believe that’s why he had paid off the debts. Not when he hadn’t even bothered to call to check in on me since I left him.


“I’ll sort this out,” I said to Mom. “Don’t sign anything.”


“It’s all finalized,” Marge told us. “If I were you…” She trailed off when I shot her a sharp look. “I’ll come back later.”


No doubt she planned to wait to accost my mother when I wasn’t there. Marge was right, of course. It was ridiculous to refuse the payment, but I needed a minute to process this turn of events.


“Thea, do you know who paid these bills?” Mom asked when we were alone.


I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. After a minute, I nodded. “I think so.”


The silence extended between us. The lack of any reaction was almost deafening despite her mute shock. But there was no disapproval when she finally asked, “What did it cost you? What did this man take?”


“Only my heart.” I closed my eyes, wondering how it was possible to feel so much pain from absence. “He didn’t take anything else. He didn’t want anything else.”


“Somehow, I doubt that,” she said carefully. “Oh, darling, I feel like there’s more to this story I’ve missed.”


“There is,” I mumbled.


Mom reached up and took my hand, squeezing it fiercely. “Do what feels right to you.”


“I can’t make them give back his money—I won’t.” I shook my head. “But I can pay him back.”


“What?” she gasped. “How? Not—”


“Nothing like that,” I said quickly, realizing she’d gotten the wrong idea. Seriously, did everyone think I had a sugar daddy? “He gave me a cello—an expensive one. I can sell it.”


It hurt to consider. The cello was all that remained of my relationship with Julian. There hadn’t been time to sell it. At least, that’s what I’d told myself. But now, as I faced the prospect of losing the last tangible proof of our relationship, I wanted to cry. A cello had brought us together. A cello would sever whatever ties still bound me to him.


It was fitting—almost operatic, in a way.


“Maybe you should talk to him first,” she suggested. “Call him. Give him a chance—”


“He’s in Paris,” I cut her off. I’d made my decision the night I left there. I wasn’t running back to Julian Rousseaux. I deserved better than that. He’d made his choice, and I’d made mine. A phone call wasn’t going to change any of that. “And there’s nothing to explain. It was a temporary bout of insanity for both of us.”


“You love him,” she said sadly. It wasn’t a question. She just knew. Of course she did. She was my mother.


Still, I shrugged. “I did.” I stood, feeling a bit lightheaded. “Excuse me. I missed a call earlier.”


She nodded and released my hand as I stood. “I’m not going anywhere.”


I leaned down and gave her a tight hug. Thank God for that.


Stepping into the hall, I looked at the missed call on my phone. My fingers fumbled as I swiped the notification, and I dropped the phone. It landed with a nerve-racking crack.


“Good job, Thea,” I muttered as I bent to pick it up. I could already see a crack in the screen.


Long, elegant fingers brushed mine as I reached for it. A shock of recognition sparked where his bare skin met mine. My knees buckled, but before I suffered the same fate as my phone, Julian caught me and steadied me before backing away.


It felt as though my chest might crack open and spill all the turmoil churning inside me. I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. I wasn’t sure I could survive it. Instead, I pinned my gaze on the OUT OF ORDER sign hanging from the hallway water fountain. My brain churned until I thought I might need a sign of my own. His touch alone had sent my body into an anxious frenzy. Why wasn’t he wearing gloves? I tried not to read too much into it, even as every ounce of my being wanted to fall into his arms and take whatever precious moments I could.


But my brain wasn’t on board with this plan. There was too much for me to comprehend at once. Too much pain. Too much hope. Too much love. Too much anger.


I clutched my phone, my thumb slicing open when it caught on the crack. I winced and glanced down to find blood blooming along the cut. I shoved it into my mouth before I accidentally incited a blood-rage incident.


“Are you hurt?” he asked, his voice full of concern as he stepped toward me.


I backed away, shaking my head.


“Let me see, pet,” he said gently but firmly.


Without thinking, I held out my injured finger for his inspection. Julian took it, his bare hands cradling mine. It didn’t mean anything. I knew that. He’d ended things. He’d broken my heart. He’d rejected me. Maybe he was high-fiving strangers about it—bare-handed. I should be numb or furious.


But maybe it was because I’d never expected to feel the touch of his hands against mine again. Still, I couldn’t cling to reason or logic or even the fury boiling under the surface of my confusion. All that mattered was that his hand was touching mine.


So, naturally, I burst into tears.


It was such a stupid, human thing to do.


He reached for me, but I sidestepped him.


“Why are you here?” I demanded, unwilling to accept pity from him.


“I needed to pay a bill,” he said in a clipped tone. His jaw tightened, drawing attention to his carved lips, reminding me what waited beyond them. I felt a subtle throb in my thigh where he’d bitten me, as if my body was thinking of his fangs, too.


“You didn’t have to do that. Our arrangement—”


“I don’t give a shit about some stupid arrangement, Thea,” he muttered. “I’m not going to let you sit in a hospital and worry about bills.”


“I don’t know why you care,” I shot back.


He flinched, anguish blazing in his blue eyes. “I deserve that.”


“Maybe you—”


Before I could ask him to leave, Dr. Reeves appeared. “Is everything okay, Thea?”


“Yes,” I said, but Julian stiffened. “A friend dropped by.”


Dr. Reeves looked unconvinced. He turned to Julian, oblivious to the fury vibrating off him. “I’m afraid that visiting hours are over for the day. Only family—”


“I am family,” Julian cut him off. My stupid, traitorous heart thrilled at his claim.


“I was under the impression Kelly only had one child, a daughter,” Dr. Reeves said, glancing at me for confirmation.


“Um.” I chewed on my lip. “Julian is—”


“Family,” he said again, turning an intense glare on Reeves. “You have to go check on a patient now. One on another floor.”


Dr. Reeves nodded, a puzzled look flitting over his face. “Excuse me. I need to see if test results are back for Mrs. Grant.”


I groaned as the doctor headed in a daze toward the elevator. “Why did you compel him?”


“We weren’t finished talking,” Julian said casually, but I noticed the darkness lingering at the edges of his retinas.


“Yes, we were.” I lifted my chin, ignoring every instinct to go to him. “I can arrange to sell the Grancino, or you can take it. That should cover most of the bill. The rest—”


“Stop,” he growled. A few passing nurses nearly jumped out of their skins. He moved closer and lowered his voice. “I don’t want you to repay me. I didn’t come for money or to fight with you.”


I swallowed, hoping my voice didn’t tremble as he backed me against the wall. “What do you want? Why did you come back?”


He angled his head to my ear. It was the only thing I had to give him and the last thing I should ever trust him with.


“You,” he murmured. “I came back for my mate.”









CHAPTER FIVE


Julian


Mate.


The word hung in the air between us. It wasn’t news to either of us. We’d finally faced that reality in Paris, and then I’d colossally fucked things up. Eventually, I would tell her the truth about why I’d pushed her away. I didn’t have a choice. I’d acted rashly that night in Paris and told myself I was protecting her. I’d thought I could live without her—that she would be better off without me. But now I understood my mistake. I should have fought for her. I should have told her the truth then. Instead, I’d told myself I’d spared her. But judging by the tired, bluish circles under her eyes, I hadn’t spared her anything.


I’d failed her when she’d needed me the most.


There was no knowing what the Council might do when they learned I’d defied their new law. For now, it didn’t matter that I might be placing both Thea’s and my life in danger. It didn’t matter that our relationship was impossible. None of it mattered—as long as she still wanted me.


Her chest rose and fell, matching her shallow, quiet breaths. “I need to get back to my mother.”


I wanted to drag her off so we could work this out, but that wouldn’t win me any points in the mating department. I jerked my head in understanding. “Of course.” I paused. “May I come with you?”


“You’re actually asking?” she asked drily, displaying the nobullshit attitude I’d come to love. “That’s novel.”


“And that’s not an answer, pet.” One step closer and I could kiss her. She wouldn’t be able to run. She wouldn’t even try to resist. I glued my feet to the floor. I was going to do this the right way. Mating bonds lasted for life, and Thea was human. The longer she stayed pissed at me, the less time I had to make her happy. I didn’t want to waste a second.


She took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I guess.”


But she didn’t move toward the door. After a few seconds, she cleared her throat and angled her head. I was blocking her path, and she wasn’t going to risk so much as the slightest contact between us by pushing past me. My lips lifted in an obligatory smile as I moved out of her way.


“After you,” I said in a strained voice.


She walked a few steps but stopped before she reached the door. “Did you…”


I raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to finish the question.


“Did you tell the billing department you were my…family?” She chose the word carefully.


She already knew. The woman who’d helped me must have told Thea. I studied her, looking for a clue as to how she felt about my claim, but she was doing a damn good job of keeping me in the dark.


“I told them I was your husband,” I said smoothly.


Thea’s eyes rounded, and her jaw unhinged.


“Is that a problem for you?” I asked as if I didn’t notice her reaction.


“We aren’t married,” she said slowly.


“I’m aware.” I picked a piece of lint from my sleeve.


“You can’t go around telling people you’re my husband.”


“Why?” I asked, seizing the chance to move closer to her. “You are my mate.”


“Unofficially,” she grumbled. Lifting her chin, she stared me down. “But mates and husbands are different.”


I frowned.


“Right?” she tacked on, suddenly sounding uncertain.


“A mate is much more serious than a spouse. Lots of vampires are married.”


“But not to their mates?” She pressed a hand to her stomach like she was sick. “How could they do that?”


I didn’t have to ask her what she meant, because I felt the same way. Just the thought of tying myself to another while Thea existed sounded like hell. It wasn’t that way for others. It wouldn’t be unusual for a married couple to have lovers in the human or vampire world. My own parents were proof. That was usually how it worked. Mating, it turned out, was completely different. “Mating is unusual. It’s very rare for vampires to mate.”


This time Thea’s shock wasn’t from surprise. She was furious. I wasn’t quite sure why. It was one of the many mysteries about my mate I’d have to solve.


“Let’s be clear.” She jammed a finger into my chest. “You aren’t my husband.”


I nodded, then added, “Yet.”


So much for being on my best behavior.


“What the…” Thea threw her hands in the air.


I bit back a grin at how adorably flustered she looked.


“Don’t use that boyfriend smirk on me,” she ordered.


“Would you prefer I used a husband smirk?” I asked, feigning innocence.


But she wasn’t amused. Not even a little bit. “You cannot just walk back into my life and act sweet and declare yourself my husband. That is not how this works.”


“I know,” I said solemnly. “There’s usually a ring and a wedding. Don’t worry, pet; we’ll get there.”


Thea released a strangled cry of frustration, stomped one foot, then turned toward the hospital room. I was only a step behind her when she swiveled with narrowed eyes to face me again. At this rate, her mother would die of old age while we hashed trivial details out in the hall. “No husband or mate talk in front of my mom,” she ordered.


“Fine,” I agreed. I might have been enjoying watching Thea squirm a bit too much. Mostly I was just enjoying being this close to her again. Right now, I would be thrilled to watch her eat a sandwich. She didn’t know it, but at the moment, she could talk me into anything—I was determined to make this work. But I wouldn’t make the situation with her mother more stressful, especially since I intended to impress Kelly Melbourne. Stealing her daughter away to Paris hadn’t been a great start. Returning her with a broken heart probably hadn’t helped. I was all too aware that I had more than one woman’s favor to win back.


And if I couldn’t—if Thea didn’t want me—I’d find a way to let her go. But I wasn’t giving up without a fight this time.


Thea stepped inside, holding a hand up to keep me from entering behind her. “Mom, I have someone I want to introduce.”


Thanks to my preternatural hearing, I caught her mother’s response. She sounded cautious, as if she knew her daughter’s absentee boyfriend was on the other side of the door. Maybe I should have waited to pay the bill until after we’d been introduced. It looked like I was trying to buy my way into their good graces. If Kelly was anything like her daughter, she wouldn’t relish that idea. I wondered how the two of them would handle the other news I planned to deliver.


Thea stepped inside and waved me in. “Mom, this is my friend Julian Rousseaux.”


I moved beside her, slipping my hand into hers. Thea glanced down, her mouth forming an O shape before she composed herself. It wasn’t the behavior of a friend. I’d probably get an earful about it later, but I wasn’t going to hurt Thea by hiding behind half truths again.


“Friend?” her mother repeated, zeroing in on our clasped hands.


“Boyfriend,” I said firmly.


Thea sighed, clearly torn between relief that I hadn’t said husband or mate and annoyance that I’d taken matters into my own hands. “Fine. This is my boyfriend.”


Kelly stayed quiet for a minute. Then she leaned back against the pillows, propping herself up in bed, and crossed her arms. “In my day, we just called guys like you ‘shitheads.’”


“Mom!” Thea yelped.


I chuckled half-heartedly and tipped my head. I deserved that, and everyone in this room knew it. “In my day as well.”


“I doubt that,” Kelly muttered mysteriously. Her beauty nearly matched Thea’s. She had the same auburn hair that leaned more copper than brown, with a few added streaks of gray. She was petite but not quite as short as my mate. Kelly’s green eyes flashed, the lines on her face deepening as she assessed me.


But there was something else about her—something I couldn’t quite put my finger on—an otherworldly quality Thea shared. It wasn’t the same familiarity I’d felt when I first saw Thea playing her cello, but it bore the same markings. It felt oddly similar and entirely different.


I felt a small alarm go off in the back of my mind, but I ignored it as Thea continued. “Julian isn’t a shithead.”


I snorted when she said it. I was a shithead. I had nine hundred years of proof, culminating in the spectacularly stupid move of nearly losing Thea—just another addition to my dossier of idiocy.


“You aren’t,” she said firmly, elbowing me. “But you are important to me.”


Fuck, it felt good to hear her say that. It wasn’t a solution to our problems. It wasn’t a commitment to forgive me, but it was a start. I couldn’t ask for more than that. Not yet.


“It seems that you aren’t in Paris after all,” Kelly said to me.


“No.”


“Mom,” Thea said softly. “Maybe we can save the interrogation for later?”


“It’s fine,” I told her. “Your mother can ask me anything she wants.”


Kelly’s gaze lit up, and she seemed more than okay to take me up on the offer, even as Thea shifted nervously beside me. “You paid the hospital bills?”


“I did.”


“Out of guilt?” she asked. “For hurting my daughter?”


I blinked, processing the turn we’d taken. Apparently, Thea came by her bluntness naturally. Kelly was every bit the spitfire my mate was. That made me like her.


I got the impression the feeling wasn’t mutual. Yet.


“No. I know better than to think I can buy Thea’s forgiveness,” I said and meant it. “Neither of you should carry this burden when it’s easy for me to take care of it.”


“Thea wants to pay you back. She mentioned selling some cello you gave her. Do you always shower young women with life-changing expensive gifts to convince them to run away from their lives?”


“No.” I didn’t dare say more. Despite my intentions, I was on the verge of saying something I might regret. Thea’s mother was determined to see the worst in me. I couldn’t blame her for that.


“What do you do, then, Mr. Rousseaux?” she murmured, more a thought than a question. Before I could answer, she continued. “How old are you?”


“Older than Thea,” I said simply. Aging slowed when a vampire reached their prime. To her, I must look twenty-eight or thirty. It wouldn’t be a worrying age difference by modern standards, but Kelly was clearly concerned. There was something else gnawing at her that she was keeping at bay. I could compel her and find out what she really thought. I could force her to like me. If only it could be that easy.


My phone rang in my pocket.


“Should you answer that?” Kelly asked.


She wanted me out of the room so she could demand answers from Thea. The call cut off, and I shrugged. “I’m sure it can wait.”


The fucking thing started ringing again.


“It seems it can’t,” she said like she’d won the lottery.


“Excuse me.” I squeezed Thea’s hand before releasing it. “I’ll only be a minute.”


Striding out of the room, I whipped out the phone and nearly crushed the fragile thing as I accepted. “What?”
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