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CHAPTER ONE


Julian


“Lord Julian Rousseaux and his fiancée, Thea Melbourne.” The attendant stepped away after his announcement, making room for us to begin our descent down the stairs.


The whispers started immediately. I spared a single glance to the ballroom below. The royalty of the vampire world mingled with familiars young and old under enchanted glass chandeliers hanging in midair. The effect was no less stunning now than it had been centuries ago. The room’s arched windows were draped with snow-laden garlands, each laced with frosted ivy. In the very center of the space, a large evergreen sparkled with lights that winked in and out like stars in the night sky.


The room was filled with lingering remnants of magic, bits of enchantments that had survived the curse. But despite the wintery theme, everyone here was dressed in gowns that revealed tempting amounts of flesh, or tuxedos without jackets. It was the Solstice in name only. A chance for immortals to show off their wealth and witches to show off their dwindling skills. But I didn’t care about any of that.


I was only interested in confirming the rumors circling the room—that Julian Rousseaux was off the market.


Heads bowed and eyes darted as the news of my engagement rippled over the crowd. Only one pair of eyes remained fixed on me. My mother’s pupils were inky black as she glowered at us, and next to me, my mate stumbled. It was only enough for me to notice.


But I noticed.


Still, it was nothing compared to the anger rolling off the woman at my side.


I met Thea’s furious glare with the most charming smile I could muster, but her eyes only narrowed. She righted herself carefully, regaining her composure and balance.


“Sorry,” I whispered.


Thea muttered something about cliffs and warnings, but she squared her shoulders and turned a blinding smile on me. I knew better than to trust that smile. I was in trouble. Again.


“Yes, you are,” she murmured, maintaining her composure masterfully, “but I’m not about to let your mother see us fighting.”


“I’ll make it up to you later,” I promised, placing my hand over hers as we started down the stairs. There was a collective gasp from the crowd, and the murmurs turned into scandalized whispers.


“You forgot your gloves,” Thea said at about the moment I realized the same thing.


“Thanks for reminding me,” I said drily.


“No problem.” Her grin widened and finally reached her eyes. She was enjoying this. “I might have remembered sooner, but I was recovering from a near-death experience.”


“Now you’re just being dramatic.”


“Should we go back to the car?” she suggested, guessing correctly that I didn’t have any with me. I’d been so focused on her—on the ring she now wore—that I hadn’t thought to grab them from the glove compartment.


But I was already guiding her to the next step, and the bare hands sent a message all on their own. “Let’s not worry about it.”


“Rebel.” She arched an eyebrow as she stepped delicately down to the plush ivory runner that lined the stairs. I kept my eyes on her, ignoring the curious eyes stalking us below. Let them talk.


I was not convinced Thea’s choice of footwear was safe, especially on these ancient stairs, regardless of the carpet. They did, however, have many other enticing qualities, like making her tall enough to easily kiss while also turning her legs into temptation itself. Later, I planned to lift her off her feet and fuck her against a wall with those heels digging into my back.


Thea’s breath caught as she read my thoughts, her cheeks flushing into a tantalizing shade. Then the scent of sweet melon bloomed around me. “Promise?”


“Absolutely,” I muttered as I lifted her hand to my mouth and kissed it.


She blushed more deeply, and my nostrils flared as I drank in the arousal drenching her. I hadn’t intended to cause that reaction, even if I appreciated it, but the kiss had given me a chance to show off the ring she now wore over her satin gloves. If we were forced to attend these archaic rituals, I’d put our presence to good use. The announcement, the kiss, even my forgotten gloves—only spread the news faster.


I was truly off the market.


Permanently.


“What are you up to?” Thea said under her breath.


“Gossip travels fast, my love.”


The crowd parted before us as we made our way toward my family. It was customary to greet the matriarch upon arrival.


This was the real test. If Sabine decided to raise hell, it would start an entirely new rumor. I probably should have warned Thea about that, too.


But Thea glided next to me, offering gracious smiles to the strangers gawking at her. When we reached my parents, she greeted them warmly.


Dominic Rousseaux smirked, giving me a subtle nod, indicating he appreciated our tactics. It was something he wouldn’t dare say in front of his wife, but it spoke volumes. My mate was beginning to win him over. My brothers, even Benedict, would side with me if it came down to it. That only left one holdout regarding my family’s position on my choice of partner.


My mother’s upper lip curled as we approached, revealing the fangs she seemed to have ready whenever Thea was around. I bristled, drawing my shoulders up in a show of strength. There was a time when she might have been able to take me. She was thousands of years older, with more battle experience. But I had something she didn’t have.


A mate. One I would die to protect.


“Mother,” I said softly. “Happy Solstice.”


She blinked, her eyes shifting between us before landing on our joined hands.


“You forgot gloves,” she said with a sniff of disapproval. “I’ll see a servant brings some immediately.”


“That’s not necessary. I will be quite safe. I have no desire to touch anyone but my mate this evening.” I raised my voice enough that the eavesdroppers around us caught the last bit. If anyone had doubts about my betrothal, learning we were mated might answer their questions.


“Nonsense.” She snapped her fingers, and an attendant appeared beside her. “My son forgot his gloves. Fetch him a pair.”


“Please,” Thea added in a whisper.


Sabine’s dark gaze swiveled to her. My mother wore a wine-colored gown that snaked across her shoulder and draped elegantly down her back. Her black hair was twisted into twin braids that wrapped around her head like a crown. She was the angel of death incarnate, complete with stained red lips that suggested she might have recently dined on someone’s heart. Next to her, Thea glowed in her gold-feathered gown. Even flustered, there was a joy that radiated from her like the warmth of a perfect spring morning. They were polar opposites—my mother was midnight and Thea the promise of a new day.


“At least your fiancée has some sense,” my mother continued. “Perhaps she’ll be able to convince you to respect our traditions.”


“Indeed,” I said coolly, fighting the urge to smile. It wasn’t exactly a blessing, but referring to Thea as my fiancée was an acknowledgment of our relationship—a public acknowledgment.


“You look lovely,” my father interjected, stepping closer to take Thea’s hand. “And congratulations to you both.”


Next to him, Sabine pressed her lips into a thin line. Apparently, that was taking things a bit too far. But it was done.


Our engagement had been publicly recognized by the family matriarch and her consort.


Thea took a deep breath, undoubtedly clued in to what I was thinking. “Happy Solstice to you both. I am honored to join your family.”


The moment couldn’t have been more deliberate if it had been staged. We were all taking our cues and playing our parts for our audience. When the attendant returned with my gloves, I took them. Sabine cleared her throat once I’d pulled them on, clearly relieved that I was going to maintain some decorum.


“We should make the rounds.” She waved at her spouse. “Come along.”


My father rolled his eyes slightly as he offered his arm, but he took his place at her side without complaint.


“Before you go,” I said, stopping her, “I’ve arranged to take a private villa on the west side of the island.”


“Oh?” Quiet rage seethed from her, but she shrugged. “I suppose you need more space for whatever it is you do.”


“Rather, more romance,” I said with a smirk. “We have been given clear expectations by the Council.”


Thea spluttered next to me, tilting slightly as if my words had nearly knocked her over.


But my mother remained composed, even as her eyes shadowed ominously. “Of course. There is that.”


“There is,” I agreed.


“I suppose we won’t be seeing much of you after this evening?”


“Not until the new year,” I said firmly.


“They’ll expect you on New Year’s Eve,” she said.


“Send us the details. I’ll see what I can do.”


Sabine smiled, revealing that deadly beauty I’d learned to fear as a child. “It’s not optional.”


I simply tilted my head. Message received. I’d played my hand and won, but this game wouldn’t end tonight. We were expected to follow this macabre tour wherever their whims took us next. And we had more Rites to face.


My parents slipped into the crowd, accepting well-wishes from everyone.


“That went better than expected,” I said, tugging at my bow tie, but when I looked over at my mate, she was practically boiling.


“Dark corner, now,” she ordered, jerking her head away from the party, toward the shadowed corridors leading away from the ballroom.


Something told me she didn’t want a moment alone to get her hands on me.









CHAPTER TWO


Thea


I wasn’t angry with Julian. I was furious. I’d spent the whole day wondering and worrying about what he was up to while I’d coped with learning what I truly was. Meanwhile, he’d been plotting all of this. Even the proposal…


I pushed away the pain of that to focus on my outrage and anger.


It took longer than it should have to get away from the ball, since everyone wanted to congratulate us. I’d seen a few of the people here at other events, but they were all strangers. Julian’s brothers were nowhere to be found, and Jacqueline was late. By the time Julian darted out an open patio door, my face ached from my forced smile. I let it fall as we made our way across a covered stone courtyard. Strings of lights hung across the vaulted wood ceiling, adding a warm glow.


“I see plenty of dark corners,” I muttered as he kept going.


“I assume you want some privacy.” His words were flat and cautious. He knew why I wanted to be alone with him.


Maybe that’s why he guided me down stone steps into a lush garden below. Julian paused as we arrived at the bottom and turned to me.


I protested as he stooped and reached for my leg. “What do you think you’re doing?”


“Don’t worry. I’m not trying to have my way with your ankle,” he said drily as his fingers wrapped around it, and he gestured for me to lift my foot.


“Good.” I crossed my arms to show that I was in no mood. Julian slipped my heel off, then reached for the other. I groaned with relief as I wiggled my toes. The gold heels were very beautiful but very tall, and an hour wearing them on the hard marble floor inside had made my feet throb.


“Better?” He straightened, his fingers hooked under my heels.


I nodded but refused to smile. “I’m still mad at you.”


“I know.” His teeth raked over his lower lip, like he was biting back a smirk. At least he had some survival instinct. “I didn’t want to make you anxious about tonight.”


“So, instead, you humiliated me?” I demanded. I didn’t wait for him to answer before I continued into the garden. My bare feet sank into the plush blanket of grass, which was surprisingly cool given the temperature. I wrapped my arms around my shoulders and looked up at the night sky. There were so many people nearby, but I felt alone. Here amongst vampires and witches, I only had one person to talk to about how I was feeling.


How was I supposed to talk to him when he was the reason I was upset?


“Are you cold?” Julian asked as he joined me.


I shook my head. “You shouldn’t have done that.”


“I know.” He took a deep breath and maintained a slight distance. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would humiliate you.”


Genuine frustration coated his words, and I felt the tug of our mating bond. He meant it. He was hurting. He needed me. Right now, he probably felt the same urge. But I resisted its call.


“Is the announcement why you proposed tonight?” I asked him.


“I proposed last night,” he reminded me.


“You know what I mean.”


A volley of curses spouted from his thoughts, and I raised my brows.


“Was that because you were called out, or because you just realized that you’re a dumbass?”


“Maybe both,” he said grimly. “I didn’t think.”


“That’s clear.”


“I didn’t plan to propose last night, but once it was settled, I wanted to tell the world as soon as possible. So, I did decide to give you the ring before.” He paused and turned to me, his face shadowed under the moonlight. “I never considered how that might feel to you. I just…”


I already knew how that thought ended. I didn’t need to read his mind. He’d said once that he wanted to shout it from the rooftops that we had mated. Which was an entirely different matter.


“So, most of the vampire world knows we’re engaged, but can they tell that we’re mated?” I asked him.


“Anyone who got close enough to say hello, maybe. There are a lot of creatures in there, though.”


There were a lot of scents, in other words.


“I should have asked your permission,” he added.


I resisted the urge to roll my eyes because I was pretty sure they would go so far they’d get stuck. “You don’t need my permission. I just want to know what you’re planning. I nearly fell down the stairs when the attendant made that announcement.”


“I wouldn’t have let you,” he said huskily, but I held up a warning finger.


“That isn’t the point. We’re a team. No secrets. No lies. We promised each other.”


He considered this for a second, pushing a strand of dark hair off his forehead. “I thought it would make you anxious.”


“But?” I prompted, knowing there was more.


“The Solstice is treasured by vampires. I knew if there was any chance my mother would publicly give her blessing, it would be here.”


“Because she’s in the Christmas spirit?” I muttered. That didn’t sound like Sabine.


“Because she cares more about what the strangers in there think than about her family’s feelings,” he said bitterly. “She would never lose face in front of that many important vampires.”


“I see. But is this really getting her approval?” I thought of how Jacqueline had told me she needed her mother’s blessing to marry. Julian acted like he could—and would—do whatever he wanted… “Can we get married without her approval?”


“Yes,” he said firmly.


“Legally?”


“In the mortal world,” he said softly.


I shut my eyes. For all their talk of evolution, sometimes vampires were terribly, insultingly old-fashioned. “Why didn’t you just tell me that to begin with?”


Julian closed the space between us and took my chin in his bare hands. He’d slipped off the gloves he’d been asked to wear, and I’d been too preoccupied to notice. “Because I didn’t want you to have one more second of doubt about us. I didn’t want you to worry about what the Vampire Council might say—or my parents. We’re getting married.”


“And if we did it without their blessing?”


“There would be consequences,” he admitted in a gruff tone. His eyes grew as dark as the night sky above.


“You would be disowned,” I guessed.


He searched my face for a moment, then laughed quietly. “So Jacqueline told you about the stunt with the werewolf in Rome.”


I nodded. “Julian, I don’t want you to lose your family.”


“Even my mother?” He smirked.


I managed to hold my tongue.


“No one will come between us. That is the vow I made to you when we mated. You are the most important person in my life, and if all we have is each other, that is enough for me.” His thumb brushed over my lips. “That is a sacrifice you already made for me.”


“But if I could find my mom and talk to her,” I confessed, “I would fight like hell to keep her, too.” Even after everything she had done—after the lies and secrets—I missed her like hell.


“We will find her, my love,” he promised, “and I won’t spring any more surprise announcements on you.”


“And you’ll tell me when you’re going to drive off a cliff?” I asked drily.


“I swear. Stake through the heart.” He hooked an arm around my waist and drew me closer.


Without my shoes on, I barely came to his chest. It made it harder to kiss him but easier to listen to his heartbeat.


“No stakes are getting anywhere near this heart,” I informed him.


“Not with my terrifying mate around.” He grinned down at me. Moonlight glinted in his dark hair, and I grabbed hold of his lapels and tugged him lower so I could run my hands through it.


“I believe you promised me dark corners,” I whispered. “But we seem to be standing out in the open.”


An irresistible smirk twisted his mouth. “We could put on a show.”


“I’m done with scandals for the evening.” But even as I spoke, my body ached for him. Since The Second Rite, we’d found every opportunity we could manage to be alone. Someone had even taken to leaving a tray of food at our door when we inevitably missed a meal, but today had been different. Julian had stayed away, planning his romantic cliffside proposal, and we had barely seen each other.


“What’s going on in that wicked mind of yours?” he asked, leaning to lick my lower lip.


I moaned, pleasure rocketing to my core. “Find a dark corner, and I’ll show you.”


Julian took my hand, his eyes devouring me for a moment before he began toward the garden. I’d expected him to lead us back toward the ball and one of the many shadowy corridors I’d spotted during our exit. Right now, I would settle for a tall bush as privacy. We were a few steps around a hedge when I realized he’d taken me into a labyrinth.


“I hope you know your way around this,” I said, gripping his hand tightly.


“Afraid to be left alone with me for too long?” he teased.


“Just wondering if a hedge can withstand us.”


He laughed, pausing to twirl me into his arms. “Should we find out?” He leaned to kiss me, and I melted into him. He could have me—all of me—wherever he wanted, and he knew it.


His hand slipped under my gown’s strap and slid it from my shoulder. I gasped, breaking the kiss slightly as he slid the other one free.


“Here?” I asked innocently, nibbling on my lower lip.


A hungry growl ripped through him, his dark eyes trained on that lower lip with predatory intensity. I swallowed as my body responded to the beast before me. Tugging away from him, I reached for my zipper and pulled it down.


“This will make it easier,” I whispered, letting the gown fall and puddle at my feet.


The provocative nature of the dress didn’t leave many undergarment options, so I’d skipped them altogether. And with my shoes in Julian’s hands, there wasn’t a stitch on me.


Almost.


Julian seemed to expand, his breath growing labored while I slipped my engagement ring free and took off my final clothing items: my gloves. I slid the ring back on and casually dropped the gloves. He raked midnight eyes down me, rubbing his chin with his free hand as if considering what to do about the situation he was in. It was obvious he wanted me, and not in a gentle, tender way. No, tonight amongst rival bloodlines and strange vampires, that primal monster inside him—the one I felt rousing inside me now—was restless. He was on edge. He needed a way to dull the protective compulsion he felt now.


Without thinking, I slipped my hand between my legs and touched myself. The shadows in his eyes darkened until there was no hint of white. He was more animal than male now, and I was what he needed. Bringing my drenched fingers to his mouth, I brushed one over his lip.


My shoes fell to the ground as his hand shot up and grabbed my wrist before I could pull away. His black eyes never left my face as he lifted my fingers once more to his mouth and sucked them clean—one at a time.


I stumbled a little on my feet, my flesh singing with want, but I righted myself and looked him in the eye. “Is that what you want?”


His growl trembled through me.


“You can have it,” I promised him sweetly. “If you can catch me.”


Wrenching my hand free, I sprinted away. Before he realized what I was doing, I darted around a turn in the maze and then again at the next one I saw. I didn’t stand a chance against his vampire senses, but the labyrinth might give his predator a moment to prowl.


And when he caught me, it would be worth the wait.









CHAPTER THREE


Julian


“You can have it—if you can catch me.”


And then Thea dashed into the night, vanishing like a mischievous nymph. Darkness swallowed me. She wanted to play a game. She would learn exactly how dangerous that prospect was with me—and I would enjoy delivering the lesson.


Sucking in a deep breath, I closed my eyes and let the beast inside me take over. When I opened them, the world had shifted. It was no longer cast in the shadows of night. My supernatural eyesight painted it in brilliant jeweled tones. Emerald hedges. Sapphire sky. Flowers of garnet and amethyst. Billowing blooms of night-scented stock spilled their sweet aroma, mixing with the sensual notes of jasmine on the evening air.


But she rose above it all. I caught sight of movement—a ruby aura darting through the leafy maze. Sweet melon spiked with cloves floated toward me on the breeze, and my control snapped like an overextended chain.


I launched into the labyrinth. I couldn’t resist it if I tried. She pulled me toward her like an anchoring point. I followed her scent. It lingered so thickly I tasted it on my tongue, my thoughts turning to her other flavors—the sweetness between her legs, the richness of her blood. I needed her.


Now.


I caught up with her in less than a minute. Thea yelped as I rounded a corner in a blur and swept her into my arms. Her arms coiled around my neck tightly as I flashed forward without slowing.


I didn’t stop to savor my victory and the reward she’d promised me. Not until I reached the center of the maze, where a marble gazebo awaited. When I finally halted, she stared breathlessly up at me.


“You caught me,” she murmured, her voice drowned by the blood rushing through my veins. “Now, what will you do with me?”


I growled in response.


Her answering tremble lifted the corner of my mouth, flashing her a fang. Carrying her toward the gazebo, I studied every line of her face. She was made for me. I’d never done anything to deserve such perfection, but I would claim it.


My cock swelled in my pants as I considered what I wanted to do with her.


Thea stroked a finger down my cheek.


“How do you want me?”


My eyes narrowed, but the bloodlust didn’t ebb. I was too far gone. I could only think in terms of flesh and teeth.


I placed her gently onto a stone bench. Thea’s eyes shadowed as she spread her legs. My hunger vibrated inside me as I drank in the sight of her splayed before me in invitation. Her nipples beaded in the night air, and a slick sheen between her legs betrayed her arousal. My gaze traveled upward, reaching her sinful mouth, and lingered. Her tongue swept over her lips, and its movement became the center of my universe. When it retreated into her mouth, her teeth sank into her bottom lip with artless sensuality.


I unfastened my belt with one quick movement and undid my trousers. My fingers closed over my shaft, stroking it as I freed my cock. Thea tracked the movement, hunger shining in her eyes. I was already moving closer when her index finger curled to beckon me forward.


“Show me who this belongs to,” I ordered her.


Thea lowered onto the soft grass and stared up at me in total supplication. Her hand reached up and took hold of me before she leaned and took me in her mouth. I hissed with satisfaction as her lips closed around me. Her cheeks hollowed as she worshipped with adoring eyes, moving up and down with hunger that threatened to push me over the edge.


“I love seeing you on your knees for me,” I muttered, “but I need to fuck you.”


Her eyes rounded, but she pulled back with deliberate, teasing slowness, her lips popping as she released me. Still, her hand stayed wrapped around my shaft, and I watched as she leaned forward and licked a slow circle around its tip.


That did it.


Lifting her, I laid her across the bench. She writhed as I kicked off my shoes one at a time before shucking off my pants. Straddling the stone bench, I grabbed hold of her hips and lifted them up until her swollen sex swept across the crown of my cock.


“Fuck,” I groaned as I felt her wetness. “You’re drenched.”


Thea whimpered, her eyes shining in the moonlight, as she bucked her hips, trying to get closer.


“Do you want this?” I dragged my cock down her seam, coating myself in her. She managed a small nod. “You ran from me. Why should I give it to you?”


Thea hesitated for only a minute before a wicked smile carved across her face. Maybe she heard the answer I wanted in my mind. Maybe she just knew.


“It’s mine,” she said with a calculated slowness, pressing herself against my tip.


“Oh?” I pushed in a little.


“Mine,” she repeated. “You’re mine, Julian, and I want you.”


Fuck, that was the right answer. I thrust hard, burying myself in her completely. Her body arced up, a throaty cry escaping her lips. I held her ass off the bench and began pistoning with long, deep strokes. She met every movement with her hips, moving in perfect unison as we fought our way to climax.


Lowering my head, I caught her nipple in my mouth and flicked its tip with my tongue. Thea moaned, and I moved to the two perfect scars on her creamy flesh. Pressing a kiss to them, I reared my head and let her catch sight of my fangs before I sank them into the scars so near to her heart.


Her blood was sweetest here. I drank deeply, my fangs and cock drawing her blood and her orgasm. She tightened around me, her arm hooking around my neck to hold me there as she gasped and panted, and when she gushed around my cock, I released her breast and came with a roar, her blood still coating my lips.


Thea sagged across the bench, and I lifted her, wrapping my arms around her.


“That…” She trailed away, her eyes glinting.


“I want to do that to you forever,” I confessed in a harsh whisper.


“You can,” she said softly.


But there was only one thought in my mind as I held her there, her body still pulsating over me. I didn’t want her for any lifetime. I wanted her for all of mine.


“Thea,” I murmured, reaching to brush a loose strand of hair from her flushed cheek, “I want this forever. I want you forever.” Her head tilted, confusion blinking in her eyes, and then, slowly, understanding. I knew what I wanted. She’d promised to marry me, but I wanted more. I needed more. “Let me make you a vampire.”









CHAPTER FOUR


Thea


The summery air felt heavier against my damp, fevered skin. I stared at Julian, watching as his eyes contracted in the moonlight. He blinked, and they returned to the brilliant blue that always stole my breath away. Not tonight, though. His words had knocked the wind and all thoughts out of my head. I clung to him, trying to process what he was saying.


Let me make you a vampire.


The last time this subject had come up, Julian had slipped into beast mode. I studied his face, trying to figure out what had changed. I mean, apart from pretty much everything. We were mated, engaged, and seriously testing the boundaries of my magic.


He remained silent, his hand pressed to my cheek. After a minute, he raised his eyebrows, and I realized he was waiting for an answer.


“No!” I blurted out, surprising myself.


Julian flinched, his body tightening beneath me. Rejection shot through me, but it wasn’t my own. It was his. It twisted in my gut before settling heavily inside me like lead. Its weight pulled at me, making every inch of my body throb with agony. The last time I’d felt this way was when he’d broken my heart in Paris. One word had hurt him that badly.


One word had broken his heart.


Julian gently unsheathed himself and guided me onto the bench. I immediately missed his skin against mine, but he turned away before I could explain myself. Getting to his feet, he reached for his pants.


“I’ll find your dress,” he said distantly as he yanked them on. He didn’t bother with his shoes as he started back toward the hedge maze with bare feet.


“Wait!” I called, scrambling to stand. My head swam from the sudden movement after such recent physical exertion, and I swayed. I caught myself on the bench as Julian turned. In an instant, he was by my side.


“Are you okay?” he asked through gritted teeth. Even with his hands on my waist to keep me upright, he kept his eyes trained over my shoulder.


“Just dizzy.” I smiled, but he continued to stare past me. “Let me explain.”


“That’s not necessary.” His tone remained clipped. “It’s your decision to make.”


“Don’t do this,” I whispered. Reaching out, I tugged on the lapel of his tuxedo jacket, trying to urge him to look at me. He wrapped a hand around my wrist and pried himself free. “Julian!”


“Don’t worry. I’ll get over it.” He forced himself to meet my eyes, his mouth tipping at the corners in an attempted smile.


I shook my head, trying to think clearly as his pain pummeled me. “I need to think about it.” I forced the words out. “I was just surprised.”


“It’s not something you should have to think about,” he said carefully, then nodded toward the maze. “Let me find your dress.”


“Julian, we can talk about this.” I clutched his hand in my own, refusing to let him go. “I love you.”


“I love you, too,” he echoed, but it sounded hollow, like I’d wrung the words from him. He pulled his hand free and waited for me to explain myself.


But how was I supposed to explain that despite my surprise, my answer had been an instinct that even I didn’t understand? “It’s just…immortality is a big decision.”


“I wasn’t going to turn you on the spot.” He paused, and when I still didn’t respond, he turned. Julian disappeared into the labyrinth without so much as a glance in my direction. I hesitated, wondering if it was better to wait for him to cool down. But the intensity of his emotions only ratcheted up with each step he took. This wasn’t the type of pain he could walk off.


I ran after him. I was not going to let my mate walk around feeling like he’d just been gutted and left to die. He caught me around the waist at the second turn, my dress and gloves already over his arm, my shoes hooked on his fingers.


“Where are you going?” he asked.


“After you,” I said, panting heavily. I’d run as fast as I could, and I was paying for it now. On the other hand, Julian had managed to race through the maze and back with his supernatural speed without a hair out of place.


He passed my gown to me, pivoting away as I slipped it over my head.


“Oh, top that!” I snapped as I smoothed it into place and grabbed my shoes. I didn’t bother to put them on. I doubted the Vampire Council wanted me to aerate the lawn with my stilettos. “What did you expect me to say?”


“You’ve agreed to marry me,” he pointed out, turning to me with black eyes. “We’ve mated. You asked me to turn you before. What changed?”


There was too much misery in his words. It stung, but beneath it, fear lingered.


That didn’t mean I was going to agree to this before thinking it through, though. I crossed my arms, my shoes dangling from my right hand. “As you just said, in the last month, I’ve gotten engaged, bound my soul to yours, found out I’m probably a siren, and agreed to have your vampire babies! I just need a damn minute to process some shit before I have to make one more life-altering decision!”


His mouth twitched. “So you are going to have my babies, huh?”


“Dammit, Julian!” I screamed with frustration. Tears burned my eyes, and I reached to wipe them away. “We don’t even know if I can, but I won’t be able to if I’m a turned vampire, right?”


He nodded hesitantly.


“Can you see why I need to think about this?” I asked, softening a bit.


“But you didn’t say you needed to think—”


“I did,” I interjected, but he ignored me.


“You said no,” he finished.


I opened my mouth to respond, but suddenly, Julian pushed me behind him.


“What—”


“Someone’s coming,” he hissed. His whole body expanded as he took on a defensive posture, looming large in front of me as if ready to attack an oncoming threat. I started to reach for him but stopped myself. I had no idea how he would react, given how taut his tether appeared to be and considering that I’d placed him on the very edge with my rejection.


Footsteps rustled around the corner, but just as my heart began to race, Julian relaxed. A second later, Jacqueline appeared. She strode out of the night, her fair skin and hair glowing under the stars. Her deep purple dress blended with the exotic blossoms lacing the hedge maze. Its skirt rippled as she sauntered toward us with a smirk on her red lips.


“There you are,” she said, an almost musical hint of a French accent in her voice. “People are looking for you, but I see you’ve been occupied.”


I could only imagine how we looked. Jacqueline’s nostrils flared, and I realized that wasn’t the only thing that gave us away. Undoubtedly, her vampire senses were picking up exactly what we’d been up to in the garden. And if she could…


I guessed coming back covered in each other’s scents would help the gossip travel faster. That was what Julian wanted.


“We’re on our way. We went out for air,” Julian said stiffly.


“Is that what you kids are calling it these days?” she teased him but remained tense. She shot me a curious look but didn’t press him for more information. Instead, her hand lashed out and grabbed mine. A deep growl rumbled through Julian, which Jacqueline shushed. “I want to see the ring.”


Julian rolled his eyes as Jacqueline did an appropriate amount of oohing and aahing.


“I always loved this ring,” she told me. “It fits you perfectly.”


I fumbled for something to say. “He had it sized.” My throat constricted, emotions starting to choke me.


“It fits you,” she clarified.


“Oh.” I managed to bob my head.


Jacqueline glanced between us, her eyes narrowing, her smile slipping to a frown. “Okay.” She dropped my hand. “Spill. What’s going on with you two?”


“Nothing,” we both said.


“Sure,” she said flatly. Releasing a resigned sigh, she hooked her arm through mine. “Can you two stop fighting for a second?”


“We’re not fighting,” I said quickly, but Julian only shrugged a shoulder.


Jacqueline ignored me. “It’s my family,” she told us. “They’re here. I knew they would be. At least, I suspected it, but…”


“And that’s bad because of the werewolf thing?” I guessed.


Her throat slid as she nodded.


“It’s bad because they haven’t spoken to me in over a century,” she said gloomily. “I was hoping you two might distract them so they don’t get any ideas about setting me up with someone.”


“Would they?” I asked, thinking of what she’d told me earlier. According to Jacqueline, she was an outcast.


“I don’t know,” she admitted, “but if you two were with me, there would be plenty of people wanting to talk to you instead.”


“So, we’re interference?”


“Yes.” She looked at Julian. “Maybe if they see you two together, they’ll realize that I was right to stop the engagement when I did.”


It was a desperate hope, but I knew that sometimes the only thing keeping hope alive was sheer determination. I looped my arm through hers.


“We’ve got you.”


“I’m not entirely certain your parents will want to see me,” Julian said mysteriously. The two vampires shared a look.


Reaching out with my mind, I listened, hoping he had more he needed to say to me privately. It was clear there was more to this story than what I’d been told. But either he didn’t want me to hear it or his mind was entirely blank, because all I discovered was cool, black silence.


“Can I borrow your fiancée?” she asked.


“That’s up to her.”


Julian and I needed to talk. I knew that, and so did he. But maybe we needed a moment to collect our thoughts first. I swallowed hard and nodded. “Sure. I’d be honored to be your sidekick.”


“Thank you.” She threw her delicate arms around me and squeezed. When she finally released me, Julian was nowhere to be seen. Frustration burned through me, but I managed a smile. Jacqueline, however, wrinkled her nose. “Let’s find the powder room first. You smell…”


“That bad, huh?” I asked flatly.


“No one will doubt that you’re mated,” she teased. “Come on.”


We walked, arm in arm, through the maze and back to the party.


“You seemed surprised your parents are here,” I said quietly.


She sighed and glanced over at me. “They tend to stay away from the season since…”


Since she had humiliated them by bringing a werewolf to a gala and introducing him as her boyfriend, all to get out of marrying her best friend—my mate.


“But they came tonight?” I asked as the sprawling estate came into view. Lights and laughter drifted toward us on the balmy air. “Why now?”


Jacqueline’s mouth tightened, her eyes glued to the party ahead like a prisoner walking toward her own execution. “There’s only one reason they would come.”


I waited as she stopped and collected herself.


Finally, she turned to me with sad eyes. “I’m a firstborn pureblood. They’re here because I have to get married.”









CHAPTER FIVE


Julian


I stalked back to the party with a mussed tuxedo and wounded pride. More vampires and witches had arrived in our absence, and the ballroom was packed. Under the sparkling glass chandeliers, the beautiful, elite members of our society mingled and flirted. Everywhere I looked, I spotted flirtations meant to secure alliances. I made it two steps inside the door before I was accosted by a pair of vampires. The female looked about my mother’s age—if that meant anything—but something in the way she carried herself told me she was even older. Or maybe it was the high neckline and modest cut of her dress. She angled herself close to me. Her bored, much younger trophy husband waited silently at her side.


“Julian,” she said, her tone gushing with syrupy feminine coyness, “I am thrilled to see you’ve made a match.”


I kept a careful distance and managed a forced smile. “I believe I’m the lucky one.”


Lucky? I’d fallen in love with a mortal. Her average life expectancy meant I’d be lucky to have fifty years with Thea—and fifty years wasn’t long enough.


“…as I was telling Randolph.” The female placed a gloved hand on my arm, and I realized she’d been talking the whole time. Not that it was likely to be important. Still, she continued. “It’s reassuring to see so many purebloods upholding traditional values.”


“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow despite myself.


“With the threats to our way of life, we need to maintain the bloodlines by any means necessary,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Tell me. From what bloodline does your fiancée hail?”


“It’s an ancient line,” I told her, hoping it would be enough to sate her.


“But she’s magical?”


I hesitated before nodding. We wouldn’t be able to keep Thea’s nature a secret forever, and now that the Council knew, word of her powers was likely to spread. For now, we would keep the details to ourselves. Until we knew more about her siren blood, it was safer to keep it quiet.


And then there was the matter of her father.


I pushed the thought away. My eyes skimmed the room for my betrothed or my best friend, who had yet to return from wherever they’d gone.


“Good. I trust you won’t waste time.” The female’s sugary demeanor slipped, and her face darkened.


“I plan to marry Thea as soon as possible,” I promised. If it was up to me, we would already be married.


But it wasn’t up to me. I had my family and the Council to contend with, though they weren’t the ones who worried me.


Thea was.


Because the thought of losing her, the thought of her remaining mortal, the thought of her dying…


“Good, but I’m talking about children. We need to strengthen our numbers,” the strange woman said, drawing my attention to her guarded face.


“Am I meant to uphold traditions or personally breed an army?” I asked her carefully.


She laughed, but her eyes watched me warily. “Why can’t it be both?” She sniffed me and smiled, revealing her fangs. “It seems you’ve already taken up the task.”


I trained my face into a blank stare, unwilling to give away that I knew precisely what she was talking about. I glanced away from her and caught Lysander and Sebastian watching me with amusement. One glare and they straightened up before heading my way to help their brother out.


“Excuse me,” Sebastian interrupted whatever grossly inappropriate comment the older female planned to make next. “My brother is needed…”


“Elsewhere,” Lysander finished for him.


I groaned internally. They were about as helpful as two left shoes, but the female blinked flirtatiously at them.


“I suppose one of you will be next,” she said in that cloying voice.


Sebastian winked at her, his eyes darting to her husband. “Unfortunately, it seems you’re off the market.”


“Oh!” She giggled, buying his false flattery. “I’m old enough to be your mother.”


“You don’t look a day over three hundred,” he said seriously.


“You’re a charmer. I’m sure you will break plenty of hearts next year.”


“I’m sure he will.” I grabbed my brother’s shoulder and steered him in the opposite direction. “Excuse us.”


My brothers fell into step beside me, providing a much-needed buffer between me and the rest of the guests.


“Where is the lovely Thea?” Lysander asked.


“Or should we listen for her song?” Sebastian added.


I glared at Lysander, who made a point of looking confused. He lifted his hands defensively. “I didn’t know it was a secret.”


“Who else have you told?” I whispered, hoping no one had caught Sebastian’s stupid joke.


“Just us,” he dodged.


“And by us…”


“The family,” he admitted.


I muttered a curse under my breath.


“I didn’t know I was supposed to keep it from—”


“It’s fine,” I cut him off. “Fuck, I need a drink.”


I could still taste Thea on my tongue. Despite our disagreement, I found myself torn between taking a minute to calm down and immediately finding her. I knew what would happen if I found her—and it wouldn’t solve anything.


“Follow me,” Sebastian said, a wicked glint in his eyes.


We bypassed the waiters serving blood-and-champagne cocktails and continued down an empty hall. “Where are you taking me?”


“Don’t worry. We’ll keep you safe,” Sebastian teased. His grin faltered when I didn’t even smile. “There’s a bar on the lower level, and it’s full of the expensive shit.”


Trust my wayward brothers to know where they kept the good stuff. I looked over my shoulder, thinking of Thea and Jacqueline.


“Unless you need to stay,” Lysander said, an edge to his voice.


I considered for a moment. Thea was with Jacqueline, and regardless of what my best friend said, I was not the right person to run interference where her parents were concerned. They’d never given up on Jacqueline and me marrying, even long after my tenacious mother had. Despite the werewolf incident, I suspected they would have forced Jacqueline if I hadn’t publicly refused the match, knowing she wanted an out. That was the part that my old friend had left out of her story to Thea. Mostly because it was me and not her family that was responsible for Jacqueline being exiled from polite society in the first place. Bringing her as a guest of the Rousseaux family was the first step in officially restoring her reputation. But if her parents were here, they were up to something.


“He probably needs to find his fiancée,” Sebastian said. “Tether a little tight tonight?”


“Don’t be an asshole,” I muttered, speeding up. But each step I took was harder, as if he was right. I felt a restless stir of magic in my veins. Was it Thea’s magic calling out to mine? Or was my magic growing anxious about leaving her behind? I wasn’t waiting around to find out.


They caught up with me quickly.


“Someone is in a good mood,” Lysander noted. There was no derision in his words. “Need to talk?”


“Careful,” Sebastian warned him. “You’ll have to take a blood-vow.”


“Remind me not to invite you to the wedding.”


“No way! I love weddings, and who else is going to be your best man?” he demanded.


“Me,” Lysander said.


I rolled my eyes as we reached a winding staircase that descended to the floor below. “Maybe we’ll elope.”


“Good luck with that.”


“Yeah, no way Sabine will let you off that lightly,” Lysander agreed with him.


I took the stairs two at a time, both of my brothers following at my heels. At the bottom, we found ourselves in a large lounge. As promised, a fully stocked bar comprised the far corner. The rest of the room was decorated in deep browns and greens that smacked of earthy masculinity. Oversize chairs sat throughout the rest of the space, each complemented by a polished oak side table.


“I think this is where they banish the husbands when the females need to talk,” Lysander told me.


I thought of the young vampire husband I’d just met. Lysander might be right. Males like my father, who had seen plenty of action on the battlefield and was well-respected among the Council, might be invited to important meetings, but plenty of trophy husbands needed a place to wait quietly for their wives to see to important matters.


Sebastian flashed to the bar and found a bottle of Scotch. He lifted it triumphantly over his head.


“Stop showboating and start drinking,” I ordered him. My fangs ached from keeping them retracted.


“For someone who just gleefully pissed our mother off by surprising everyone with news of your engagement, you seem awfully depressed,” Lysander pointed out as Sebastian sauntered over, cradling three glasses and the bottle.


“Not to mention that you reek of sexy siren, and I saw you disappear toward the garden.” Sebastian waggled his blond eyebrows, and I swiped a glass from him.


“Pour,” I ordered. I needed to wash the taste of Thea out of my mouth so I could think clearly.


Sebastian bowed dutifully and did as he was told. I took a long sip of my drink, savoring its pleasant burn.


“Need something stronger?” he asked. “The Council arranged for a cortège to be available tonight. I could send for one.”


It wasn’t surprising to hear a cortège was present. With this many vampires and familiars in one place, it was a smart precaution. Not every vampire’s control grew with age. It was best to have a supply of fresh blood at the ready, and there were always humans willing to serve our appetites in exchange for help or the promise of being turned into one of us.


I shook my head. “I already fed.”


“On Thea?” Lysander guessed.


Sebastian remained silent as he dropped into a chair and downed his Scotch before pouring another.


“I only feed on Thea.” My admission was met with barely suppressed shock. I cleared my throat to explain. “It’s part of our arrangement. We don’t share each other.”


“Are you certain that’s wise?” Lysander asked carefully.


“Yeah, how are you going to feel in a couple of decades?”


I ignored Sebastian. I should have known that he wouldn’t understand, but Lysander was different. In so many ways, the two were alike, but Lysander had been in love once. Deeply in love, and it had ended poorly. Sometimes I wondered if the cockiness was an act designed to cover up an irreparably broken heart.


“I would never share Thea,” I said gruffly. “I can’t ask her to do the same.”


“You’re comparing apples to oranges,” Lysander said with a sigh, “but I understand.”


“I don’t,” Sebastian said.


“Is that why you’re upset?”


I shook my head. “No, it’s not.” I looked into Lysander’s eyes and dared to finally admit the burden weighing on my soul. The truth I’d refused to acknowledge because even thinking it killed me. “I don’t think I should marry Thea.”
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