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Book Description




  NY Times bestselling author V. M. Black returns with the triumphant final book of the hit vampire serial!




  Cora Shaw’s last tie to her old life is shattered when her best friend Lisette is captured by a vampire faction opposed to her fiancé Dorian Thorne.  Even with the billionaire Dorian’s vast resources, can Lisette be found alive before Cora’s wedding date?  And if she isn’t, how can Cora hope to face what is supposed to be the happiest day of her life?




  But events take an abrupt turn for the deadly as all the different pieces of the puzzle come into abrupt and lethal focus.  Finally, Cora knows what the vampire faction is planning—but it might be far too late for them all.
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  At least one installment will be published every month, so don’t miss out!
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Chapter One




  My gaze locked on my phone’s screen, which displayed the image of the curly-haired man from the video that Dorian’s bodyguards had sent to me last week. I stared at it so hard my eyes watered, willing the man’s slightly blurry features to assume some other shape. But they stayed stubbornly fixed—and all too sickeningly familiar.




  The realization crept over me even as I tried to fight it off.




  No. No, no, no, please, no.




  I could hear my own heart in my ears, beating too loud, my breath coming too fast. Mutely, I looked up to meet Dorian’s concerned gaze, but his eyes seemed suddenly strangely far away, like I was looking at them through a tunnel as the ground dropped out from under my feet.




  “It’s the Kyrioi. They have Lisette.” The voice was mine, speaking the words I didn’t want to believe but that had to be said.




  Dorian crossed the space between us in two strides, before plucking the phone out of my nerveless fingers and bringing me abruptly back to myself. I swayed, grabbing the back of the nearest chair for support.




  Not her. Not Lisette. Of all the things to happen, of all the people to be swept up into this—




  “What is this?” he demanded, his brow furrowing at the picture on the phone.




  “He’s the guy who left that note on my car.” My words tumbled over each other in my haste to explain. I didn’t want to be talking. I wanted to be doing. Dorian had to fix this. It was all my fault, our faults, and he was the only one who could make it right. “On Wednesday, when I went to the closing for my grandmother’s house, he left another threatening letter, remember? The bodyguards recorded it, and I asked for the video to be forwarded to your security team so you could find out who he is. And now he’s got Lisette.”




  My best friend, kidnapped by Dorian’s enemies. All because of me.




  It didn’t seem real. Nothing did. Not the soothing neutral bedroom that surrounded us. Not the news of Lisette’s disappearance. Not even Dorian. None of this could be happening—not to an ordinary girl from working-class Glen Burnie. Not to me.




  Not to Lisette....




  Dorian’s gaze took in my turmoil swiftly, but he shook his head. “You asked to have him checked out, and he was. The boy is a nobody. He’s not an agnate—or even another aether. He’s just a human.”




  “Just a human?” I repeated, my hands curling reflexively into fists. “Lisette’s just a human! Which human is he? There are, what, seven billion in the world now? Who is he?”




  “Does it matter? He does whatever his master bids him to, and finding him will get us no closer to whomever that is,” Dorian said dismissively.




  I snatched my phone out of his hands and waved it at him. “It matters because he was the last person to be seen with Lisette at the bachelorette party. I didn’t recognize him then. He was just some guy talking to her in the bar. But I remember him now. He left the threat on my car, so that means he belongs to the Kyrioi. He’s got Lisette, which means that the Kyrioi have her, which means she was taken because of us—because of me.”




  But Dorian just raised one of his black-winged eyebrows skeptically, without any urgency in his expression. “Why would the Kyrioi have any interest in your friend?”




  “To get at me?” I suggested. “To get at you? Does it even matter?”




  “I don’t care about her,” he said flatly.




  “But I do. Aren’t you upset that I’m upset?”




  He certainly didn’t seem to be, and the significance of his indifference was a second, sickening shock. How could I have been so stupid? How could I have thought that I was something more to Dorian than what I did for him? I was indulged, yes, and loved, in his way, but as his cognate, not as myself. Not as a person whose feelings and desires were respected simply because they were mine.




  “If upsetting me through you was what someone wanted, he would have done better to kill her outright,” Dorian said. “Agnates rarely do a thing without a reason, and I see no point in kidnapping your friend.”




  I seized at the first thought that came to me. “Maybe it’s because you took Lucretia. So they decided to take Lisette. Look, does it really matter why Lisette was kidnapped? We know that she was, and we know who did it. We have to save her!”




  His frown only deepened. “An attempt to recover her seems to me the only possible advantage they could hope for by taking your friend. To use her as bait to lure the Adelphoi into a trap.”




  “But you’re going to save her anyway, aren’t you?” I pressed. “She’s not a part of this. It isn’t her fight. She doesn’t deserve to be caught up in it all.”




  “Do any of us deserve it?” Dorian retorted. “How about the twenty-five hundred humans who die every day to slake the thirst of the agnatic race? Do they deserve it? Are you honestly asking me, Cora Shaw, to risk everything we have left for the sake of one human, merely because she’s your friend?”




  “Yes,” I said instantly.




  Throwing Lisette away because she wasn’t of any significance—that was the coldly logical thing to do. But it was also the wrong thing, and not just because she was the closest thing to a sister that I had. I didn’t know how to explain to him that saving Lisette was made more important because she wasn’t crucial to his plan.




  I knew deep in my bones that Dorian’s Adelphoi needed to save her. They needed to do it for the same reason that a decent society had to try to save the most fragile of babies, the worst burn victims, and the sufferers of the rarest and most terrible diseases—and why people feel compelled to risk the living to retrieve the bodies of the dead.




  Did any of those choices make sense, from the high mountaintop of the most remote logic? Of course not. But those were the decisions that represented the very best in humanity, its deepest capacity for compassion, for charity.




  And I might not have witnessed the thousands of years of history that Dorian had seen, but I knew that the moment that people started weighing out greater and lesser goods, it was always a matter of the shortest time before they were committing the worst of evils in the same name. I couldn’t imagine that the Adelphoi, with all the darkness inside them, would be above that.




  I couldn’t lay out any of those arguments then, not with fear swirling so thick in my head that it almost choked me. All I could do was square my shoulders and face down Dorian’s harsh reason with an even voice and a raised chin.




  “Yes, we have to save her, or else the Adelphoi don’t stand for anything.”




  Dorian frowned down at me. Gone was the teasing, gently challenging man who had asked me to trust him only minutes before. In his place was the icy Dorian I’d first met, the distant agnate with chilly depths that I’d never begin to understand.




  I met his icy gaze steadily—not without fear, for I realized that I’d made the choice to tie myself to him, forever, whatever he might prove to be. Yet I met his gaze in spite of that and refused to flinch even as he stepped so close to me that our bodies almost touched, his eyes searching my face.




  Finally, as if he’d made some discovery in his examination of my expression, Dorian gave a curt nod.




  “I understand,” he said.




  Did he really? Could he? I wasn’t sure, but I’d worry about it later: about both his initial refusal and his final capitulation. Right now what mattered was that he’d save Lisette—and, whether he knew it or not, his ideals.




  “Thank you,” I breathed. “We have to go to the apartment—”




  “No.” He cut me off. “There’s no point in it.”




  I opened my mouth to retort before I realized that he was right. The apartment was the one place other than here at Dorian’s mansion that she was guaranteed not to be. Except....




  “You’ll need to get her scent or whatever, won’t you?” I asked uncertainly. “For the...bloodhounds or whatever it is that you use.”




  He smiled without humor. “For this? Djinn. As much as I loathe dealing with them, this is where they excel. I’ll handle it. Give me your phone.”




  “For the djinn?” I asked even as I automatically handed it over.




  “No. For her phone number, unless you know it by heart,” he said.




  I shook my head. “But Christina called her already. She’s not answering.”




  “I don’t intend to call her,” Dorian said, pocketing the phone. “I plan to find the current location of her phone—and failing that, the last location from which she called anyone.”




  “Okay, so when you find it, I want to come, too,” I pressed.




  “Not this time, Cora.”




  His dismissive tone made me bristle.




  “This time?” I repeated, my stomach knotting. “What time have you let me come with you? Not ever. Not once. Any time you do anything important, you pack me out of the way or lock me up, and then you go off and do your grown-up stuff while you expect me to sit and wait for you to come back. Lisette’s my friend! If anything was ever my business, this is.”




  “You’ll slow me down,” he said bluntly, his eyes narrowing. “You’ll make me weak because I will be afraid for you. Do you want to feed your pride, or do you want to save your friend?”




  I stepped back as if he’d slapped me. “That’s not fair.”




  “Fair?” It was his turn to repeat what I had said, and the word turned ugly in his mouth. “I don’t care about fair. I care about true. Tell me that it’s not true, and I’ll take you along this instant.”




  I wanted to argue with him—to lash out against not just him but his world that made me so powerless. But I knew it wouldn’t do any good, and more importantly, I’d just selfishly waste his time when he should be saving Lisette.




  So I made myself nod, not trusting myself to speak. Not trusting any of the things I’d come to rely on in such a short time.




  Dorian’s face softened then, and for the first time since I’d told him of Lisette’s kidnapping, I saw in his expression the echoes of the angel rising to whom I’d given so much. He reached out and caressed my jawline with the backs of his knuckles as he had so many times before, and I caught his hand and pressed it to my cheek.




  “I’ll come back to you, Cora,” he said softly. “I’ll always come back to you.”




  I nodded again and squeezed my eyes shut against everything I wanted to say. He moved silently, but I could feel the breath of air as he passed, and I heard the click as the door to my bedroom shut.




  I let out my breath and flung myself into the nearest chair, wanting to scream, wanting to cry. Instead, I hugged a pillow silently against my chest with all of my strength, too aware of Dorian’s guards watching me silently through the hidden cameras.




  When Dorian and I were apart, the guards kept me safe from anyone who might penetrate the mansion’s defenses, but their scrutiny also meant that unless I was in the bathroom, I was never truly alone. Even at the extremity of my grief and frustration, I didn’t want to shame myself or Dorian by throwing a fit in front of them. While I’d lost all dignity in front of them at least once before, now my awareness of them and the relationship that I had with them through Dorian checked my actions even as my mind teemed with a thousand thoughts that sent me deeper into my spiral of guilt.




  Lisette. Oh, God, why Lisette? I’d made lists in my mind a thousand times of everything my relationship with Dorian might cost, but I’d never imagined that anyone else would pay the price. Especially not Lisette, who had done so much that was good and selfless and whom I wanted to protect more than anyone in the world. In a sudden bolt of white-hot fury, I wanted to somehow reach out through space and crush the hearts of those who wished her harm.




  But that was impossible, and none of the things that were possible for me would do her any good. The realization was bitter, and it quickly quenched my useless anger. If anything, my role was to be as quiet and unobtrusive as I could, doing nothing and asking for nothing that might distract the people who would actually be able to help Lisette.




  The important people. Because I didn’t fool myself for a moment that I mattered to the Adelphoi one bit more than any human did except in my role as Dorian’s cognate.




  So I resolved to behave. To be the good, quiet girl until Dorian came home again.




  A small, despairing part of me wondered if I would ever again be able to be mad or sad or happy without restraint, without wondering what it might make others think or say or do. But that thought was just an eddy in the river of fear that ran through me at the thought of what might have happened to Lisette.




  Dorian’s comment about the Kyrioi killing Lisette outright echoed in my ears, and I hugged the pillow even harder, as if I could squeeze the thought from my mind. How did I know they hadn’t done that already? Everything was just a guess right now.




  I couldn’t hold still any longer. I sprang to my feet...but then I just stood uncertainly, still clutching a throw pillow in one hand. There was nothing for me to do. With a huff of frustration, I tossed the pillow back onto the chair and began pacing the room. The minutes ticked by, piling up one after another. Outside my window, the dull shadows thrown by the shrouded sun slowly lengthened, but that was the only sign that time was passing. It felt like it must have been days already, but the sun still hadn’t set, and there was no word from Dorian.




  Why wasn’t there any word from Dorian?




  When the knock on my door finally came, I jumped, my heart thundering, and whirled to face it just as it flung open.




  “Dorian!” My lips had already formed his name.




  But it was Clarissa who was on the other side.




  
Chapter Two




  I should have guessed. Clarissa wasn’t any better about waiting for an answer after knocking than her father was.




  “Dorian sent you?” I asked, resisting the temptation to cross my arms over my chest as I turned to face her. I had no reason to resent her for not being him, but in my keyed-up state, I wasn’t feeling very reasonable.




  “Who else?” she asked lightly, stepping inside. She wasn’t wearing her stylish version of a college student’s wardrobe that had been her uniform for the past several weeks as she shadowed me on campus. Instead, she was dressed in one of the edgy designer outfits she favored when not in her rather thin disguise, from stacked-heeled boots to an artfully weathered and embellished leather blazer that fit like it had been made just for her...which, on reflection, it probably had.




  Clarissa lifted her sunglasses, sliding them onto the top of her head. “He said you wanted to go to your apartment.”




  “He said there wasn’t any point in it,” I retorted. “And he was right. Is he just trying to keep me distracted?”




  “He’s trying to empower you to do anything and everything that you think might be able to help find your friend,” Clarissa said loftily.




  I suspected that she was making fun of me, but her expression was bland enough that I had to push down a flush of embarrassment for all but snapping at her. Whatever Dorian’s motives, she was here as a favor—to him and maybe to me, too.




  Anyway, what else should Dorian do? What else could he do?




  I despised my life suddenly with a burning intensity. I hated the uselessness of it—of me. I’d been afraid that I would be made into nothing more than an extension of Dorian, a peg to hammer into a hole, whether or not it fit. And it had happened, both more quickly and more thoroughly than I had feared, though not in the way that I’d imagined.




  I was weak and purposeless in his world...but now I knew that his world was the only real one and my other life had been nothing but a fragile illusion.




  I swallowed against those thoughts and said, “All right. Let’s go, then.”




  Clarissa stepped aside, and I passed through the doorway and out onto the mezzanine. Dorian’s house seemed even colder than it usually did, and my steps echoed more loudly on the stone floor as I crossed to the stairs with Clarissa at my side.




  “I did like your friend, you know,” the agnate said conversationally.




  I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. If I started, I wasn’t sure where I’d go with it—or whether I could stop.




  “She was probably the most fascinating human I’d ever met,” she continued with a hint of wistfulness.




  I had to say something to that. “Quit saying ‘was.’ Is. She is the most fascinating human.” I shut my mouth again with an almost-audible snap.




  Clarissa paused delicately. “You’re quite right. How remiss of me.”




  “You don’t have any reason to think something...permanent...has happened to her, do you?” I asked, suddenly afraid that she knew something I didn’t.




  “Oh, no, of course not,” she said loftily. “No reason at all. Her phone was still on, so Dorian is tracking that, and he had some of the bodyguards visit your apartment to retrieve some items that belonged—that belong to Lisette so that the djinn can try to find her from them.”




  “So what are we doing?” I asked. “Why are we going back there?”




  Other than to give me something to do, out of the way and out of trouble....




  Clarissa shrugged. “She’s your best friend. You tell me. Perhaps you’ll be able to think of something we overlooked when you get there.”




  The butler was already waiting with my coat. Clarissa still wore hers hanging open at the front, and she slid her sunglasses down over her eyes and breezed out the front door even as I pulled my jacket on. I shoved my aviators on and followed quickly. The ground was wet—it had rained that morning, a bone-chilling rain that still hung in wreaths of fog around our feet under the leaden sky.




  On the other side of the wall of holly, Clarissa’s car waited—a bright red Ferrari with carbon-black rims. She hit the key fob, and I pulled open the door on the passenger’s side and swung into the seat as she took hers.




  “Where’s Lisette’s phone now?” I asked as Clarissa pulled away from the curb.




  “Dorian didn’t say.” Her eyes were focused on the road, and I had a feeling that she was hiding something from me.




  “What did he say, then?” I pushed.




  Clarissa made a slightly exasperated sound. “You can’t do anything about it, you know.”




  I frowned at her. “So? I still want an answer.”




  I suspected that she was rolling her eyes at me behind her sunglasses. I didn’t care.




  “He said that the phone wasn’t moving. That’s the only thing he said.” She shook her head. “And I didn’t tell you because that could mean anything. She might have dropped it. Someone might have thrown it away. She could be asleep.”




  Clarissa was being nice. It always made me uneasy when Clarissa was being nice.




  “Or she could be dead,” I finished, forcing myself to say the words in hopes that they’d lose their power over me.




  “Or that,” she agreed.




  I took a quick breath. “All right, then. That’s good to know.”




  “Like I said, knowing it doesn’t change anything,” Clarissa grumbled.




  “It does to me.”




  Still, I stopped grilling her and leaned back into my seat for the rest of the drive to campus. I told myself that it was because she was right, because whatever I found out couldn’t change anything. But I was really afraid that what I would learn would be something I didn’t want to know.




  My hands itched to hold my phone. I wanted to call Lisette even though I knew she wouldn’t answer. I wanted to text her, to message her on Facebook and Snapchat and Kik and Twitter and Instagram and every other social media app she had. I knew it wouldn’t do any good, but somehow I couldn’t help but feel that the mere act of reaching out might be able to bring her closer to me. To safety.




  We arrived at the apartment, and only then did I realize that I didn’t have my usual detachment of bodyguards following in a conspicuously ordinary car. I ducked out of the Ferrari feeling almost naked, the hairs rising on the back of my neck, and hurried toward the building. Ignoring the yellow stripe at the curb, Clarissa shut off the car and followed.




  “Won’t you get towed?” I asked as we waited for the elevator.




  She smiled toothily. “I’ve been attending classes here for weeks. Trust me, in that time, I’ve taken the opportunity to get cozy with all your campus meter maids. My car is fine.”




  Once upstairs, I unlocked the door to our apartment and stepped inside. “Christina?” I called. “Chelsea?”




  Christina stepped out of her bedroom. Her eyes were puffy, like she’d been crying. My heart twisted. She’d cried for Lisette—but I hadn’t, even though she was supposedly my best friend. I’d been too busy keeping it together. More worried about making a scene than about Lisette? Or afraid that crying might make it too real?




  I didn’t want to answer that because I didn’t want to know. I felt if I could just somehow act like everything was going to be all right, I’d be able to keep Lisette safe. If I presented a brave face, maybe that would make it so that a brave face wasn’t needed.




  Magical thinking. Crazy thinking. But it was the only thing I had to cling to.




  “She’s missing, isn’t she?” Christina said. It was a testament to the state of her mind that she ignored Clarissa, who stepped past her into the living area and draped herself upon the couch.




  With a jolt, I realized that I hadn’t actually told Christina that Lisette was gone. For all her party-girl act, Christina was as smart as a whip, and she must have put it together as soon as I’d hung up.




  “I don’t know,” I said. “I think so, I mean. She didn’t come back to Dorian’s place with us. No one did. All the rest of the guests—the ones who were Dorian’s friends—they just went home.”




  Christina nodded, looking ashen. “I thought so. I mean, even before the detectives showed up. When you hung up, I called Hannah and Sarah, and they hadn’t heard from her, either. I tried calling her again, too. I called everyone. Called the bar—looking for her, not the stupid bracelet this time. No one’s seen her since last night. I never would have taken the party bus home if we didn’t think that she was with you. You have to know that.”




  I realized suddenly what she was thinking, that she blamed herself for leaving Lisette—or rather, for not realizing that she’d been taken.




  I wondered what she would think if she knew the truth.




  “I know,” I said aloud. “It’s not your fault, Christina, and you shouldn’t blame yourself. With everyone leaving all at once, of course you thought we went off to some kind of after-party.”




  “I should have known that you wouldn’t ditch us, at least,” she said, sniffing noisily. “And Lisette wouldn’t, either.”




  “But I did,” I pointed out. “For Dorian alone, not to go partying, but I did leave you. Look, there’s nothing we can say or do that will undo what’s happened. Right now, we just need to concentrate on bringing Lisette home.”




  I felt like such a hypocrite, saying that to her as if that should reassure her when the person those words really covered for was me, not Christina.




  “How?” Christina asked, looking hopeless as we headed into the living room. “Will those detectives find her?”




  “Detectives?” I echoed, focusing on that word for the first time.




  “The ones who were here just before you,” she explained as Clarissa made faces over her shoulder.




  Dorian’s men. Of course. And suddenly, I knew something I could do. “Yes, they’re looking. But they’re private detectives, hired by Dorian. We should call the police, too. Have you done that yet?”




  “No.” Christina looked stricken. “I thought that’s who those guys were. I mean, they said they were detectives.”




  “It’s okay,” I assured her. It hadn’t even occurred to me until that instant. I was so deep in Dorian’s world now that my older, ingrained human reflexes of where to look for help were gone.




  “I wouldn’t bother,” said Clarissa from her spot on the sofa.




  I glared at her. “If it could help Lisette, I’m calling.” I grabbed the phone—the landline that none of us ever used—and dialed 9-1-1.




  “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” asked the woman at the other end of the line.




  “My friend’s been kidnapped,” I said. “She’s a student at University of Maryland. Lisette Bonner.”




  “Did this happen just now, in front of you?” the woman asked.




  “No, it happened last night. She was with us, then she started talking to this guy, and he took her. She never came home,” I said.




  “Let me transfer you to the police so that you can file a report, then,” she said.




  “Okay,” I replied uncertainly. Was this what was normal in kidnappings? I had no idea. AMBER Alerts were for little kids. But didn’t Lisette count for something, too?




  A moment later, I was repeating my story to a sergeant. He kept asking questions, questions that showed that he either wasn’t paying attention or simply didn’t care about the details of the case. He sounded skeptical—and bored.




  “Well, if she’s still missing two days from now, you can call up again and file a missing persons report,” he said.




  “No, you don’t understand—someone’s taken her!” I said—almost shouted, if I was being honest with myself. “This is my missing-person report. It’s my kidnapped-person report. I can send you a photo of the guy, even—”




  “I understand that you’re concerned, ma’am, but the fact remains that you haven’t been able to locate your friend for less than twenty-four hours.” The police officer’s voice was patient, condescendingly so, and I wanted to throw my phone across the room in frustration.




  “But he took her,” I snapped, pacing around the narrow living room as Christina hovered anxiously in the background and Clarissa made I told you so faces.




  “Has this man been stalking your friend?” the man asked, not bothering to conceal the boredom in his voice.




  “Yes,” I said. It wasn’t much of a lie, was it? “He’s been following us around. He left a note on my car the other day, in fact. A threat. While she was with us. Can’t you see that it’s serious?”




  “You said you don’t know the man,” the police officer accused.




  I wanted to throw up my hands. “I don’t. And I don’t know that Lisette does, either.”




  “But she was last seen talking to him,” he objected. “If she went with him willingly, that’s not kidnapping, and there’s nothing we can do about it. But if you want to report the threat that he made to you, you can bring in the note, and we’ll take care of it.”




  “Will you look for him if I do that?” I asked.




  “A note usually doesn’t support that kind of investigation unless it’s an explicit threat of bodily harm,” the officer explained patronizingly. “If you knew his name, we could visit him or give him a call, warn him off. But it sounds like you and your friend’s boyfriend—”




  “I’m telling you, he’s not her boyfriend,” I interrupted.




  “—or whatever,” the officer continued, barely pausing, “don’t like each other. That’s not our problem. If she really is missing—forty-eight hours or more, for an adult—then feel free to call back. But you have to understand that adults go missing all the time, especially young adults. You say she was at a party? Then most likely, she’s still partying. She’ll turn up soon enough. With the real missing students these days”—he put delicate emphasis on the word—“I know you’re worried. But we get a dozen of these calls a day, and it’s almost always nothing. Kids go home. They take off for a few days. If she’s a good student like you say, she’ll be back on Monday. And if she’s not, it’s most likely because she’s had a breakdown. Happens all the time before midterms.”
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