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Book Description




  After yet another series of setbacks for the billionaire vampire Dorian Thorne's alliance, Cora Shaw struggles to regroup.  She has school to attend and the wedding with Dorian to arrange—not just any wedding but a union that is to symbolize the friendship between humans and vampires.  But even as she tries to balance these parts of her life, her relationship with the deadly Dorian enters more treacherous ground, and a blow to the alliance threatens all their gains.
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Chapter One




  “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I babbled, clinging to Dorian’s chest, my feet barely managing to stay under my body as he hustled me through the maze of white corridors.




  Lucretia was gone. The only leverage we’d had. And it was all my fault.




  I blinked again and again, but the image was burning into my brain—the blood, all the blood, and the terrible wound in her neck that she had made....




  “She was dying anyway,” Dorian said. We reached the stairs, and I stumbled up two before he bent to lift me into his arms.




  “Cosimo was going to come. He’d come to save her and his baby. You said so,” I said. Oh, God, her baby. Lucretia had been pregnant, and when she’d killed herself, the baby had died with her. My arms tightened convulsively around Dorian’s neck.




  “I could have been wrong.”




  But I knew he wasn’t. He was just trying to comfort me, however unsuccessfully. We were in the ballroom now, and Dorian crossed it without pausing, then pushed open the door to the music listening room and flipped on the light.




  He set me down on a sofa, and I just sat there, shaking. It was only when he raised his hand to my cheek and I felt the tears smear across his fingers that I realized that I was crying.




  “Why would she do that?” I demanded. “Is Cosimo dead, too? Did she kill herself like Hattie?”




  “No. I am quite certain that Cosimo isn’t dead,” Dorian said.




  “Then it’s because of me. Because I figured out that she was pregnant. Isn’t it? First I found out her secret, and then I gave her a way to kill herself—” I swallowed back a sob.




  “She was already dead,” Dorian said. “If she’d kept her secret, she would have died with no one the wiser.”




  “But she didn’t. I found it out. And it was going to all work out. I’d save her, I’d save her baby, and Cosimo would be put away where he couldn’t hurt anyone ever again.”




  “I never would have permitted them to raise their own child,” Dorian said. “And they never would have been free again. Too dangerous. Lucretia didn’t want to live like that. She didn’t want Cosimo to live like that.”




  “I let her have the phone.” How well I knew that her sterile suite hadn’t offered anything that would allow for self-harm.




  “You did,” he said simply. “It was an accident, but you know that already, and my reminding you won’t make you feel any better.”




  I squeezed my eyes shut, curling against him. Everything that I’d tried to do had gone wrong. Ice skating triggered an attack. The cell cultures got contaminated. Jean and Hattie—somehow, that was probably my fault, too. And now the one thing of value that I had clearly contributed that no one else could, that was gone, too, destroyed.




  I hated myself for that thought and that self-pity because Lucretia was dead and her child was dead. That was what I should care about, no matter how much she had hated me. To think about the other things, even my own failure to help Dorian—those were the kinds of thoughts that she might have, to consider lives nothing more than pawns.




  Those were the kinds of thoughts that could make me lose my humanity. I’d turn into someone like Dorian, who thought that the fact that she was already dying made her suicide less horrible. My head throbbed.




  “Cosimo would have saved her,” I said again.




  “You weren’t doing her any favors. She didn’t want to be saved,” Dorian said. “It was an accident. You must forgive yourself for this.”




  “How can I?” I said. “I screwed up. She’s dead. They’re dead.”




  He sat next to me, drawing my body against his. “I’ve already forgiven you.”




  I laughed bitterly. “What does that even mean? You have to, don’t you? No matter what I do.”




  “I must love you because of the bond, Cora. It’s true,” he said. “But I love you twice, then, because I also love you for what is in here.”




  He touched my chest just above my left breast.




  Dorian continued, “And it’s that love that forgives, not the other. It’s that love that understands your good intentions and your mistakes. You fell for a trick because of your own compassion. There are far worse things that you might have done.”




  “I’m so sorry,” I repeated. “So, so sorry. Please have Jenkins take me home. Back to school,” I said. Away from here suddenly seemed like the safest place to be. Everything I touched in Dorian’s world led to disaster, so the best thing for everyone would be for me to get away from it.




  “I’ll take you,” he offered.




  I shook my head. “People are shooting at vampires now. I want you to stay here, where you’re safe. And I’ll go back to my apartment, where I can’t mess up anything else.”




  “All of this isn’t your fault, Cora,” he said.




  “I’m afraid that it’s even more my fault than I think it is, not less,” I said. “I suspect I can only see half the consequences of everything I do. I feel like the butterfly that makes the storm by flapping its wings. Except in my case, it turns out to be Hurricane Katrina.”




  “Hush,” he said, holding me against his chest. “It’ll be all right.”




  But I knew that it never would be, at least not for Lucretia or her child.




  ***




  Leaving my last bodyguard at the door, I walked into my campus apartment and hung up my coat on the hooks behind the door. I felt more drained and exhausted than I had since I’d been healed by Dorian and turned into his cognate two months before.




  My whole life was a disaster, I decided. I’d destroyed everything that I’d touched. My mother and father had died at my birth. I’d worked my grandmother to an early grave. I’d even failed at keeping myself alive by getting terminal cancer, and only the intervention of a vampire had saved me. There really wasn’t a bigger failure than that, or if there was, I didn’t want to know about it.




  And I’d ruined this new life, too. My conversion had started the tumult that had led to Hattie’s and Jean’s deaths. Then I’d screwed up the lab somehow—it couldn’t be coincidence that it was what I was working on that had caused the contamination, setting back Dorian’s research by a week. And now Lucretia was dead because of me, too.




  Everything, absolutely everything I came into contact with went horribly wrong.




  “Cora? Is that you?” Lisette’s voice came from the living room.




  I suppressed a groan. I loved Lisette like the sister I’d never had, but right now, I was afraid that my curse would spread to her, too.




  “Yeah, it’s me,” I said. “I’ve had a rough weekend. I think I’m just going to go to bed.”




  “You should join us!” she called out.




  Us. Oh, damn.




  “You and Christine and Chelsea?” I called out without much hope.




  “Oh, no! Clarissa and me.”




  I scrubbed my face with my hands. Right. I’d left my best friend alone with a sociopathic vampire all weekend, who just happened to be my fiancé’s daughter. My curse had already done its work.




  “Oh, I’ll join you, all right,” I said darkly.




  I walked down the narrow hall and into the living room to see Clarissa sitting on one of the standard-issue dorm chairs. She was wearing Lisette’s fluffy bathrobe, her hair in some sort of curl wrap and her feet on Lisette’s lap while Lisette enthusiastically massaged one of the agnate’s insteps.




  “We’re playing makeover,” Lisette said, smiling cheerfully. “Clarissa is so much fun. You should have introduced me to her before! I had no idea she’d been in our classes all these years. How could I have missed her?”




  “How, indeed?” I asked, giving Clarissa my best dirty look.




  Clarissa was, of course, unrepentant. “It was her idea.”




  “Like I was telling her, Chanel and Dior are classics, but for heaven’s sake, she’s twenty-two!” Lisette exclaimed. “She should be dressing more her age.”




  “I would like to see that,” I said to the centuries-old agnate, looking at her narrowly.




  “I’ve done her nails with my OPI Alpine Snow,” Lisette continued, oblivious to the subtext of my remark. “It’s fresher than French tips. French tips are like someone’s mother’s nails.”




  I looked down at my own nails, which were a solid pale pink that my lady’s maid Jane Worth had chosen for me. When it came to fashion and makeup, these days, I just said “yes.”




  “You know that’s not really my thing,” I said. “But I’d like to know if the foot massage was your idea, too.”




  Lisette giggled. “Well, Clarissa said that her favorite part of getting a pedicure was always the foot massage, and I said, why not?”




  “Of course you did,” I said flatly. “You’ve always loved giving foot massages. I just hope that Clarissa isn’t stealing my best friend.”




  Clarissa smiled beatifically. “Would I ever do that?” she asked.




  “Would you?” I returned.




  “Would you like me to do your nails next?” Lisette asked. “Or your hair?”




  “No, I think I’m good,” I said. “Maybe you should cut Clarissa’s. Or color it. Now, that, I think, would be great fun. I’d love to help with that.”




  Lisette’s eyes lit up, and she opened her mouth.




  Clarissa cut her off. “I think I like what we’re doing now,” she said firmly, agnatic influence rolling off her in waves.




  “Oh, that’s fine, then,” Lisette answered instantly.




  “I need to talk to you,” I told Clarissa. “Alone, if you don’t mind. Maybe in my room?” I raised my eyebrows.




  “Anything you can tell her you can surely tell me,” Lisette protested, looking hurt.




  “I know,” I said quickly. “But something happened to...a friend of hers. Someone you don’t know. And I’d just like to tell her in private. Please.”




  Lisette’s expression was still wounded, and she blinked her blue eyes a little too fast.




  “Surely you don’t mind,” Clarissa soothed.




  Lisette’s face smoothed as if someone had thrown a switch. “Of course not!” she chirped. “I’ll be out here when you’re done. If you want more of a foot massage.”




  “She won’t,” I said as Clarissa sighed and swung her feet off Lisette’s lap.




  I stood in the door to my bedroom and waited for Clarissa to step inside before closing it securely after her.




  “So. What is it that you think you’re going to fuss at me about?” Clarissa said, smiling archly down at me as I brushed past her to sit on my bed. “You really have changed from the meek little girl you were when we met. I thought you might faint from fear the first time you saw me.” She appeared to think for an instant. “Or kill me for getting close to your man, funny thing that you are. Even a mouse has claws, I suppose.”




  “I’m not a mouse, and I’m not fussing at you,” I said. “I don’t really see what the point of that would be. Have you heard about Lucretia?”




  Clarissa shrugged. “I’ve been here all weekend. I haven’t heard about anything.”




  I blinked, momentarily sidetracked. “Really? All weekend? Why?”




  She sauntered over to my desk to examine the clutter of school books and papers on it. “It’s amusing to me. A university. Who would have ever thought that Clarissa Kerr would go to university?”




  “It’s called going to college here in the U.S.,” I said. “And why would you want to?”




  “Because it’s something new.” She turned and leaned back against my desk, crossing her arms over her chest. “All these young people, coming together for four years. It’s its own little world, isn’t it, this college of yours?”




  “You can use university in that context, if you want,” I said. “Going to college at a university. And I guess it is its own world.”




  “Some of them remind me of rushers, you know,” she said.




  Rushers were what the agnates called those unattached vampires who lived for the thrill, undertaking any risk to get an adrenaline high and feel alive, if only for a moment. Despite everything, I couldn’t help but grin a little at the comparison. “You mean frat boys?”




  “Mmm,” she said, her lips curving upwards. “Chelsea and Christina took me to a party this weekend.”




  A cold chill came over me, and I stopped grinning. “Tell me you didn’t bite anyone. Please—just don’t bite anyone.”




  “I think these frat parties might be an excellent place to find people to bite,” she said, smiling a little too toothily. “People who deserve biting. Some of those boys....” She cocked her head. “No, I’m afraid I can’t promise not to bite anyone at a frat party. But I can promise not to bite anyone who isn’t...asking for it.” She said those words with special significance.




  “Fine,” I said wearily. “If you find any would-be rapists, chomp away. But hide the evidence. And you can’t—” I stopped myself because there was actually very little that she technically couldn’t do. “You shouldn’t just be biting random people. They all have lives. Dreams. Futures. You can’t just go taking that away.”




  Any human who hadn’t been cleared by Dorian’s testing had a one-in-ten-thousand chance of surviving a vampire’s feeding by changing into a cognate and forming a bond like the one I shared with Dorian. Indiscriminate feeding, then, almost always resulted in the death of the donor.




  Clarissa sighed. “I now feed only when I must from Dorian’s list of pre-screened candidates—or when someone has truly earned it. Muggers have an extra kind of spice, you know.”




  “So what’s all your talk about feeding on random college guys?” I demanded. Since she’d started staying in my dorm room to ostensibly guard me, she’d talked about it daily.




  She gave a surprisingly girlish giggle. “You give such a wonderful reaction. You can hardly hope that I wouldn’t joke, not when you make it so rewarding.”




  “And Lisette,” I added. “You keep messing with her head.”




  “Lisette....” Her gaze went a little glassy. “Oh, little Lisette is special. It’s a good thing she’s a bridesmaid, or else someone might try to make a snack of her at your wedding.”




  “That’s terrible!” I snapped.




  “She is so very, very susceptible,” Clarissa explained. “It will be hard for the gentlemen to restrain themselves. For that matter, it’s hard for me to restrain myself.”




  “But you will,” I said flatly.




  “Of course I will,” she huffed. “Even if feeding from her wouldn’t get a price put on my head.”




  “Um. Why?” I wasn’t following.




  “Because she’s female. She and I couldn’t reproduce, of course,” she said, as if that explained everything.




  Which of course it didn’t. At all.




  “Okay, explain it to me like I’m five,” I said, trying to find my way out of the obscure agnatic logic maze I’d suddenly been thrust into.




  “If I bit her and she turned into a cognate, it would be a wasted bond,” Clarissa said patiently, crossing the room to face the mirror over my dresser as she untied the wrap that was in her hair. “Possible cognates are so rare, so precious, that to use one up on someone of the same sex....” She made a tutting sound.




  “Sooo...there are no gay vampires, then?” I ventured.




  “Well, I suppose I could have sex with her without biting her, but she’s a human,” Clarissa said, unrolling the wrap. “Whatever would be the point?”




  “But what if you really wanted to?” I pressed.




  “She’s a human,” Clarissa repeated, as if that explained everything.




  “All right, then,” I said, giving up. “No gay vampire sex.”




  She blinked at me. “Well, agnates can do anything they want with each other, bonded or not, same sex or not.”




  I gaped for a moment. “Dorian...he wouldn’t...not with anyone else, of any gender....”




  She ran the fingers of one hand through her new beachy curls, the hair wrap dangling from the other. “Well, not now. He’s got a cognate. Once an agnate finds his cognate...or her cognate...why bother with any other kinds of sex? It would be like having sea bass on your plate and asking for the offal instead. Of course, he never really was adventurous in that way, not since I was born, at least.”




  “Of course.” I struggled to return to the checklist of things I wanted to discuss with her—which she had derailed me from completely. “Back to Lisette. I’d really appreciate it if you wouldn’t mess with her head so much.”




  Clarissa groaned, dropping the hair wrap onto the desk. She flexed her hands with a sound of frustration. “I just can’t help myself. The merest thought, and those sweet baby blues turn on me and she says, ‘Yes, Clarissa.’”




  I had felt a lot more than a merest thought coming from her a few minutes ago, but I said, “Fine. Whatever. Just don’t hurt her. Or really change her, in a permanent way. Now about Lucretia—”




  “Oh, did she finally get on with dying, then?” Clarissa asked in a bored voice, fluffing her gleaming auburn hair as she examined her elegant profile from every angle.




  I blinked at her, shocked at the accuracy and indifference of her guess.




  “Well, it wasn’t like it would be a surprise to anyone,” she said, taking in my expression. “Except apparently you.”




  “She killed herself, Clarissa,” I said.




  She faced me, looking impressed. “Someone get to Cosimo?”




  “No. She was pregnant, and she didn’t want to be used against him.”




  “Oh.” She appeared to think for a minute. “I always knew that she had a lot of grit in her. Good for her!”




  I gaped at her for a moment, then said in a strangled voice, “That’s it? That’s what you think?”




  “Well, it’s terrible for us, of course. But it’s smart. Exactly what I would have done.”




  I rocked back on my heels, unable to even think of anything to say.




  “Are you sure this suits me?” Clarissa asked, examining her nails. “Lisette thinks it’s youthful and fun, but I think it might be a bit...tacky.”




  “Lisette is never tacky,” I said defensively. “It was my fault, you know.”




  “What’s your fault?”




  “That Lucretia’s dead!”




  “Don’t be stupid,” Clarissa said. “Well, unless you shot her or something. I mean, Jean and Hattie....” Sadness flashed across her face, an emotion foreign to my experience with her. “I’ve known Hattie for nearly a century, you know. I’ll miss her. And I’ll miss winning her money from Jean, too. Well, I would if he ever paid his debts. So I wouldn’t blame you if you did shoot Lucretia. She had it coming.”




  “I didn’t shoot her,” I said. “She stole my phone. She took the case off or something when no one was looking, and she smashed it against the corner of the bathroom countertop, and she used the broken glass to cut her throat.”




  Clarissa looked impressed. “That’s smart thinking.”




  “That’s terrible,” I said. “For her. For her baby. For us.”




  “I think it’s exactly what she wanted. So how terrible can it be for her?” she asked.




  “She’s dead. And what are we going to do now?”




  Clarissa shrugged. “It’s a game with moving pieces. You can’t expect the board to stay still for long.”




  “I’m not expecting it to stay still. I just don’t want it to blow up in my face!”




  She smiled. “Ah. Then you shouldn’t be playing with vampires.”




  After she left, I threw myself onto my stomach on the bed—and rolled over at the sound of crinkling paper. Amidst my unmade tumble of blankets was a piece of paper, and my heart grew cold as I pulled it out.




  Told You So, it read.




  With a scream of frustration, I wadded up the paper and flung it as hard as I could against the opposite wall.




  Clarissa was back in the room before it even landed. “What is it?” she demanded.




  Lisette appeared behind her. “Cora? Are you okay?”




  I looked at them both, standing next to one another. “I’m just fine,” I said.




  And then I burst into tears.




  
Chapter Two




  “Is he going to send a stretch limo?” Lisette squealed.




  I opened my mouth, then shut it again. “I have no idea what he’s going to send, to be honest.”




  “I hope it’s a limo,” Lisette said.




  “That would be pretty cool,” I forced myself to agree.




  It was three days after the last threatening letter, and everything had somehow returned to an approximation of normality. We stood in the foyer of the campus dorms, waiting for Dorian’s car to arrive with the rest of my friends that I’d chosen as bridesmaids—Sarah, Hannah, Chelsea, Christina, and of course Clarissa, who was making me nervous with her bright smiles, her eyes unreadable behind her aviators. No one had questioned that I wore sunglasses as well, which I decided to be glad of rather than wonder what influence Clarissa had on the situation.




  “So why don’t you know what car?” Sarah asked. “Is it because he has so many?”




  Yes was the correct answer but not the one I thought it was the best idea to give.




  Instead, I said, “I haven’t ever gone anywhere with a big group of people before, so I don’t know what Dorian will do.”




  I had no one to blame for the situation but myself. Jane Worth had scheduled a fitting for me to try on the wedding dresses that I’d flagged as possibilities. I didn’t have the traditional mother or grandmother to go with me, and it had struck me as rather depressing to go by myself. So I’d had the bright idea, encouraged by Lisette, to make it a kind of party for my bridesmaids.
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