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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.”
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