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CHAPTER ONE

Julian

“What year is it?”

I blinked as I raised my hand to shield my eyes. Daylight assaulted me through the windows, making it impossible to see. Still, a few things were apparent:

The world had not ended.

Despite this, I was awake.

And someone had opened the blinds.

There was only one soul who knew where I kept the remote control for the window shades—the only person I could trust. Someone who knew that waking me was not only stupid, but dangerous. Someone who’d seen me take off someone’s head before for doing just that.

And she’d opened the blinds, anyway.

If Celia, my assistant, had disturbed me, there had to be an excellent reason. At least, there’d better be.

Celia moved noiselessly around the room as the blinds finished rising to reveal floor-to-ceiling windows. Light sparkled on the ceiling, dancing to the rhythm of the ocean waves outside. Quiet. Peaceful. The only sound came from the crashing surf.

I was utterly alone. That was the way I preferred it. People didn’t bother me here—except for Celia, apparently. She had not only woken me up, but now she carefully skirted around my bed. She knew better than to be within reach of a vampire who hadn’t had a warm meal in several decades.

“Celia, I’m not going to bite,” I assured her.

Celia snorted and maintained her distance. “I’ve heard that one before, so I think I’ll wait until I’m sure your gentlemanly side has kicked in.”

“That could take a while.” I grimaced, rubbing the back of my neck with my palm. I wasn’t feeling very benevolent at the moment, not after my rude awakening.

“I have no doubt that’s true.” She busied herself arranging items on a silver tray.

A growl vibrated in my chest, and I gritted my teeth to contain my burgeoning annoyance. “Why am I awake?” I demanded. “And what fucking year is it?”

“I’m not talking to you until you’re less grouchy.” She didn’t bother to look up from her task. Her silvery-white hair fell over one shoulder, blocking her face from view. But I heard the grin she kept hidden. I was glad someone was having fun.

I tried a more polite approach. “What year is it, please?”

“It’s 2023, sir.” She turned toward me with a sweet smile. I knew better than to trust it. Celia could rip a man’s heart from his chest without breaking a nail. I’d watched her do it—more than once.

“Christ, I was hoping to get a few more decades in.”

Her lips pinched together, erasing the smile, but she didn’t respond. She simply shrugged her slight shoulders as though nothing was out of the ordinary. I studied her for a moment, trying to get some clues on what I’d missed while I’d been out. But she looked exactly as she had a couple dozen years ago. The scar that extended down one side of her face, a gift from a former lover a lifetime ago, remained uncovered. She’d hidden it as a mortal but now wore it proudly as a vampire. She called it proof she had survived and a warning to anyone who might wish to hurt her in the future. It was one of the reasons I trusted her. She didn’t bother to hide her past or who she was now. She owned it.

But she was keeping something from me now. I could feel it.

That didn’t bode well.

I moved to sit up and nearly ripped an IV from my forearm. I glanced at the crimson stream filtering through the tubing and sighed heavily. It was a thoughtful gesture on her part, but further proof my nap was over. I untangled myself from the blood drip as best I could and rested against my bamboo headboard while I waited for the transfusion to finish. It should take the edge off any lingering hunger, which might help my irritability over the current situation.

Somehow, I doubted it.

Now fully awake, I turned my attention to the turquoise waters lapping against the house. Not that it was a house, exactly. My private residence took up an entire island near Key West but was technically in international waters. So, unlike the Keys, the island was outside the reach of any government. It was an intentional choice, as well as my way of sending a message to everyone I knew.

Leave me the fuck alone.

I’d made the island my sanctuary. I had built my bedroom to jut out over the water, three walls surrounded by nothing but the ocean’s vast, unending blue. The rest of the island was as large as a fully functioning resort, and a dedicated group of vampires and humans—all subject to my approval—lived on the three hundred acres for most of the year, vacating only for hurricane season. It was relaxing here, a luxury I suspected I should enjoy while I could. Celia had to have a damn good reason for waking me up.

“Anything happen while I was out?” I tried to sound casual, hoping she would finally reveal something.

Celia cleared her throat. “A fair amount. I have a dossier for you of major events, the last four presidents and various heads of state, and this morning’s paper.” She must have decided I was no longer a bite risk, because she placed the silver tray heaped with papers next to me in bed. She turned to inspect the blood bag feeding into my arm. “This is almost empty. Should I get another one?”

I shook my head. The older I got, the less blood I needed after waking. Picking up the Wall Street Journal, I skimmed the headlines. My lips turned down with each bit of news. I quickly moved on to the dossier, which proved to be even more depressing. “How did that moron get elected?” I flipped the page. “Or that one?”

I dropped the papers on the bed. The eighties had been a shit circus: too much hair, too many shoulder pads, and way too much cocaine. It had suited my siblings just fine, along with plenty of other vampires. But I’d needed a break. From the parties. From my family. From everything. I’d meant it when I’d told Celia to let me desiccate in my master suite until the apocalypse was at hand.

I’m not sure why she thought I was joking about that.

I stretched my now IV-less arms over my head, then pushed free of the sheets. I preferred to sleep in the nude, which now gave me a chance to see the blood drip had already done its job. I ran my palm over my stomach. The hard slab was as stacked and defined as it had been when I’d retired. Flexing my toes, I found my quads and calves had already regained their considerable muscle mass. There was no hint that I’d been sleeping for the better part of four decades, except maybe for the lingering erection inspired by my dreams. I’d been chasing a woman. It was the only dream I remembered having. I never caught her. The result was blue balls that had lasted decades and a hard-on that was as annoying as it was painful.

If Celia noticed, she didn’t comment. She was good that way. It was another mark in her favor.

“So, about my undesirable awakening…” I dredged up my most charming smile. It hung crookedly on my lips from lack of use.

“Your mother has summoned you home,” she said, averting her gaze and pointedly ignoring the sour change to my expression. “I’ve arranged the jet, but I should—”

Before she could finish the statement—or explain what my mother needed with her eldest son—the door to my room swung open on its hinges. A familiar figure stood in the doorway, grinning wickedly and giving no sign decades had passed since we last saw each other.

Sebastian Rousseaux was my brother. Not by birth, but by blood. While I had been conceived, our parents had turned him together, each using their blood in the process. It left us as far apart physically as we were in temperament. My muscular build took after our father, a byproduct of the line of ancient warriors he descended from, but Sebastian was lean and wiry. The last time I had seen him, he had bleached, spiky hair. He’d been leaning into the punk rock scene. Sebastian had adored every depraved moment of the eighties. Humans prone to excess were easy to manipulate, and vampires—who, as it so happened, liked cocaine as much as they loved opium—found it difficult to resist.

And no one loved drugs and humans more than Sebastian.

His hair had grown longer and faded to its natural blond in the intervening years. He’d given up the earring and dog collar that had been his signature look back then but kept the motorcycle jacket. He wore it now over a black T-shirt and loose, worn Levi’s.

I observed all of this within a second of the door flying open. Sebastian might look different, but his cheekiness was fully intact, judging by the half-dressed woman leaning precariously against him.

“Good morning, brother,” Sebastian called cheerfully. “I brought you a blonde.”

The girl winked at me. Her gaze skimmed down my body appreciatively until it reached my groin and locked on like a heat-seeking missile. Her mouth rounded as she stared, eyes widening.

“I appreciate the thought,” I said drily. I tossed the sheet back over my lap to block her view of my dick. “But I’m not hungry.”

“I doubt that.”

I ignored him. “Why are you here?”

Sebastian didn’t answer.

It was never a good sign when I woke from a long sleep to find him in my house. Or any of my siblings, for that matter.

“I see you opted for a transfusion,” he said, lips turning down as Celia passed him with the spent blood bag. “But judging from that tent pole between your legs, you might need her for other matters.”

“That won’t be necessary.” But I might as well have been talking to a brick wall, because Sebastian was already murmuring to the woman.

“Tell him how much you love to go for a ride.”

“I love to ride,” she said in a dreamy voice. “Can we go for one now?”

“See? The flesh is willing.” Sebastian moved languidly into the room. He didn’t rush like most vampires his age, who saw their speed as an advantage. No, my brother had perfected the art of taking his time. When he finally reached the bed, the blonde in tow, he nudged her toward it.

She dropped onto all fours, crawling toward me, but I held up a hand.

“As touching as your welcome gift is, Celia was in the middle of telling me why the fuck I’m awake.”

“Allow me to share the good news,” Sebastian told Celia, who tipped her head in agreement. But while Sebastian’s grin remained, her lips formed a grim slash.

Anything that amused my brother and worried Celia was likely to piss me off.

“I’ll check in with the airfield to make sure we’re on track.” She hurried out.

I’d never seen my assistant so avoidant. The jet would be ready to take me to whatever private residence my mother currently occupied as soon as I summoned it, and she knew as much. Unless there had been a financial catastrophe, the Rousseaux family name still meant open doors and swiftly snipped red tape. Our family had over fifty properties spread throughout the world, the results of a real estate portfolio that stretched back several centuries. We employed private pilots, owned multiple airplanes, and could buy whatever we wanted by simply snapping our fingers. So Celia didn’t need to check with the airfield. She was putting a safe distance between us before my brother dropped a bomb.

This was going to be bad fucking news.

“What does Mother want?” I asked Sebastian as soon as Celia had left. The blond girl lay down at the foot of the bed and promptly fell asleep, looking a bit like a house cat. He must have fed her a fair bit of vampire venom before bringing her here. She was stoned out of her mind.

“Always straight to business.” Sebastian dropped into a linen chair by the bank of windows. “Not even a little interested in what I’ve been up to?”

“Drugs and women, I assume.” Probably a few men, too. Sebastian’s appetite was always open to new experiences, as was his bed.

“I had another band for a bit.” Sebastian tilted his head thoughtfully. “Mostly for the women and drugs. Then again, everyone had a band in the nineties. It was like the sixties all over again.”

“I’m sorry I missed it,” I bit out. I was not, in fact, sorry. Immortality hadn’t gifted Sebastian with musical talent. Thanks to his obsession with the art, I’d sat through a couple of failed symphonies and one horrible opera. Punk had been okay for him, since it mostly involved screaming.

“Oh, and these are big now.” He tossed a small, black, rectangular object toward me.

I caught it in my right hand and studied it for a second. When I turned it over, an image lit up along with a display of the time and neat rows of small icons. “What is it?”

“It’s a phone,” he explained.

“This is a phone?” I shook my head. “That’s what humanity has been up to?”

“Nope. It’s also a camera,” Sebastian continued, sprawling in the chair. “Oh, and the internet. Wait, fuck, was that even a thing when you took your little nap?”

It must be show-and-tell hour. I dropped the phone on the bed. It felt fragile, but I doubted it was too complicated to figure out. Later, I’d get a less narcissistic rundown of the major political, technological, and cultural events I’d missed from Celia, beyond what was in the dossier. For now, I needed to steer Sebastian’s ego in the right direction.

“So why are you here?” I asked.

His mouth curved into a feline smirk. “Mother wants to…catch up.”

“I better not be awake because Mommy had a bout of sentimentality.” Those never ended well. The last time the entire Rousseaux clan was in the same city, we’d drawn local attention. By the time we’d realized it, it was too late.

“Oh no, it is an official summons.” The smile grew wider, displaying a dazzling set of white teeth that could disarm and dismember within seconds. “I’ll give you a hint. It’s been about fifty years since the last one.”

I picked up the phone again and peered at the screen. Under the time was a date. I groaned when I read October. Fifty years. October. It was all adding up. I didn’t know why I thought I would get out of it. Nothing could stop it.

I’d gone to sleep expecting humanity to put the final nail in Earth’s coffin while I was out. They’d been heading toward total devastation at a breakneck speed back then. I couldn’t stand watching it any longer. But now that I was here, very much not dead, and facing the looming threat of the vampire social season instead, I wished they had. Armageddon would have been more fun.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “Just stake me. I’ll write you a note that says I asked you to.”

“Cheer up, brother.” His eyes glinted, which only made me further dread what he was about to say. “It’s not just any season this year. The Rites are being revived. You know what that means.”

Now I understood my brother’s smugness. It wasn’t just any social season. Not for the Rousseaux family. Not for me. The Rites changed everything. While vampires held a social season every fifty years to catch up and show off the wealth and numbers they’d accumulated since the last season, The Rites were more like an archaic mating ritual. Traditionally, they were held every couple of centuries. During The Rites, vampires dined with—and on—familiars, the descendants of once-powerful witches. Both groups came seeking matches that might produce new pureblood vampires, encourage alliances, and pad already swelling egos. It had fallen out of fashion by the twentieth century. Or so I had thought; it appeared something had changed while I was asleep. And as the eldest living Rousseaux, I was first up for offering.

“Don’t look so pleased with yourself,” I warned him. “Someday, it will be your turn.”

“I figure I’ve got a couple hundred years unless you fuck this up.”

I overlooked the barb, but ignoring the summons from our mother would be impossible. We both knew that.

“A Rousseaux answers when duty calls,” I reminded him, even as I reached for the blonde, suddenly interested in a distraction.

“Still better you than me. I’ll leave you two alone.” Sebastian stood and walked toward the open door. He stopped just short of it. “Try not to drain her. I promised her I wouldn’t kill her. See you at home.”

He closed the door behind him as she climbed onto my lap, now fully awake. I didn’t know if I was going to bite her or fuck her. Judging by the way the woman craned her head, she was ready for anything. She was pretty, in an artificial way. But there was altogether too much of, well, everything. Maybe Sebastian was still chasing the excess of the eighties, or perhaps he thought it might bridge the gap between when I had gone to sleep and the current year. Either way, I didn’t care. She was willing, and her blood was warm.

I barely processed as she sank onto me and began to moan. I had other problems to worry about, and even a pretty blonde riding my cock wasn’t enough to take my mind off them.

They had enacted The Rites. That meant the impending social season would be far worse than tedious parties and pissing contests. There were strings attached. It had been at least two hundred years since the last time The Rites had been necessary. Our older sister had been alive then, and the duty had fallen on her to attend the balls and orgies and all the general mayhem the elite of vampire society could concoct in the name of matchmaking. Now it was my fucking turn.

I, Julian Rousseaux, had to take a wife.




CHAPTER TWO

Thea

Someday I would be on time.

Today was not that day.

The sun had already set by the time I raced through the back entrance of the Herbst Theatre. I was in such a hurry that I accidentally banged into a catering cart with my cello case. I squeaked, stopping to check that I had not destroyed any of the dishes. Thankfully, the chocolate tarts still looked sinfully perfect. A familiar pair of brown eyes peeked around the three-tiered dish of pastries, and I heard a sigh.

“Sorry, Ben!” I flashed an apologetic smile to the pastry chef.

“Cutting it close, huh?” he asked as he pushed the cart safely past me.

“I think we both are,” I pointed out. Most of the Green Room should already be ready for the reception.

Ben shook his head, his wide mouth curving into a grin. “I know better than to leave chocolate unguarded for too long around you people.”

“That’s fair,” I agreed. Nearly anyone who worked in the events business long enough had perfected the skill of pilfering off catering trays and artfully rearranging them to hide the evidence. No chocolate tart was safe around this crew.

Most of the people here worked for the catering company connected to the San Francisco War Memorial and Performing Arts Center. The complex hosted the city’s ballet, symphony, and opera, as well as a veteran’s memorial. With some of the largest and most beautiful buildings in the Bay Area, the center was home to more social events than performances. Weddings and galas did more to shore up the center’s expenses than productions of Swan Lake or symphony orchestras. That’s why I was here: the string quartet needed a cellist for whatever high-profile event was next up on the docket.

I continued on to the kitchen instead of the dressing room. The only thing I needed more than an extra five minutes was a cup of coffee. It was the only way I was going to keep myself from nodding off midway through the gig. I propped my case outside the kitchen and sneaked inside, doing my best to stay out of the way. But I only got as far as the coffeemaker before I got caught.

“Don’t even think about it.” A kitchen towel smacked the counter near my hand. “I’m cutting you off.”

I froze, my hand still poised to grab the pot, as Molly, the head chef—director of catering and keeper of coffee—stepped between me and my fix. I blinked innocently as if she hadn’t caught me stealing coffee in a bustling kitchen.

“I didn’t have any yet today,” I lied.

“Try again.” Molly crossed her arms and glared. Her corkscrew curls were pulled into tight pigtails with a handkerchief tied over them to keep her hair out of the food. She always wore it that way, along with her chef’s jacket and checked pants. The handkerchief was the only thing that ever changed. Today’s was crimson paisley. “You’re practically vibrating. How much caffeine have you had?”

“Okay, I had a latte on the BART.” I paused, hoping she would move away from the machine. She didn’t budge. “And a cup before I left my apartment.” I reasoned to myself that the cup I swigged after my shift at the diner didn’t count. That had technically been last night.

“Two already, huh?” She swept one more suspicious look over me as if she was checking some invisible meter on my forehead. “You have more caffeine than water in your bloodstream. I’ll brew some decaf.”

“No! Death before decaf! Have mercy,” I begged. “I got stuck with a double last night.”

Molly sighed heavily before moving out of my way. She talked a good game, but she hadn’t won on this topic yet. I didn’t waste a second swiping the pot and pouring a mug. Breathing in its rich aroma, I felt my energy level instantly boost.

“You need to quit that waitressing job,” Molly said, turning to nitpick a platter. She rearranged the garnish and nodded her approval at the waiting server, who grabbed the tray and disappeared in the direction of the event space.

“And retire with my trust fund on my yacht?” I asked with a laugh. “Maybe tomorrow.”

Molly’s mouth compressed into a line the way it did when she was about to deliver a real truth bomb, the kind that usually consisted of practical advice backed by facts and logic. We both knew making a living as a musician was a long shot. I didn’t know how to get her to see that I loved music like she loved food. It wasn’t my fault that cellists weren’t nearly as in demand as award-winning chefs. “You can’t keep going at this pace, Thea.”

“I just have to keep paying my dues,” I reminded her. It was something I told her—and myself—a lot.

“Well, make sure you get a receipt for those dues.” Molly rolled her eyes and began arranging oysters on a silver platter of ice.

Between last night’s double, two hours of sleep, classes, and not enough coffee, I’d failed to even look at the text I’d gotten about this evening’s event.

“Is this some corporate party?” I guessed, hoping it wouldn’t be a quiet affair that ended in me falling asleep with my cello between my legs.

“Not exactly. Seems more exclusive, but Derek is being ridiculously vague. You should have seen the menu requests I got.”

“Gluten-free?” I guessed. Molly hated having restrictions placed on her art—as she put it—and distrusted people with dietary restrictions. Derek, the Director of Special Events, usually had to work some magic to soothe Molly’s ego.

She shook her head with a grimace.

I braced myself. “Vegans?”

“Worse,” she said in a lowered voice, and I stilled. I couldn’t imagine what diet would be more restrictive than vegans, unless they were some unfortunate mixture of gluten-free vegans with allergies. “They wanted to forego the catering altogether.”

Given the high demand for events, the center charged a hefty rental fee and required a catering order minimum. But I knew this wasn’t about money. Not for Molly. I gasped conspiratorially. She was the keeper of the coffee, after all. “Don’t they know you are a genius?”

“Derek told them.” She seemed relieved I felt the same, but then she shook her head. “In the end, they wanted caviar, oysters, foie gras, steak tartare, and a bunch of pastries even Ben had never heard of.”

“What uncivilized animals,” I teased as I sipped coffee. “So what’s wrong with that?”

“There’s hardly any cooking for me. Sure, Ben gets to bake, but what am I supposed to do with a practically raw food menu? I mean, if that’s what they want, why not just open a bag of chips and throw it in a bowl?”

“Clearly, they have no taste.”

“It was just weird.” Molly shook her head mournfully, missing my sarcasm. “Who has a cocktail party without appetizers?” She huffed. “At least they have expensive taste. They went from no catering bill to, like, six figures in ten minutes. Anyway, I’d brace for a very high-maintenance crowd.”

“They rarely demand much of the cellist,” I reassured her. Molly nodded, distracted by a passing tray of toasted baguette slices topped with black caviar. Meanwhile, I seized the opportunity to top off my mug before checking my watch. “I better go get ready.”

“You better hurry,” she said, adding, “and switch to decaf. You’re going to stunt your growth!”

I laughed as I picked up my cello case, watching her turn to fuss over another tray. Molly loved to warn me about the perils of too much caffeine consumption, but I doubted I had any more growth left in me at twenty-two. I was precisely a third of an inch past five feet, coffee or not. People often didn’t look past my height. Most seemed shocked that I was an adult in her final semester at Lassiter University. Their concern was annoying but well-intentioned. Plus, my height meant I could wear any shoes I pleased and never be taller than my date. Not that I had any time to date between my job at the diner, gigs, and practice. The only action I got was in my dreams. At least, when I found time to sleep.

I walked carefully out of the kitchen, afraid to knock over any catering carts in Molly’s presence. Stepping through the large oak doors that separated the workers from the party, I turned the corner and ducked into a cramped room. The support area served as a place for us hired event musicians to prep. The mismatched furniture had been shoved to one corner to give the four of us enough room to move. Usually this space was reserved for brides and filled with flowers and tulle and lace. Right now, it looked like someone had shoved a bunch of adults into a closet.

I took one last swallow and braced myself for a long night.

“I’m here!” I checked my watch to see that we weren’t due to set up in the ballroom for another five minutes. I got blank nods from Sam and Jason, who were more focused on their violins than on my arrival. Sam had retired from the symphony years ago, playing for fun and because, I suspected, he liked the attention he got from the ladies wearing a tuxedo. Between his salt-and-pepper hair and his easy smile, he fit into any crowd naturally. Jason, on the other hand, was only self-assured on stage. A head taller than Sam, he hadn’t caught up with his long limbs unless he was playing. He had graduated last year and was hoping a spot opened for a full-time seat with the orchestra soon. Since we didn’t play the same instrument, we’d avoided becoming rivals. Mostly. I couldn’t say the same for the fourth member of our ensemble. She saw every musician, regardless of their instrument, as competition.

Carmen D’Alba had staked a claim on the small dressing table and mirror, more focused on checking her appearance than her viola. She strained to inspect herself in the room’s dim lighting. She always looked more like a guest than the entertainment. Today was no exception. She wore a strapless black gown that swept the floor, and her thick black hair was up in a graceful twist. There was a raw, unapologetic sensuality to her. Her figure, soft and curving, matched her full lips, which were painted a vivid red that contrasted with her olive skin. Carmen was the second chair for the city’s symphony orchestra. I’d never had the guts to ask her why she moonlighted with our quartet for events, and she had never offered the information.

“It’s unprofessional to show up already dressed,” Carmen informed me. She stood and finally took out her instrument. Her eyes flickered over my worn, black dress with distaste as she checked its strings. “Also, didn’t you wear that on Tuesday?”

“I had an afternoon session that ran late, so I changed before I came.” I forced a bright smile, pointedly ignoring her—correct—accusation about my being a repeat outfit offender. Carmen was hard to like, but I was determined to kill her with kindness. So far, that only seemed to annoy her more. Of course, complete frustration was Carmen’s default setting. When Carmen made snide comments about my clothes, I always wondered if she thought she was doing me a favor, knocking me down a peg, or attempting her own warped view of friendship.

“You should invest in something new, especially if you’ll be auditioning for the Reeds Fellowship. I already bought my dress for my tryout,” she continued, tipping her chin importantly.

The Reeds Fellowship had been a sore subject between the two of us since we’d heard about it through the center. Some rich, anonymous donor had funded a year-long grant that paid all living expenses for a young musician. The rest of the details were sketchy. No one knew who had established the program, but the winner would provide private recitals to the donor throughout the terms of the arrangement. Considering the center was widely publicizing the fellowship, they had to be confident it was legitimate. Most of us simply thought it was an eccentric billionaire getting his rocks off. San Francisco had no shortage of those.

“You shouldn’t have,” Jason interrupted, “because I’m going to win the Reeds.”

“We’ll see.” But Carmen’s smug smile suggested exactly how likely she thought his chances were. Neither of them seemed at all concerned about me auditioning, which I tried not to take personally.

Jason and Carmen were too busy bickering with each other to notice me slip away to the relinquished mirror. I’d been too rushed to worry much about how I looked. Facing my reflection now, I groaned. The drizzle blanketing the city this afternoon had wreaked havoc on my hair, despite the careful bun I’d pinned up this morning. Considering I’d walked nearly a mile from the station with my cello in tow, it could have been worse.

The biggest problem was my hair. It had a disobedient streak made worse by rain. No matter what gels and mousses I tried, and no matter what miracles they promised, within moments, wisps of hair would escape and curl at the nape of my neck. I blew a rebellious strand out of my eyes and tucked it behind my ear. Surveying what I had to work with, I thought about letting it down. But it was slightly damp, which meant there was no telling how it would dry. Then I remembered Carmen’s polished chignon. I’d never be as put together as her, but I could try.

I only had a few minutes, and it took every one of them plus two dozen bobby pins to tame it. Pinning my hair up also made it look less coppery and more auburn. I swiped Carmen’s bottle of hairspray from the counter and applied it liberally. I dared my hair to disobey now, but I knew it would.

There wasn’t enough time to deal with anything else but a dash of lip gloss. I couldn’t help thinking Carmen might be right about my clothes, though. The long black dress I wore for performances was clean and wrinkle-free, but the color had faded to dark gray. That wasn’t a surprise, given that my mother had found it in her closet a couple of years ago. The tag was long gone, but she swore it was designer. I was pretty sure she bought it for a funeral. A fact I did my best not to think about. Death and parties, even parties I was working, weren’t a good combo.

As far as a new audition dress? I was about as likely to spring for one of those as I was to join the circus. San Francisco was one of the most expensive cities in the world, and despite my scholarships and sharing an apartment with two roommates, it was still a stretch to make rent each month.

My questionable designer dress would have to do.

“Guests are arriving. They’re ready for us,” Sam announced as he checked his phone, finally ending the argument between Jason and Carmen.

I hurried to take my cello out of its case as the others left the room. I made my way quickly down the hall into the Green Room, named for its distinctive color. I thought it looked more palladium blue than green. Maybe the gilt detail and five giant chandeliers made it look green to others. Towering urns draped with ivy and lilies perfumed the room with their heavy scent. Elegant and understated like the menu they’d demanded from Molly.

As soon as I stepped inside, I nearly ran into the group. They’d all stopped a few feet inside to stare, instruments still in hand.

“What is it?” I asked, trying to peek around them. I was too short to see over any of their shoulders.

“I think it’s a modeling convention,” Jason mumbled.

I elbowed him, and he finally moved over enough for me to see what he was talking about.

The most stunning people I’d ever seen mingled under the room’s soaring ceilings. Every person I saw far surpassed good-looking, instead bordering on gorgeous.

Every. Single. One.

There was a statuesque brunette draped in a shimmery fabric that flowed down her flawless figure like liquid gold. A handsome man with deep black skin that almost gleamed was speaking with a petite blonde in the corner. And on and on. It took considerable effort to tear my eyes away from the group. I looked up to find Jason with a dazed look on his face.

“Close your mouth. You’re drooling,” I muttered to him. Not that I could blame him. We were mortals in the presence of gods.

“It’s probably just a plastic surgery convention,” Sam said with an unimpressed shrug. “We better get to it.”

We found our music stands and chairs in a discreet corner of the room. I took my spot, forcing myself to pay attention to my cello instead of gawking at our patrons for the evening. I adjusted my posture, angling my cello just so that I’d have the best angle for my bow. Then I checked my music sheets.

Sam led us into the first piece, and I relaxed into the notes. The dull throb of anticipation I always got at the start of a performance began to fade, replaced by the music. When I was playing, the rest of the world melted away. My student loans didn’t matter. Mom’s hospital bills didn’t exist. I wasn’t caught in a rivalry with my fellow musicians. Everything was simply right. Everything was in harmony.

One melody shifted to another. I lost track of time, completely immersed in the music. My eyes closed as I played the last notes in the andante con moto from Schubert’s Death and the Maiden. I vaguely heard Sam announce we would take a twenty-minute break. I lingered in the final sad crescendo. A sense of longing always ran through me after we finished this particular selection.

When I finally emerged from my trance, the others had already left. I gradually noticed the murmur of voices around me. I took a deep breath and lowered my bow. Awareness crept over my body, skittering up the back of my neck like spider legs, and my gaze roved across the room, locking onto the most handsome face I’d ever seen.

I gasped, but it wasn’t the man’s beauty that surprised me. It was the murderous look in his piercing blue eyes.
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