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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.
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