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Book Description




  Cora Shaw was bonded to billionaire vampire Dorian Thorne twice—once by blood and again by choice. But with the death of one of her best friends, she discovers that her choice was far more dangerous than she ever expected.




  Everything is falling apart, from her role in Dorian's research to any sense of normality remaining in her ordinary life. And as the stakes keep getting higher, her wedding day grows ever closer.
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Chapter One




  I closed my eyes against the lurch in my gut as the world moved impossibly fast under Dorian’s feet, but the image of Hattie’s slack face was etched on my brain.




  It wasn’t possible. Seconds ago, Jean and I had been riding together, laughing, and Hattie had been deep in conversation with Dorian and Etienne and their friends. Jean couldn’t be gone; Hattie couldn’t be gone—it just wasn’t possible.




  Things just couldn’t change that fast.




  Things couldn’t change that forever.




  I opened my eyes as Dorian stopped, my mind still spinning but going nowhere, like bicycle pedals after the chain has jumped the gears. My face was cold—because it was wet, I realized, my tears coursing down my cheeks. I hadn’t even known I was crying.




  We were at the car, Jenkins swinging open the door to the backseat. Dorian ducked inside with me in his arms, and the car peeled out. Our bodyguards were still nowhere in sight.




  My hands were still bunched into fists around Dorian’s shirt, and I couldn’t make them let go. My whole body was shaking, spasms wracking my frame. He was doing things, tapping on the phone, speaking into it in a tense voice, but I couldn’t make sense of any of it.




  I put my face against his chest, and the tears came faster.




  “She’ll be okay.” Did I say the words, or could I only think them? “Tell me she’ll be okay.” Lie to me, please lie to me, and then make the lie come true....




  “Hush, now,” Dorian said, his face a frozen mask. “It will be all right.”




  But I knew it would never be all right ever again. And even Dorian’s arms around me couldn’t make it so.




  Eventually, I was able to force my hands to release, and I slid off Dorian’s lap into my seat and buckled my belt with automatic movements. With a hiccoughing sob, I swallowed the rest of my tears, but my hands wouldn’t stop shaking, no matter how hard I balled them into fists.




  “They’re gone, aren’t they?” I asked. “They’re really, really gone.” Jean, the victim of a sniper. Hattie, by her own hand when she saw that her bond mate had been slain.




  “Yes,” Dorian said quietly.




  The last moments before the shot replayed in my mind. Jean had been smiling, riding beside me. He’d pulled slightly ahead, and then the bullet had slammed into him....




  I shuddered, my stomach turning over.




  “The bullet was meant for me.” It must have been. I was right next to him, and already twice people had tried to take me out, remove me from the equation—




  “I doubt it,” Dorian said, pulling off his sunglasses. Mine had been lost in the flight, but I hadn’t noticed the pain of the sun in my eyes.




  His words were cold, clipped. “The shot was too precise. The bullet found its intended target, of that I am confident.”




  “We’re supposed to be untouchable,” I protested. I realized that I was still wearing my riding helmet. I tried to push the buckle to release it, but my hands wouldn’t obey.




  Dorian’s pale eyes caught me as he pushed my hands gently away and loosened the helmet, then lifted it from my head and set it on the floor between us. “Cognates like you are. Agnates like Jean are not. And that was a very large-caliber round. It would have been...excessive for someone like you.”




  Which meant that the bullet could just as easily have been meant for any other vampire. Like Dorian. I hugged myself against the spasm in my gut at that thought. I might be safe, but he was not.




  “But why?” I asked, determined to wring some sense from what had happened. “What would Jean ever do to anyone? Of all the people for the Kyrioi to kill....”




  The vampire would have been simply too indolent to do anything that might give someone cause to kill him, even those of the Kyrioi, who were the enemies of Dorian’s Adelphoi.




  “It may not have been the Kyrioi at all. It could have been gambling debts. There are even those who want all vampires to die. It could be any number of things, and I can’t tell you which right now,” Dorian said.




  “Well, then, what good are you?” I burst out. Immediately, I bit my lip. It wasn’t his fault, not really. I wanted him to have all the answers, to keep me safe, to be safe himself forever....




  His expression was bleak. “Right now, not any good at all.”




  “I’m sorry,” I said instantly, ashamed of myself, reaching out to take his cold hand between both of mine. “He was your friend. Hattie was your friend, too, longer than she was mine.”




  “Yes,” he said simply, but his hand squeezed mine back.




  I was still shocked to my bones by what she had done, snatching a gun from a bodyguard and shooting herself when she saw that her agnate was dead. She had been so brilliant, so vibrant, but at the sight of Jean’s crumpled body, all she wanted was her own self-destruction.




  And I was left with the image of her dead eyes, staring at the sky, and a terrifying thought: If Dorian were to die, could I even want to live?




  We rode in silence until we reached Dorian’s Georgetown mansion. Jenkins drove around to the rear entrance, where the drive dipped to lead to the underground garage, instead of stopping at the front. I looked up at Dorian.




  “More snipers?” I asked.




  “I need to be sure that you’re safe right now,” he said, his face closed and cold. “I’m going back out.”




  My heart twisted in my chest as Jenkins pulled into a parking space. “You just said they weren’t shooting at me. They were trying to kill Jean—an agnate. They could go after you next.”




  His smile had no humor. “That’s a risk I always take.”




  I shook my head. “No. You can’t.”




  “I must.” There was no room for argument in his reply. He pulled his phone from his pocket, tapped it and spoke into it. “The package is home. Please take it to a secure room until I return.”




  He meant me.




  “No,” I said, panic welling up inside me. “I won’t go without you.” My hand came down over my seat buckle, as if I could stop him by blocking his access to it.




  He reached out, cupping my cheek, and for an instant, his iciness melted and he was my Dorian again. I covered his hand with my free one.




  He said, “I promised I wouldn’t change your mind for you if I didn’t absolutely have to. And I won’t do it now. But you will stay here until I get back.”




  I whipped my head around at the sound of my door handle being opened from the outside. Two men and a woman were standing there—no, not men, but something else—shifters, I realized suddenly with the disorienting sense of seeing both forms at once, as my new cognate perception allowed me to do.




  “Don’t you dare, Dorian,” I said, the words catching with a hiccough in my throat.




  But Dorian pulled my hand from my belt buckle as easily as lifting a piece of paper and punched the button to loosen it. The first of the shifters outside the car was already dragging the belt from across my body as another one took my arm.




  “No,” I snapped, trying to pull away from them. My cognatic strength would have been too much for any human man. But the shifter didn’t even flinch, dragging me slowly but inevitably out of the car.




  “Stop it. Dammit, Dorian! Tell them to stop.” I tried to cling to the driver’s headrest, but my hands were pulled, gently but insistently, away. “People are shooting agnates. You can’t go out there in this!”




  “I will see you tonight,” Dorian said. His face might have been carved of marble.




  I tried to grab for the door and missed, the shifters pulling me farther away from the car even as I fought with all my strength against them.




  “You can’t,” I said. “I can’t! How will I know that you’re all right?”




  Dorian leaned across the seat to grab the inner door handle, and his cold blue eyes burned into my heart.




  “You’ll know if I’m not,” he said.




  And then he shut the door.




  I sagged against the guards hopelessly as the car rolled away again, out of the garage door and back into the light, taking my heart with it. Dorian was gone, and no amount of fighting would get him back.




  I blinked, trying to make sense of everything that had happened—trying to comprehend what he’d just done, shucking me off in his mansion as he hurtled back out into danger.




  He wanted me safe. How could I be safe when he wasn’t?




  The shifters’ hands were still gripping my arms, and with effort, I forced my weight back onto my own feet. I felt cored out, empty.




  Terrified.




  But nothing I could do now could help Dorian. I didn’t know where he had gone, and even if I did, I had no way of getting there.




  And so I surrendered. There was nothing else to do.




  “Okay,” I said dully to my captors. “I’ll go wherever you want me. If he doesn’t come back in one piece, though—you will pay.”




  I had never thought of myself as vindictive before, much less violent. But I meant every word.




  Their grip on me loosened, and they moved back. The woman looked at me sympathetically.




  “He’ll be fine, honey. Your man knows how to take care of himself.”




  I certainly hoped so. Because there wasn’t a thing I could do if he didn’t.




  
Chapter Two




  I was so numb that I hardly registered where the three shifters were taking me, hustling me quickly through the maze of underground corridors beneath Dorian’s house and gardens. It wasn’t until I came face-to-face with a steel door with a biometric lock that I objected, but I was through the airlock-like vestibule and deposited in the center of a small living room before I could get out more than a token protest.




  “You’ll be safe here, honey,” said the were-woman, and I could have sworn that she resisted the urge to pat me on the head as she shooed me into the room. She gave a sympathetic smile, standing between the two men, and then she shut the door and was gone.




  Rubbing my arms, I took in my surroundings. The safe room was actually a suite that eerily echoed Lucretia’s prison in both layout and decoration, all bright lights, soft furnishings, and neutral colors. It was a sterile place, and even the air tasted flat on my tongue.




  There was only one difference between my safe room and the prison where Dorian kept the cognate of our enemy: a bank of monitors that let me see into the various parts of the house, including the hallway immediately outside the door, where a human and two of the shifters stood.




  Did that mean that her prison was really a safe room, too, or my safe room was a prison? Did it even make a difference? I went to the biometric lock and placed my thumb on the pad. After a moment, a red light glowed.




  The human guard stirred on the monitor, stepping forward to push a button on the wall.




  “I’m sorry, madam, but your access has been disabled for the moment. It’s the master’s orders.” His voice came into the room through hidden speakers.




  I glared at him on the monitor. “And when will the master’s orders change?”




  “When he returns, I’m sure, madam.”




  So. Prison, safe room—all the same for now. But if Dorian was right, I wasn’t the one in danger right now. He was. So why lock me in?




  I paced through the three rooms of the apartment—bedroom, living area, and bathroom—over and over again, my heart sick with fear.




  There was nothing I could do. The thought hammered into my brain. I hated feeling like this. My whole body itched with the need to take some kind of action, some positive step to do something to start to make all this right.




  But I couldn’t fix what had happened. Perhaps if I’d reacted fast enough, I could have kept Hattie from grabbing the gun. If my own cognatic strength had been great enough to overpower hers, which I doubted. I hadn’t even had any idea of what she was going to do....




  I thought about Dorian, about losing him, and my mind shuddered away from it, replacing it with the inevitable corollary.




  What would I have done, in Hattie’s place? Could I have carried on living?




  What would I do if something happened to Dorian now?




  Then, with all the swiftness of a lightning bolt, I knew. I knew what I would do, what I would have to do, because if the thought of losing me filled him with despair, losing him would be my death, one way or another.




  And just as clearly, I realized why Dorian had put me here. The safe room was a prison, indeed—a prison for me, in case the worst came to pass. It was Dorian’s way of keeping me safe even from myself.




  No matter what.




  With a burst of frenetic energy, I paced through the rooms of the suite, searching for something, anything that I might use. The living room with its soft sofas and upholstered chairs was useless to my cause. In the bedroom, I pulled open the top drawer on the dresser. Empty. My heart beating faster, I opened the next, then the next, but every one of them was empty, too. I ran into the bathroom half-mad with fear and jerked open all the vanity drawers.




  There was nothing—nothing that could be used to cause any harm. The only thing in the entire apartment that was loose were the sheets on the bed, and those would take time to fashion into any sort of noose—time in which someone could come into the room and intervene.




  With the completion of that thought, I froze, fully realizing what I was contemplating.




  Crazy. That was crazy.




  Wasn’t it?




  Wasn’t I?




  I took a deep breath and very carefully shut all the drawers before sitting at the exact center of the couch in the living room, my hands folded in my lap.




  But my mind wouldn’t leave those channels. Dorian would have made provisions for me in the event of his death. Dorian wasn’t the sort to leave anything to chance. He’d made this safe room for me—just for me, because I was sure that any safe room for him would be bristling with weapons that he could use against all comers. And so he must have also left orders about what to do if he died.




  His people couldn’t keep me here forever. Only breaking the bond between us might possibly make me want to live. And the only way to break the bond was for me to have sex with a human man.




  I looked at the three guards outside the door with a mounting sense of horror. Two shifters, strong enough to hold me down, and one man....




  And I didn’t have to ask if Dorian would do it. He would do anything to save me. Even that.




  The thought sent me over the edge, and I dashed into the bathroom, where I heaved into the toilet, over and over again, until nothing came up but bile. I flushed one last time, then shakily, I used the cup beside the sink—soft plastic, nothing that, once broken, would create a jagged edge—and rinsed out my mouth before taking a long, calming drink. When I looked in the mirror, I saw that I had tiny dark red spots all over one side of me—my face and down the front and shoulder of my white shirt.




  With a lurching horror, I realized what it was. Blood, tiny fragments of brain and bone—Jean’s blood and brain and bone, clinging to my skin and clothes. With a strangled sound, I tore at the collar of the shirt, ripping it off and flinging it away as hard as I could. I stripped as fast as I could force my shaking hands to move and stepped into the shower, flinching as the first cold blast took me full force. I stood under the stream as it went from icy to scalding, scrubbing at my body with the single bar of soap, trying to wash away even the memory as I shuddered and gasped.




  Finally, after the hot water had turned my skin bright red and made my fingers and toes wrinkle, I leaned over and turned off the tap. There was a single small towel in the bathroom, and I wrung out my hair in the shower and wrapped my body in it.




  I went back into the bedroom and collapsed on my back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling until it seemed to dance in front of my eyes with everything that I’d seen and everything that I knew.




  And then, somehow, impossibly, I slept.




  ***




  I woke to the sense of Dorian’s presence in the room, jolting me awake with a burst of adrenaline that set my heart to racing. I threw myself from the bed so abruptly that I tangled in the sheets and towel and almost fell. But his arms caught me, crushing me against his chest.




  I didn’t cry. I just held onto him with all of my strength, my face against his chest, breathing him.




  I’d dreamed of him—of him walking into strange rooms, speaking to frightening people. I’d dreamed of him and feared for his life.




  “You could have died. I’ll kill you if you do anything like that again,” I said.




  His laugh sounded hollow in his chest. “That seems rather to defeat the purpose of not dying.”




  I stopped his mouth with my kiss, rising onto my tiptoes and dragging his mouth down to mine, tasting it, demanding it, demanding more. His hands were on my back, in my hair.




  I pulled back. “The monitors.” I was completely naked, after all.




  “Already off,” he said.




  “And the lock.”




  “No one can get in.”




  I punched him softly in the gut. “That’s not what I mean. Can I get out?”




  His face twisted for an instant before going still again. “Of course you can.”




  “You locked me in here,” I said. “I should hit you a lot harder for that.”




  “If it makes you feel better, you can, but I’m not going to apologize. I kept you safe.”




  No, of course he wouldn’t apologize. He’d kept his promise to me—he hadn’t messed with my mind to make me do what he wanted. But only because he had muscle to do it for him.




  “I wasn’t in any danger. You were. You thought you might die, and you didn’t want me to do...what Hattie did.”




  “I would do anything to protect you from that. Anything at all,” he vowed, his words tense with conviction.




  “Etienne protects Isabella,” I said, my arms tightening around him.




  His hands were on my back, in my hair, moving across my body as if he were memorizing every inch, every curve. “But then I’d be destroying the very thing I want to save. I locked you in a room for a few hours, Cora. There are worse things.”




  “If something did happen to you, the only way to stop me from doing what Hattie did would be to break the bond,” I said softly.




  His hands stilled, and when he looked down at me, his eyes were so deep I thought I could see into forever. “Yes. And sometimes, that isn’t enough. But at least you would have a chance—some chance—of living a while longer. At least I could give you that.”




  My throat felt so tight I almost choked on the words, and my body was cold despite the fact that I was pressed against him. “What you’re talking about is rape, Dorian. Breaking the bond—that should be my choice.”




  “If I died, you wouldn’t be in any condition to make a choice or give consent.” His fingers curled against the small of my back. “What would you do to save me?”




  The answer rose unbidden. “Anything. Everything.”




  “Even though I would be dead, your life—that would be my salvation.” He shivered against my body. Never before had I felt anything close to a tremor from him, but this was pure fear. I could feel it in him, his fear for me. “This is my last time around, my heart. But there’s nothing to be done about that. I’ve lived a very long time even by the agnatic standards. You may not be my first, but I cannot imagine that you won’t be my last. Without you, I am far too close to the darkness.”




  I traced his jawline with the side of my hooked finger. “Nothing happened. Nothing’s going to happen.”




  My touch and words coaxed a smile from him, but it was sad. “Not ever?” His words were lighter now, almost joking.




  “Not for such a long time that it doesn’t matter.” I could still see Jean in my mind’s eye, the side of his skull shattered, brains and fragments of bone sprayed across Paquita’s face and chest, like a red mist. My arms tightened around him, and I kissed his neck to make that picture go away.




  He stood stock-still, his feet slightly spread. “Do you want to do this here?”
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