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For the queens




PROLOGUE

My queen.

Past the blood that stained her gown, under her sharp weariness, I saw proof of what I’d always known. She was a queen. No longer only in my eyes but in the eyes of every magical creature in our world. She glowed as if the sun burned inside her, as though the world itself centered around her being. Her hand tightened around mine, and I could feel her magic pulsating through her skin. It was wild and free, like a storm brewing on the horizon.

Tears glistened in her eyes as she looked upon me—as she understood why I knelt before her. Her mate. Her protector. I pledged my allegiance, letting the crowd of onlookers see that I worshipped at her feet and a move against her was a move against me. I could sense the power coursing through both our veins—her light and my dark feeding off of each other—and I knew that together there was nothing we couldn’t face. The crown on Thea’s head shimmered in the light, a symbol of her power, and I felt a surge of pride.

“Long live the queen.” I allowed my voice to carry through the stone chamber.

A few creatures behind us echoed the sentiment.

“Get up,” Thea said to me through gritted teeth.

“As you wish.” I couldn’t help smirking again. I rose to my feet, still holding her hand, never wanting to let go, and faced the crowd of onlookers. They were all silent, their eyes fixed on the two of us, waiting for our next move, waiting to see how the new queen and her mate would take control. A few vampires watched with darting eyes, assessing, searching for a hint of weakness in their new queen. But Thea was far from weak, and she would prove herself.

For now, I just needed her in my arms.

My mother approached the dais, her lips curled back in feral rage. “She cannot be queen.”

A growl rumbled deep in my chest. No one would touch Thea. Not even my own blood.

“She has been chosen,” Mariana called out in response. “Anyone who doesn’t agree should leave.” I don’t think I imagined the slight look she cast at Zina, as if daring her other sister to desert her throne.

Everyone stayed in place until, at last, my mother drew a deep breath and stalked from the room. I waited for my brothers and father to follow. Each of them looked torn, and then Thea spoke to them. “Go after her. She is our family.”

It was more respect than my mother would have extended her if their situations were reversed. My father inclined his head, relief washing the tension from his shoulders. “My queen.”

My brothers followed suit. Lysander and Sebastian barely contained their snickers as they addressed her. After they were gone, Mariana cleared her throat. “There is much to discuss.” She looked between us, her features softening. “But it can wait until the morning. You should rest and allow your powers to settle.”

A small ball of light formed in her palm. It danced toward us, and she sighed with satisfaction to find her magic working. “This will take you to your new quarters.”

Thea blinked with surprise but collected herself quickly. “Thank you.”

But even as she spoke, she swayed slightly on her feet. Calling on that powerful magic had drained her. Instinct took over, and I forgot about the crown and her new status. All I cared about was attending to my mate. I swept her into my arms and carried her away, following that ball of light as it led us deeper into the court.

Thea looped her arm around my neck and nuzzled into it. “Where are we going?”

“Somewhere with a lock,” I promised her. “And a bath.” I needed to get her out of these bloody clothes. My dick twitched, registering its interest in this scheme.

I ignored it until she said, “And a bed?”

“As you wish, Your Majesty,” I promised her.

Thea stuck her tongue out, and something primal roared inside me. “That’s the idea.”

She paused, sucking in a shuddering breath, and when her eyes met mine, they were bright with need. “Stop talking and take me to bed.”




CHAPTER ONE

Thea

“This must be it.” Julian nodded to the door the ball of light had stopped in front of and reached for its knob. As soon as he did, the magical orb faded away, its purpose fulfilled.

I stared at where it had been. “A spell?”

He nodded, keeping his hand on the door. He didn’t open it, as if he, too, was struggling with the reality of what had happened.

The door was made of thick oak and stood at least ten feet high. Other than its impressive size, it was rather boring. Not what I expected from a place with thrones and magical balls of light and queens.

My stomach flipped at the thought—just thinking of queens made me feel like I was being turned inside out. The farther we got from the throne room and everything that had happened, the more out of sorts I felt.

Magic.

Magic was awake. No longer cursed. It no longer slept in our veins. I felt it. Not like I had before in those rare, stolen touches. It was changed, but how different was it? Would it be little party tricks like a floating night light, or were there bigger surprises to come? And why had I been chosen? Why would the throne choose to anoint me?

I pushed my worries aside and focused on this moment—on the male standing before me.

I coiled my arm around his neck more tightly. I didn’t want to worry about any of it now—not with my skin touching his, not after being given a second chance. But the truth was that I was growing more tired by the minute. Julian’s resurrection seemed to have invigorated him, but all of it had worn me out.

“What are you waiting for?” I purred, battling the exhaustion I refused to give into until I had my fill of him.

“It’s just…” He trailed away before shaking his head. “Never mind. It can wait.”

Before I could press him on the issue, he swung open the door and carried me inside. Based on the door’s simplicity, I wasn’t prepared for what we found. The vestibule we stood in was oversized and luxurious. Unlike the rest of the court’s brutal elegance and stone facades, these walls were plastered over. Frescoes depicted the celestial movement of the sun and moon. As we entered, the sun rose along the wall, its light falling over plants and fauna. Birds dusted the painted sky, rising in flight to midday. As the mural progressed toward the room, the sun lowered, meeting with stars as twilight fell.

The corridor opened into a room that night had swallowed entirely. The walls were painted in shades of deepest blue that faded to near black where they met the ceiling, and speckled throughout the darkness were stars that seemed to twinkle as we moved. I had no idea if it was a trick of the light created by a skilled artist or magic, but I found myself unable to speak as I took it all in.

Twin orbs hung like full moons overhead, casting the entire room in a warm glow despite the darkness. A fire had been lit in the hearth, its faint, smoky scent welcoming us. On either side of the stone mantle, deep velvet couches piled with jewel-colored pillows sat around a slab of marble. Someone had left a bottle of wine and two glasses for us on the table, like we’d been expected. For a second, I wondered if the room had been prepared for Sabine—Sabine, who had expected to ascend the throne and take the crown. Sabine, who was probably plotting revenge on me from wherever she’d found a place to claim as her own at court. I would have to deal with her. Later. For now, I focused on my surroundings.

Black sheers curtained ten-foot-tall windows, held back with a rayed sun on one side and a silver crescent on the other. Outside, the night sky sparkled on the surface of a canal. The water rippled in the moonlight, its surging dance calling out to me like a thrumming pulse.

“Is that the Rio Oscuro?”

Julian nodded as he placed me on my feet, his hand straying to my back as if he wasn’t quite ready to let me go. “The source of all magic.”

“All?” I repeated, beginning to understand. This wasn’t just another magical hotspot like in Paris or Greece. “Is that why…” But I wasn’t sure what I wanted to ask. Is it why we’re here? Tonight? Is this why the court still exists in this spot? Was it a coincidence my father waited to kidnap me until we were in Venice?

“It’s why we are alive,” he said in a thick voice. I glanced up and saw shadows clinging to his handsome face. I understood what he didn’t say: it was also why we had died in the first place. It couldn’t be coincidence that we’d been drawn here—that the Mordicum had chosen this location or that Willem had come after me here. Now I was bound to the magic flowing outside the window as surely as I was bound to my own body.

The crown on my head felt heavy. My limbs ached, as if whatever magic I’d called on earlier was leaking from my bones and trying to make its way home to the water outside. I swayed on my feet, and Julian caught me with a steadying hand.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

My stomach grumbled in response, but I swallowed as memories surfaced. They were hazy, clouded by whatever enchantment Willem had kept over me in my captivity. I could not remember the last time I’d eaten food, and what I could remember…

I nodded, adding in a whisper, “I fed this morning.”

There was a heartbeat of silence between us as Julian processed what I meant. I searched his eyes, waiting for his thoughts on that confession. Because that was what it was: a confession. I had no idea how long I’d been under Willem’s control, how long I’d been feeding on blood as he attempted to manipulate my vampire genetics.

Finally, Julian shucked off his ruined tuxedo jacket and began to roll up his sleeve.

“What are you doing?” I blurted out.

“You need to feed,” he said softly before extending his wrist. “Whatever happened out there, it’s obvious you need strength.”

I shook my head, tears welling in my eyes. “You shouldn’t… not after—”

“I feel fantastic,” he cut me off. “I feel like the Rio Oscuro itself is running in my veins.”

It wasn’t just about him, and we both knew it. “I don’t want to be a monster,” I said, and my voice cracked.

“You will never be a monster,” he seethed. “The crown wouldn’t have chosen someone who could be easily corrupted.”

His words drew attention to the crown’s weight, and I ripped it off my head before throwing it onto one of the velvet couches.

Julian picked it up and carried it to the mantel. He held it for just a moment, its stone catching the light overhead. “Thea, you wear the crown, and you decide when you want it.”

I wished it was that simple, but something told me it wasn’t. Still, I understood what he meant. “I don’t want to wear it now.”

He placed it on the mantel and moved in front of it. I knew he understood what I meant, too. I wasn’t a queen now. Not when it was just the two of us. Not after everything that had happened. There was only one thing I wanted to be—his mate—and only one place I wanted to be: in his arms.

He strode toward me, lifting his wrist, and in response, I held out my own. Neither of us spoke as we took the other’s offering. As my fangs descended and pierced his vein, a moan spilled out along with his blood.

I barely remembered my time with Willem. My memories of it seemed hidden behind a veil. But I knew that the blood I’d tasted there could never compare to the sweet taste of my mate on my tongue.

His eyes blackened entirely but stayed on me as he took one slow swallow at a time. He didn’t rush, even though I felt his need radiating from him. Maybe he was worried I wasn’t ready—that I was too weak—but after everything we’d endured, this was exactly what I needed. His body, his life, strengthening me as mine strengthened his. Magic flowed through his veins, perhaps some lingering effect of his resurrection. I tasted its spikes of spiced honey, and as his blood filled me, trickles of the light seemed to dance under my skin until I felt as full of magic as the water outside.

When Julian finally lowered my wrist, he brushed a single kiss over the wound. My eyes tracked the movement, my body remembering what it felt like to have his lips on other parts of my skin.

“Did you feed while…” I let my question trail away, but Julian’s head fell, hanging with shame, and I had my answer. I placed a soothing hand over his heart—over the bloodied patch of shirt where it had been pierced through. A shudder racked me, and I forced a tight smile. “I’m glad. I wouldn’t want you to go without.”

Something else kept his head bowed, something heavier, and I wondered what guilt he carried. And what he’d done to cause that feeling.

“There were no lines I wouldn’t cross—no lines I didn’t cross,” he clarified in a gruff voice that sent a new wave of shivers cascading down my spine. “And I will not apologize.”

“I won’t ask you to.” Someday we might face the memories of the darkness together. We’d both been forced to do things that felt wrong. But in this moment, I refused to share even a piece of him with my guilt.

“You’re a mess,” I whispered to him.

His lips quirked into a crooked grin that made my heart skip. I forgot how to breathe. “I’ve got bad news for you,” he said. “You look even worse.”

“Maybe we should do something about that.”

He didn’t say another word. Instead, he took my hand and guided me from the living room into the attached bedroom. A king-size bed with an ornately carved headboard held court in its center, covered in so many white pillows I felt like I was walking amongst clouds. Their airy comfort was in direct contrast to the ink-blue walls. There were no stars to break up that darkness. It consumed the space around me, beckoning me to drift away into that starless sea. But over the large bed, a crescent moon hung pointed up at an unnatural angle so that its two sharp points held a smattering of stars. I stared at it a moment before looking more closely at the headboard underneath. It wasn’t vines twining along the frame but rather snakes, their mouths swallowing the tails of their brethren. Only one serpent rose higher, its head extended and mouth reared, as if waiting to swallow the oddly placed moon.

“It looks like the throne,” I said to him, and he nodded.

“Your seat draws on the magic of change—transformation. It changes with the moon.”

I lifted an eyebrow. “That sounds complicated.”

“Magic always is.” He directed me past the bed into the attached bathroom. A large circular tub, big enough to fit both of us, sat in the center of the room. Its long faucet extended from the ground and arched over its edge. A drain in the corner caught my attention, and I discovered two showerheads over it. There were two sinks that seemed to be carved from moonstone on the far wall, and I guessed the other door led to a toilet.

Julian looked between the shower and the tub and back to me.

“Shower,” I said. His blood had revived me, but I didn’t trust myself not to fall asleep in that bathtub—and sleep was the last thing on my mind.

Especially as Julian began to unbutton his shirt. I let myself watch his fingers as they nimbly worked, drinking in the sight when he finally shucked it off his shoulders. The first thing I spotted was my engagement ring hanging from a chain he wore around his neck. But as he slid the shirt entirely off, my gaze followed and snagged on a mark, not unlike a tattoo, on his chest over his heart.

“What is that?” Somehow—to my horror—I already knew.

He glanced down, his forehead wrinkling as he took in the snake coiled there with a crescent moon in its mouth. “This was Ginerva’s symbol,” he told me, smirking a little. “Yours now. It seems you’ve left your mark on me.”

“The bond,” I murmured, realizing what it was. “They told me I would have to tie my life to yours. I didn’t know they meant literally.”

“You did what?” All hint of amusement was gone.

“My life—I offered it to save yours.” I bit my lip, aware of his piercing, unblinking stare. “Your life is tied to mine now. It was the only way.” I waited for him to respond, but he only stood there. “Do you mind?”

After a moment of silence that seemed to stretch on forever, his throat bobbed. His voice was awed as he answered. “Do I mind?” he repeated. “I’m honored, but I don’t want you to make that sacrifice for me. I want you to live.”

“How could I live without my heart?” I whispered. “Could you?”

Another beat of silence followed, and then he was striding toward me. When he reached me, his palms cradled my face. “I will never live another day without you,” he swore, and I knew that this wasn’t about the price I’d paid to save him. It was about what had happened before—it was why we’d found ourselves standing here now. “I am not a perfect male. I’ve made mistakes.” The smirk returned, and I sagged with relief as he added, “I might even make more.”

Might? I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help but smile.

“But I will face them with you,” he finished. “No secrets. You don’t need me to protect you from the truth.”

I took a deep breath as the full meaning of what he’d said sank in. He had kept things from me, and I’d done the same, both of us thinking we were protecting the other. Instead, we’d found ourselves ripped apart, and why? It was a risk I was unwilling to take, no matter how uncomfortable the situation we found ourselves in.

“No secrets,” I vowed, but if there were to be no secrets… “Julian, my father is a vampire.”

His gaze hardened into sapphires. “I know.”

“Then you know what I might become. What I might already be.” Terror welled inside me as I admitted the fear I’d barely corked since the moment I awakened on the throne.

“I don’t care.” He brushed a tear from my cheek with the rough pad of his thumb.

“You should. What if—” A choked sob cut me off, but he shook his head.

“I love you. I don’t care what blood runs in your veins. I don’t care about your magic or how powerful it will make you. I love you—all of you. The power and the weakness and the human and the creature. Nothing will change that.”

“What if I change?” I forced myself to ask even as my heart pounded inside me.

“If you change, I will love you more just as I do with every minute that passes,” he murmured, then paused before smiling. “Now, can I get you out of these bloody clothes?”

I nodded, tears still leaking down my cheeks. He walked to the shower and flipped on the water before turning back to me. My breath hitched as he circled me and found my gown’s zipper. He drew it down slowly—so slowly that I felt his worshipful gaze on my bare skin. Expectation rippled across me and pooled in my core until I was molten. His long fingers slipped under its straps and slid it from my shoulders to puddle at my feet.

The gown itself had been too low cut for a bra, so I stood before him in nothing but a scrap of lace masquerading as panties, stockings, and my heels. Julian knelt, his mouth brushing along the column of my spine, and hooked his thumbs around the elastic band at my waist. He took his time removing them, allowing his mouth to explore their wake. It felt as if I was being wound around again and again, each flicker of his tongue, each caress of his lips coiling me tighter until I thought I might explode under the tension.

He removed my heels and then my stockings, at last gripping my hips and urging me to face him. I closed my eyes, my entire being centered on the spots where his fingertips touched me. When his grip tightened, I felt something crackle in the air between us. I opened my eyes to find him staring at my chest—at the blood dried there. The blood I’d spilled as I’d died with him. When he finally looked up at me, his blue eyes were haunted.

He released me and reached behind his neck to undo the chain he wore. When it was off, he slid the emerald ring free and reached for my hand. Neither of us spoke as he slid it onto my finger, but I vowed silently to never take it off again. His palm flattened against mine, and he twined our fingers. Energy crackled between us, proof of the new magic we carried, but neither of us pulled away. And when Julian lowered his head to rest on the center of my rib cage, I knew he was counting my heartbeats, even as magic surged and sparked between us.

I lost track of how long we stood there, each of us cherishing the other. I never wanted it to end. When he finally moved, it was only to stand and lift me into his arms to carry me into the shower. Steam billowed around me as he lowered me to my feet and reached for the soap. He lathered it between his palms before he began to wash me. His touch was so tender, I could hardly breathe. He slowed as he reached between my breasts, his eyes narrowing on the red-tinged water.

His jaw worked for a moment before he brought his scorching gaze to meet mine. “You shouldn’t…”

“I don’t regret it,” I said fiercely, “and I would do it again.”

His answering smile was full of sorrowful understanding.

“You are my mate,” I whispered, my tears mixing with the shower.

Julian growled, a primal hunger twisting his features. In one swift move, he swept me into his arms. He didn’t bother with a towel as he carried me to the bed in the adjoining room. He laid me across it, leaving my bare legs to dangle over the edge, but he didn’t join me.

“I told you earlier that I would be the first to kneel before you and offer my allegiance, my queen.” A smile wrapped itself around his words, but I still made a face. His chuckle slid down me, making my body clench. “But you are my queen. You always have been. Now I just have to share you.”

“Will you?” I asked shyly.

“As long as I am the only one who gets to do this.” The huskiness in his voice sent a bolt of pleasure through me. It pooled between my legs as he lowered himself to the floor one knee at a time. His palms sent pulses of magic up my sensitive thighs as he pushed them apart. I stopped breathing entirely when he lowered his head between them, his hands spreading me wide open before him. One hot lash of the tongue sent me arching off the bed. He loosed another sinful chuckle as he pinned me to the mattress with one hand.

This time he took his time dragging his tongue all the way down. Lightning followed in its wake, and my hands shot out to grab hold of the sheets. I gripped them more tightly as he continued to pleasure me with long, lazy strokes. He only slowed to circle the ache pulsing at my apex. But as I climbed, climbed, climbed, each tremble of pleasure only reminded me of the hollow need inside me.

“Please,” I finally gritted out as I writhed under the palm pinning me to the bed. “I want you.”

His response was swift, and I didn’t flinch when he stood with midnight-black eyes and moved between my legs. Julian lowered his mouth to my breast and caught my nipple between my teeth. Between the insistent nibble of his teeth and the stretching sensation as he slid inside me, I groaned and gave in to my overwhelming need for him. Releasing the sheets, I sank my fingers into his chest as he finished sliding home.

“I will never get enough of this,” he said, then began to rock his hips in and out in languid, teasing thrusts. “There will only be you for the rest of my life.”

“For eternity,” I echoed our earlier vow.

He nodded. “For eternity.”

His magic rose to meet mine, and I felt them embrace—felt myself become whole again. Julian pinned his blue stare on me as he rolled his hips in undulating strokes that took me closer and closer until finally…

I was falling—falling into him.

Falling in love again and again.

And there was no hard landing, because I shattered around him, only to be carried higher by his darkness as he came with a mighty roar.

For a long time, we stayed like that, my legs hooked around his narrow waist. Our breathing gradually returned to normal, and when I found myself shivering in my sweat-slicked skin, he pushed me onto the bed, then joined me.

His arms wrapped around me, and my body molded against him. His hand drifted lower and paused on my stomach. It stayed there, his fingers splayed protectively over my flesh as if he somehow knew.

Taking a deep breath, I placed my palm over his and twisted my neck so that I could see his face. “There’s something I need to tell you.”




CHAPTER TWO

Julian

Silence roared around us as I stared into Thea’s eyes. The weight of her hand felt heavy, and I braced myself for whatever she was about to say. But she didn’t continue. Instead, her teeth sank into her lower lip, and I wondered how bad the news was if she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

“Did Willem…” It took effort to dredge up the words, but not as much effort as it took to control the sudden urge to find that monster and rip his head off. “…hurt you? Or have someone hurt you?”

Thea swallowed, her face flinching with disgust. She understood what I meant—what I was implying. She started to roll away, but I refused to release her. She relaxed and turned toward me. “No.” She shook her head. “At least, not like that.”

I felt no relief from her answer, but I didn’t want to pressure her to tell me more. Instead, I waited.

“He told me something.” Another heavy pause. She traced her finger down the mark on my chest—the symbol of her ownership. “He told me that if a siren and a vampire breed, their child…”

“I know,” I said darkly. Her eyes widened, pain flashing through them, and I explained quickly, “Sabine told me after you were taken.”

I couldn’t bring myself to tell her more of what my mother had said—about us. About our children. But the joy that had filled her face only moments ago now faded entirely.

“Then you already know.” Her lips turned down. “We can’t have children.”

Anger gripped me with icy fingers. I took a deep breath, forcing myself to remain calm. “We can have whatever we want.”

I wasn’t certain when it had changed: my vision of the future. I think it had started the moment that we met, but it wasn’t until she’d been taken that I’d realized how real that vision had begun—and what I stood to lose.

“There’s more. If Willem is my father, then I’m not just a siren.”

“I know.” I’d pieced that together when she’d told me what had happened earlier.

“Does it matter to you?” she asked softly.

“Does it matter?” I repeated, blinking at her. My arms tightened their hold on her. “No. You’re my mate. I love you for who you are, and nothing will change that.”

“He told me that’s why there are no sirens, that we were hunted, and if that’s true, our children…” She sighed, shifting her head on the pillow. “We’re talking about this like we have kids.”

“We’re talking about our future. I won’t apologize for that.” But something new weighed on my mind after what she’d said. “We have a bigger problem to deal with.”

She lifted her brow, her eyes distant and preoccupied, and I wondered if she realized what I just had. I felt for her through that new bond we shared, the one linking my life with hers, but I couldn’t sense what she was feeling.

“The vampires hunted the sirens,” I said through gritted teeth. “If they know what you are…”

I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I didn’t even want to think it, but I couldn’t ignore it. Not without risking everything we’d fought for. If the vampires—if my kind—knew what she was…

They would come for her.

If they didn’t know already, if they hadn’t guessed that the crown had found a powerful new magic and chosen her, if they hadn’t already guessed she was a siren, how long would it take before they realized? She was safe at court.

For now.

“You think they’ll come for me?” She blinked, reaching for her head like she felt the weight of that absent crown. “They wouldn’t come after me because…”

I waited for her to say it, but she remained silent. Confusion and fear twisted on her face, the last vestiges of that powerful ruler falling away to reveal what she would only show me: her vulnerability.

Because I’m a queen.

She didn’t speak, but I heard the words spoken in my own mind. A whisper down this new bond we shared. A smile cracked my mouth. “Yes, you are.”

Thea froze as she registered what had happened. “Wait, you heard my thoughts?”

“I did.” I tugged her closer, and she melted against me, her softness curling around my hard body. Her hands flattened against my back, desperate to leave no space between us.

Smoke and cinnamon laced with night-blooming flowers. She shuddered in my arms and pressed closer. Like us. Like home.

I searched her eyes for how she felt about this new development. Nuzzling into her hair, I breathed her in and planted a kiss before I said, “You smell pretty good, too.”

“So you can hear all of my thoughts?” she squeaked. “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

“Because you no longer have the advantage?” I teased, brushing another kiss to her forehead. “I didn’t hear them before. I think I have to be…attuned to you.”

“Attuned?”

“Right now, you’re the only thought I have, and I think it’s opened whatever bridge there is between us. Earlier, there were so many people to distract me, but now…”

“I’m just worried that I’m going to think something stupid or cruel or that I will upset you,” she said in a small voice.

“I get that,” I said. How many times had I worried the same thing when her powers had first manifested? But unlike me, my mate didn’t have a cruel bone in her body. “We’ll figure it out. And selfishly, I like being able to hear you. I want to know you, all of you.” I snaked a hand up her back and wove it through her hair, tugging it so I could see her face. “I don’t just want to hear what you are thinking. I need to hear you,” I murmured, tracing her jawline with my lips. “I’ve missed you.”

She heated beneath me, sending another scent surging. Sweet and ripe and tempting—a scent that belonged only to her. Her head craned, stretching her neck to reveal two crescent-shaped scars. An offering.

“That’s right…” I swallowed, the words thick with need, and angled my mouth to those scars. “You have missed me.”

“Of course I missed you,” she whimpered as my fang scraped her skin. “I need you, too.”

“You need me…” I shook my head, allowing another slight scrape, enough to draw a single bead of blood, and she moaned. “You are a queen. You need no one.”

I need you.

“I need you, Julian,” she said as if she needed this to be clear. She needed me to hear it. “You are my king.”

“I’m not sure your new sisters will like that.” I chuckled, even as my heart strained. There were things she needed to understand about court, things I needed to warn her about. “I’m not sure being a queen is enough to protect you. There are vampires that don’t respect the authority of Le Regine.”

She shook her head. Her hands roved over my skin, seeking a distraction. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

As much as I wanted to stay in bed with her forever and ignore the reality of our situation, we couldn’t. “My love.”

She turned her face, displaying her slender neck again, and sent a single command through our bond.

Bite me.

The demand sent blood rocketing to my groin, and I groaned. She wasn’t playing fair. It did the trick. My concerns vanished entirely as she wrapped a leg around my hip and pressed her soft flesh against my erection. An invitation. Not long ago, I’d lived with the fear of never seeing her again.

The world could fucking wait.

My vision darkened, and I lifted black eyes to her. She’d given me an invitation, but I offered her a warning. It had been so long. I craved her. I needed her in ways that might make me feel ashamed later. Ways that might scare her. Ways that scared me. Her fingers sank into my shoulders, urging me closer to those scars, to the veins that pulsed under her fair skin.

All of you.

Danger. The queens. Nothing mattered if we were together.

I lowered my head and kissed those sensitive marks. Thea’s breath hitched.

My fangs pierced her skin as I slid inside her, deeper and deeper until I filled her entirely.

Her legs circled my waist as I drew out her pleasure with slow thrusts. Her blood spilled on my tongue was made sweeter by her keening moan.

You belong to me. I want you, my love. I want you as you were meant to be, mine for all eternity. I sent the thoughts between us as I fed.

She cried out, trembling and clinging to me as I plunged in and out.

Her palm found the mark on my chest, and I felt that spark of magic that belonged only to us. Our bodies had changed when we mated, but now I felt that bond even more deeply. We were one, our lives as twined together as our bodies.

I lifted my mouth to capture hers, letting her taste the blood and venom mingling on my tongue.

Her fingers splayed over my tattooed heart as I drove us toward that eternity. With every thrust, my lips found hers, erasing all the fear and pain we’d felt with each kiss. I was hers. I would always be hers. I didn’t need words to tell her that. I didn’t need my voice to speak to her heart. And as we reached the precipice, I knew she was mine, too.

On the verge, I sank my fangs into her neck once more, and she pressed her hips to meet me. “Take it,” she whispered, willing me to wring the last bit of pleasure from us both.

I felt her release build, her body loose and tight as she surrendered. It hummed between us, vibrating in our veins. I had never felt anything like this, not even in her arms. In death, the last bits of her left unchanged had transformed.

My fangs retracted, and I lapped at the pricked wounds to help seal the skin.

She went limp in my arms, but I didn’t let her go.

“I will burn down the world before I ever let anyone take you from me again.” I buried my face in her hair as I made the vow.

There was a battle ahead of us. I knew she needed to think, to breathe. Just like I did. Our hearts raced together. The blood I had taken from her wasn’t enough, and I wondered what would be enough to help soothe the trauma of our separation.

“I won’t let anyone hurt you,” I said, drawing back to stare into her eyes. I traced the changed lines of her face, now more beautiful than ever. More precious.

Had death transformed me in her eyes?

I needed to see her, touch her, prove to myself that she was real.

But we also needed to be practical.

“How can you promise that?” she asked, snuggling deep into my arms.

“Because I’m bigger, stronger, faster, and more vicious than any vampire who doesn’t respect my queen.” I forced a grin, knowing she could see through it.

“I told you that we’re equals,” she reminded me. “Whatever happens, we’re ride or die.”

I inclined my head. “Even as equals, it is my pleasure to serve you and to set an example. I will kneel before you at court. They will all kneel before you.”

“And with the court behind us—with its magic—no one will dare touch us.” I felt our magic thrumming inside me now, rising and ebbing with each breath I took. “Or our family,” she added softly.

I snarled in approval.

No one will hurt us or our friends and family—even the family yet to be born.

I nodded in agreement with her unspoken words, a hand slipping between us protectively to the spot where our children would one day grow.

“But, Thea, we need to be prepared,” I began.

“We are safe now.”

“Are you sure?” Maybe her abduction fueled my fear. Maybe I just needed to hear her say yes.

And as if fate itself had decided to answer, a loud banging sounded through the room, followed by a demand we heard all the way in the bedroom.

“Open this fucking door right now!”




CHAPTER THREE

Jacqueline

Willem hadn’t taken a normal residence. He’d moved into a fortress.

The locator spell the local familiar cast had worked. I’d taken a small motor boat from the Rio and allowed the spell to lead me out of Venice proper into the open water around it, then finally to a small island that sat only a few thousand feet from the city. I docked the boat on a small pier and climbed out to the craggy shoreline. The island itself was clearly shrouded in some ancient spell to keep it from view, but the magic we’d used had allowed me to see beyond. It was no wonder we hadn’t been able to track Willem in the city. I had no doubt he’d been here all along, right under our noses. Fog hung like smoke on the water surrounding me, and I stared at the stone towering before me, my stomach beginning to churn. I’d promised I would find Thea tonight. I’d sworn I would bring her home to Julian. But I wasn’t sure I was up to scaling some medieval castle to do it—especially not in these shoes.

“Excuses,” I muttered to myself, kicking one heel off.

“You aren’t actually going to do what I think you’re going to do,” Camila said from behind me.

I whipped around, my hair flying across my face, to see her step from the shadows.

“How?” I hadn’t seen or heard her following me in the darkness.

“I followed you.” She shrugged and stepped next to me, her body achingly close.

“I gathered that.” I rolled my eyes. “Why didn’t I hear you?”

“I have tricks of my own.”

Ones she wasn’t going to tell me. Maybe she would if I asked, but after earlier, there was no way I was asking Camila anything. The kiss had been a moment of insanity. So had been admitting that I still loved her. Was that why she was here now? Had she followed me to push things? To mock me for that stolen kiss?

“I don’t have time for your bullshit,” I informed her coolly. “I need to worry about Thea.”

“I’m not here to be in the way.” She spoke with unexpected softness, sounding more like the woman I’d known when we were younger, before everything happened. But I didn’t trust that softness—kiss or not.

“You thought you’d tag along and watch?” I kicked off my other shoe.

“I’m not completely without skills,” she hissed. But she hung back as I surveyed the stone cliffs, looking for a way up. After a few seconds, she sighed. “Seriously, stop.”

I turned on her, frustration rising inside me like the fog on the water. “Do you have a better suggestion?”

She gave me that poison-laced smile, and I tried to ignore the slight tremble I felt.

“How about we go in through the front door?”

I narrowed my gaze, debating the merits of throwing her into the frigid water and letting her swim back to Venice. “Do you have a key?”

It wouldn’t help much, since there was no door, just unbroken walls of stone.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that.” She sauntered past me. “I didn’t keep anything from you. I just know Willem. There’s a door here somewhere. We only have to see it.”

“And then? We still need a key.”

“You forget one thing.” She began pacing the length of the rocky shoreline, checking for some unseen entrance. “I’m still his wife, and he doesn’t know I’m not dead.”

“So you can theoretically waltz right in?”

“I’m hoping.”

I stood back and crossed my arms. I was about to tell her that I would believe it when I saw it when she straightened and placed her hands on a stone. The wall shimmered, and then, as if a curtain had lifted, there was a door. Camila placed a hand on the knob, and it opened.

“I told you I had skills,” she said haughtily.

I bit back a retort as I followed her inside.

The inside was as welcoming as the outside, which was to say not much. We found ourselves in a corridor lined with torches that cast dancing shadows on the dreary stone walls. The musty smell of decay bloomed in my nostrils, and I fought the urge to gag. Something else lingered in the air—a scent I recognized. Death. Not the coppery tang of freshly spilled blood but old death that reeked of decay and wormwood. I kept my eyes on the worn carpet that ran the length of the corridor, trying not to wonder whether the woman next to me smelled it, too. If this was what the home she’d shared with him had been like: a cold and desolate grave with towers and walls, a living tomb.

“Okay, since you’re the expert, where do we start?”

“That depends on what he wants with her.” Her mouth pressed into a line that told me it was as ominous as it sounded.

“Split up or stay together?” I asked, and for a second, I could have sworn she blushed.

“Together. It’s safer that way.”

I wanted to ask for which one of us, but I didn’t. We started down the hallway, walking on tiptoes. “Why did you really come?” I asked.

“Why is it so hard to believe that I want to find my brother’s mate?” she asked.

“Because you resent her.”

“I don’t resent her.” Her words were hot, laced with an edge of fire that told me she might be lying to herself. “I resent that everyone wants to help her.”

“If you want help, you should ask for it.”

“No one will help me. That’s clear enough.”

She was angry because she felt alone? “What? What is it? What do you want?” I demanded.

Her eyes skimmed my face for what felt like an eternity, and I knew she was making a decision.

“If you don’t trust me, fine.” I threw my hands up and continued down the hall.

But she caught up with me and grabbed my hand. I opened my mouth to tell her to back the hell off, but something in the way she looked at me stopped me. “I feel the same way,” she whispered. “Like I wish I could hate you. Like it would be easier.”

I was not doing this now, not while we stood in her psycho-husband’s home. Not while Thea was still missing. “We can argue later.”

“Jacqueline.” She sighed. “I know I can trust you. I think you’re the only person I trust, but it’s hard for me after…after everything.”

“I would have been there for you,” I said a bit too harshly.

“I was tethered,” she protested.

My heart broke even more. “After the tether was broken, you could have come to me.”

“I know.” To her credit, there was infinite sadness in those two words. “I wish I could have come to you, but there was something else I had to do.”

“Join an insane vampire rebellion? Get revenge?” I asked coldly.

“No. Those were means to an end.” Her eyes met mine, and I nearly stumbled when I saw how they burned. “I think… No, I know that I was lied to about the night I died. Jacqueline, I think my children are still alive, and I think my family is hiding them.”

“From who?” Dread sluiced like cold canal water through me. “Why?”

“I don’t know why.” She shook her head. “But they’re hiding them from…me.”




CHAPTER FOUR

Lysander

There was no whisky to be found in the court. After tonight, I didn’t want the wine the Italian vampires loved so much. I needed something stronger, something that would burn away the memories of my brother and his mate lying bloody and broken on the ground. Even now, knowing they were alive, there was a slight tremor in my hand as I took a begrudging sip of rosé.

I nearly gagged on it.

But there was something else preoccupying me, too. Or rather, someone else. I took another sip as Sebastian joined me.

“What are you drinking?” He grinned at the face I made.

“Fucking rosé,” I grumbled.

“Care for something stronger?” He reached behind him and pulled a small bottle of whisky from the waistband of his pants.

“What will you drink?” I asked drily. He laughed and tossed it to me, and I decided to not ask him why he was carrying around Scotch in his pants.

“Take it.” He swiped the open bottle of wine. “I happen to like fucking rosé.”

“You like everything. And everyone.”

He smirked, his gaze scanning the empty lounge tucked in a hidden corner of the court. It was a little better than a hotel lobby. Bland but expensive furnishings meant for guests. It had none of the comforts of the quarters we’d been given by the queens upon our arrival.

A few lamps with burgundy fabric shades cast the room in muted hues of red. In the dim light, it was easy to mistake the antique tables and chairs for the real thing. But I was an archeologist, and I could spot reproductions. Gold wall coverings brightened the room a little, although the whole lounge had the feel of a chintzy hotel.

But it had one important feature that my bedroom didn’t.

A bar.

More importantly, a bar that my mother didn’t seem to know existed.

“Has she finished her rampage yet?” I asked him, my mouth pinching as I recalled her actually throwing a vampire twice her size into a wall for calling her Ma’am.

Another snort. “No.”

“She’s going to get us kicked out.” I sighed. Sabine was accustomed to getting her way—to being the matriarch—and Thea had just claimed the throne meant for her.

“So?” My brother shrugged and took a swig. “This place sucks, and not in a good way. I need an orgy.”

I ignored him. Sebastian always needed an orgy. “You would think she’d be happier her son was breathing again.”

“I think the fact that Thea is breathing is her issue.”

He might be right, and it left a bad taste in my mouth. I liked Thea, but it was more than that. I just didn’t quite understand it. I felt like I had an itch deep inside me, too far down to scratch but impossible to ignore.

A pair of full lips floated to mind, along with her face, scarred but breathtaking. Something tightened in my chest before descending toward my groin. Aurelia.

Why couldn’t I shake her?

She was just a mortal, a familiar maybe. That seemed likely, given her inside knowledge of the court, but still a mortal. The scar was proof.

There was something about her, though—something that seemed intent on commanding my every thought. It had been a long day. A long week, if I was being honest. Perhaps it was just a need to escape, but I couldn’t help imagining what curves hid behind the cloak Aurelia wore—or how good it would feel to bury myself inside her and watch those full lips part as I…

I shook my head to clear it. I barely knew her, but here I was thinking about claiming her. I couldn’t tell if it was because of the strange pull she had on me the moment we met or because I needed a distraction.

It was simply lust—a temporary, albeit annoying, distraction. I’d gone without sex for years at a time when I was focused on work. There was always a willing female waiting when I wanted it. Either way, something told me that Aurelia was more than I might want to take on, especially if she worked for Le Regine.

But no matter how I rationalized it, I wondered where she was and what she was up to. She’d disappeared in the chaos following the resurrection. I’d wanted to ask her how she’d known what to do, what she knew about the prophecy tonight. I’d wanted to grab her and—

“Something on your mind?” Sebastian interrupted my wandering thoughts.

I blinked the fantasy away and frowned.

“Nothing.” I had four brothers, and if I was going to ask one of them for advice regarding a female, Sebastian would be last on that list. “Maybe we should hunt down our mother before she burns the place down.”

His lip curled with distaste. “Do we have to?”

“Don’t worry about your mother,” a deep voice interrupted.

I turned to find our father. He looked exhausted, as if his thousands of years had caught up with him in just one night.

“She’s under control.” He grimly eyed the bottle of wine in Sebastian’s hand. Then he turned his attention to the nearly empty whisky in my hand.

I passed the rest to him.

“Thanks.” He downed the remaining Scotch.

I lowered my voice. “What should we do now?”

We’d been called to Venice for two reasons: to assist in Thea’s rescue and to attend our mother’s coronation. I suspected Sabine cared more about the latter. Now that neither reason still existed, I wondered if it was time to leave.

So why did I feel the urge to stay?

“Keep a low profile.” Dominic rubbed his temples. “Keep our eyes open. Something feels off.”

“You mean earthquakes and lightning strikes and raising people from the dead isn’t normal?” Sebastian smirked. To his credit, it looked a little forced. Maybe he was more rattled than he was letting on.

“We came to secure the Rio Oscuro and rescue Thea,” I reminded him, doing my best to ignore the pull I felt to this place. “It might be better if we don’t hang around.”

“We tend to get in trouble,” Sebastian agreed.

“Then be on your best behavior, boys.” Dominic’s throat slid, his eyes scanning the room like someone might be watching. “Every vampire faction is in this city. I think it’s best if we stay.”

“Sticking around when my enemies are in town is how I got kicked out of Glasgow,” Sebastian said, “and I’m still not allowed in most of Scotland. And I liked Scotland.”

None of us were allowed in Scotland. Not unless we wanted to start a war with the werewolves.

“Why don’t you find your brother?” our father suggested to him.

Sebastian hitched a finger at me. “I already did.”

“Your other brother.”

“Which one?” he asked, feigning innocence.

“Any of them,” Dominic said through gritted teeth.

Sebastian’s eyes narrowed, but he shoved a hand through his shaggy blond hair. Instead of arguing, he leaned over the bar and swiped another bottle of rosé.

“I’m sure somebody in this city is up for a good time,” he grumbled.

Dominic shook his head. “Not too good of a time.”

Neither of us spoke until Sebastian was gone.

“Was there a reason you dismissed him?” I asked. “Other than the fact he’s annoying?”

He sighed and nodded once. “Rumors are swirling.”

“Two creatures came back from the dead.” I lifted a brow. “That’s not surprising.”

“It’s not just that. Magic has awoken.”

“You believe that?” I asked. My mouth felt dry, and I wished I’d kept the whisky. I felt it, but somehow I still couldn’t come to grips with what had happened. “Seriously?”

His lips pressed into a thin line that told me he was serious. Deadly serious.

“I never thought…”

“None of us did. Not after all this time.” Before tonight, I’d never seen my father look shaken. He’d been shaken twice in the last few hours.

“What do you think it means?” I asked.

“That Thea is more powerful than we realized, and if she is, she will be a target. We have to—”

The doors to the room flew open, cutting us off mid-sentence.

When I turned, I froze.

Aurelia had removed her cloak and traded whatever party dress she’d worn under it for a pair of leather pants and a thick black sweater. Her black hair—which had been hidden under her hood before—was plaited into a thick braid that hung over one shoulder, but the full lips that preoccupied me were turned down.

“One of you needs to get Sabine under control,” she demanded.

“Here we go,” I muttered.

She shot me a sharp look.

“She just beheaded one of our new guards. You have no idea how hard it is to find good help these days.”

My father sighed, tossing a long-suffering look my way. “I’ll go.”

“Thank you,” Aurelia said pointedly. The man was a saint as far as I was concerned.

Aurelia swiveled to me when he was out of sight. “Can he rein her in alone?”

“My father can handle Sabine,” I said, the words harsher than I intended as I grappled with the magnetic energy she radiated. One only I seemed to feel. Maybe because she was the first person in hundreds of years who’d quoted a random ancient text to me. That was my area of expertise. Few modern vampires bothered with studying the old texts. But as I scanned her body, I knew it was more than that.

Her gray gaze probed me with a curiosity that mirrored my own, and when it met mine, her eyes widened as if she felt the same insistent tug.

She opened her mouth, her breath catching slightly as if she’d forgotten what she was about to say. I zeroed in on those lips, wondering what she would do if I leaned in, if I kissed her. Then I realized it didn’t matter. I couldn’t stop myself.

I got one step before that curiosity curdled into disdain. “Do you always let someone else do your dirty work?”

She might as well have slapped me in the face. I stopped, scowling. “Let me be clear, princess,” I said, a growl lacing my words. “I’ve never been afraid to get my hands dirty.”

She rolled her eyes, but her cheeks colored slightly. I was getting under her skin. Good.

“Maybe I should show you just how dirty—”

“Enough,” she cut me off.

She snapped her fingers, and an icy numbness shot up my throat. I opened my mouth to speak and found I couldn’t. What the hell kind of magic was this?

And with a smile, Aurelia turned and left me there—utterly, literally fucking speechless.




CHAPTER FIVE

Julian

Thea bolted up, drawing a sheet hastily over her nude body. It clung to her curves, her body still sticky with sweat from our lovemaking. I sprang out of bed, looking over my shoulder at her. “Wait here.”

It was more of a request than an order. I was well aware that my mate would do whatever the fuck she wanted, and when her eyes narrowed, I tacked on a weary, “Please.”

Maybe some manners would slow her down, but I doubted it.

I didn’t bother grabbing my ruined clothes. I knew exactly who was screaming outside my door, and if my mother was this pissed off, she’d have it off its hinges in the next ten seconds. There had to be wards—old incantations and spells—guarding the quarters, likely strengthened by magic’s awakening. My own magic throbbed in my hands, aching to be released.

If that were the case, Sabine’s magic was stronger, too, and my mom was an old vampire. Ancient. Not that I would ever dare tell her that. That was a surefire way to wind up pinned to the wall and asking for forgiveness.

That was before, though. Things were different now. I was different. My mate was different. There were so many changes at once, but I knew somehow that nothing would be the same after this night, especially with my family.

My mother’s fist rattled the door’s hinges with the strength of a battering ram. I swung it open a second later and narrowly avoided catching the next knock in my chest.

Her hand froze mid-air, her lip curling as she took in her naked son standing before her. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

She was in her gown from earlier, but now it was covered in blood. Every strand of her hair was freed from the careful, polished style she’d started the evening with. Dried blood caked her hands and was splattered across her face. Its scent was thick and coppery on the air, almost sweet, and definitely not human. If she’d gone on a killing spree in the court, there would be a mess to clean up. But if she’d come here planning to harm her new queen, I’d be adding her name to the list of bodies to bury.

“We were just working on grandchildren, so you tell me.” I leaned against the doorframe. I knew better than to bait her, but I couldn’t help myself. Not because I particularly liked her brand of homicidal maternity, but because I needed to wear her down.

I’d always suspected my mother hid whatever lingering powers she’d once had before the curse that had stunted true magic. If they had awoken, it was the last thing I needed to deal with tonight. I felt strong, maybe stronger than I’d ever felt in my previous lifetime, but Thea had drained herself by resurrecting me, and through the new bond we shared, I sensed she remained depleted.

My mother’s soft snarl raised my hackles, and I allowed instinct to take over. My eyes blackened, my fangs extended once more, and I shifted to fill the doorway. But she didn’t make a move. Instead, she simply stared.

Stared at the magical tattoo on my chest—at the symbol that now represented Thea’s power. Her reign.

My queen.

“What have you done?” she murmured.

“There was a price.” Thea’s voice was soft but strong behind me.

Sabine tried to look past me, but I remained like a wall between her and my mate. “What price?”

“His life is bound to mine.” I heard her padding toward me, heard the gentle slap of her bare feet on the marble, but I still didn’t move. I felt her behind me and heard the steady beat of her heart as she said, “It’s okay.”

There was no tether locking me into place now—no primal, undeniable instinct to protect and defend. I could move to the side. I knew that. But I found it difficult to do so. She’d been taken from me. She had died.

I hadn’t been there to save her, and I wouldn’t make the same mistake.

I growled.

For my mate.

For my queen.

Thea rested a hand on my shoulder, her magic seeping through her skin into mine. Golden and warm. Familiar but new. A song I’d heard a thousand times played with a new instrument. My own roared inside me as it rose to meet hers. It wasn’t like the tether that had been forged between us when I’d claimed her virginity. There was no demand. No push and pull. It was comforting. It was a circle completed. Our new connection was forged in choice and bound by our lives. Our souls had merged when we mated, but now I felt it more deeply. We were one—a single life contained in two bodies.

So when I felt her magic, I felt the last of the wildness fade, and I took a step back.

Taking Thea’s hand, I drew her around me to stand beside me. She was wrapped in a sheet—fragile and vulnerable—but I knew that was an illusion. She was strong. She had proven that tonight.

I had to trust her. I had to trust us.

I alone couldn’t keep her safe. We would keep her safe—me, her, and the bond we’d forged between us when she gave her life for mine. We were Thea’s guard. We would protect her with our body and with our wits.

But for now, I watched my mother warily. My life was tied to Thea’s—whatever fate either of us suffered, the other would, too.

While Thea mastered her new magic, I would be her shield. I would face the threats and fight, even if it meant taking on
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