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Chapter One




  “It is my honor to present Dorian Thorne and Cora Shaw.”




  The words were soft but resonant, filling the room from hidden speakers to announce my arrival on Dorian’s arm. The hum of the crowd dropped into silence.




  My eyes were fixed straight ahead as we took the last few steps down to the balcony landing, where the single flight of stairs split into halves that doubled back to continue down on either side.




  I didn’t want to run. Not anymore. Dorian had taken that desire from me, and in the process, he’d shown me that he could take everything. He’d proven that I belonged to him, utterly and completely, and any faint resistance I could mount against him was only at his whim.




  At least, I thought bitterly, he allowed me to still feel my fear.




  I’d avoided looking over the railing into the grand salon as we descended the first flight of stairs—I had that much choice left to me—but as we turned on the landing, I had to face the room and the guests who were gathered below, waiting to meet me.




  My hand tightened convulsively around Dorian’s arm.




  Hundreds of faces were turned to look up at us, eyes glittering, lips red gashes that were parted in smiles of varying shades of sincerity. The impression of falseness was overpowering. They looked human, but their appearances were so calculated to hit every note of physical beauty that they seemed like a gallery of mannequins that had been given life.




  They were vampires—or agnates, as they called themselves—and a few of their not-quite-human consorts. And at least one of them wanted me dead.




  “There are so many,” I whispered, freezing on the top step. I couldn’t force my legs to move.




  “It’s a special occasion,” Dorian murmured. “Every agnate who could come is here, from hundreds or even thousands of miles away.”




  I looked up at him. His tone was almost conspiratorial, like that of one outsider to another. But he was one of them. He looked like one of them, moved like one of them, with his aristocratic features under his dark, waving hair. He even smiled like one of them right then, a reflex that didn’t reach his eyes, a public face meant for the benefit of the assembly below.




  And yet I craved him every bit as much as I feared the others. It was an ache in my bones, a hole in my chest, a sense of a phantom missing limb that was only eased when his touch sent electric awareness coursing through my body to bring me to life.




  His children, I reminded myself. That feeling was a trap to make me want to bear his children and make more creatures like those below. And the very thought made me want to scream.




  But I didn’t, because only a short time ago, it had also made me want to run away. Then he’d plucked that desire right out of my mind while I stood there, helpless to stop him. So even though my head spun and my breath dragged inside my lungs, I didn’t dare to even protest out of the fear of what else he’d take from me.




  The guests applauded at our appearance, a polite and restrained sound that was pitched to be continued for minutes without flagging. Dorian put his free hand over mine where it creased the sleeve of his tail coat.




  “Come on, now,” he said, his blue eyes capturing me. “We shouldn’t leave them waiting.”




  There was something in his expression that I’d never seen before. Victory. Exhilaration. Was it me that caused these new emotions? No—no, it was only what I meant to his cause in the role of his consort, his cognate.




  He took the next step, and I came with him even though my heart felt so tight I thought it would choke me. I would follow him to hell because I had to. My feet wobbled in their heels.




  A blast of trumpets accompanied our advance, the opening to an exultant processional played by the chamber orchestra perching upon the far end of the mezzanine above the salon. And the clapping continued as we reached the edge of the red carpet that ran from the foot of the stairs to the center of the room.




  The dazzling assembly swirled before my eyes, as if Tim Burton had been set loose on the Academy Awards. Couture fought with costumes that must have been centuries old, hoop skirts and Louboutins, knee breeches and Armani. Rubies battled lamé, diamonds clashed with sequins, and feather boas rivaled stuffed foxes, all thrown together with a mad abandon that crashed in my senses.




  The guests melted away on either side as we followed the strip of carpet. I risked a look over my shoulder. The crowd closed up behind us as soon as we passed.




  Surrounded. Trapped. My heart skittered madly out of control. If I had been able to run then, I would have.




  The carpet ended at the foot of a towering, black-draped object in the exact center of the vast room. Dorian came to a stop in front of it, and he turned us around to face the crowd just as the orchestra let out one last chord and fell into silence, the applause dying with it.




  He had timed our arrival with theatrical precision, making the most of the moment. And I was the prop, swaying on his arm.




  “Today marks two beginnings.” Dorian’s voice rolled out over the assembly. His face was perfectly composed, but I could see the cold flash of triumph in his eyes as he looked across his friends and enemies. “One is personal, the beginning of my bond to my new cognate, Cora Shaw. The other is a new beginning for us all, because I found Cora not in the old way but through the new reproducible, scientific screening techniques developed by the research that I and my compatriots have been funding these last thirty years.”




  Applause erupted again, this time far louder, though it came from fewer hands. Some agnates didn’t clap at all, and some of the fake smiles turned into something that more closely resembled snarls. I could feel all the eyes on me like a weight—a sense of hope from some, hate from others.




  I shuddered away from all of them. I was just...myself. Not a symbol. Not a tool. I hadn’t chosen this dubious honor, and I didn’t deserve the burden of their emotions.




  Agnates like Dorian had to feed on blood from a living human to survive, but only one human in thousands would normally survive the feeding—and in the process be transformed into an ageless cognate, bonded to the vampire who bit them and able to provide blood as needed forever after. Dorian’s tests screened out those who couldn’t be turned, improving those odds to one in one hundred.




  An ordinary college student, I’d been dying from leukemia. The transformation cured human illnesses, so when Dorian’s tests revealed that I was an excellent candidate, I’d taken the chance—without knowing that he was offering more than a cancer treatment. Without knowing the nature of the change until it was far too late.




  I wished I could hate Dorian for it, but any time I reached for such an emotion, it slithered away, out of my grasp.




  A noise and a sudden breeze behind us made me look back. The drape was falling away from the tall object, revealing a black marble sculpture more than twice life size—a nude winged man surging up from the base, wings extended and arm uplifted as he rose, his face turned up to the ceiling far overhead.




  Dorian continued, speaking over the applause. “In commemoration of this historic event, I commissioned a work, Angel Rising. Let it be a representation of the new age that we are about to enter.”




  The angry muttering rose in volume, but other agnates clapped louder, some even cheering in support.




  “Bravo! Bravo!” called a soprano voice, and I saw Clarissa, one of Dorian’s friends, deep in the crowd with her hands cupped around her mouth.




  Dorian held up a hand, and gradually, the noise died away. “And now let us observe the venerable institution of the introduction of a new cognate in the spirit of harmony with which it is traditionally kept.”




  Applause again, quieter, and this time, there were expressions of naked outrage on some of the agnates’ faces.




  The orchestra struck up a spritely classical piece. As if that were some kind of a signal, the crowd shifted, the bubble of space around us collapsing as the agnates turned their attention to each other.




  “I only caught about half of that, but I think you just made a whole bunch of really dangerous vampires really mad,” I whispered.




  “We’ve won,” Dorian said, contempt naked in his voice. “Those who don’t accept that will be passed by.”




  “Well, one of those has already sent an assassin after me,” I reminded him. They had wanted to erase the evidence of my existence before I could be presented to vampire society. “Making them angrier doesn’t really seem like a healthy choice.”




  He glanced down at me, and something shifted behind his eyes, like he was really looking at me for the first time. His face softened instantly. “I know you’re afraid, Cora. But you’re untouchable now. The introduction makes you as safe as you can be. It’s been centuries since an agnate harmed another’s officially recognized cognate.”




  I looked over the glittering crowd, wondering which of them might choose to make an exception. In contrast to their opponents, Dorian and his allies believed that agnates should not exploit humans indiscriminately. But to restrain their feeding had meant drastically reducing the chances of finding a cognate. Now Dorian’s research changed all that. And that made his enemies hate me, the living proof.




  “Let’s not test that,” I said. “What happens next?”




  “Next?” Dorian nodded at the company. “Next we greet those of our guests who wish to congratulate me or be introduced to you.”




  As if summoned by his words, a silver-haired man headed straight for us, an ethereal woman clad in diaphanous nude draperies drifting behind him. He was one of the few vampires who wore obvious signs of age—but they seemed to be just that, worn, like I might wear a coat.




  “Very subtle, Dorian.” The man nodded toward the statue. “Maybe you should put sparklers on it, or a loudspeaker. Truly drive home your point. Someone might have missed it.”




  “Like it, do you?” Dorian said. There was a small, smug lift at the corner of his mouth.




  “Others don’t,” the man said dryly. “How long have you had it sitting in storage, waiting for this day?”




  “Thirty-four years.”




  “You know that some will say it is just luck,” he said.




  Dorian’s gaze went icy. “It wasn’t luck. It was a great deal of time, effort, and money. The balance of power will shift to our side now. It’s inevitable.”




  “It will go worse for you if the Kyrioi believe in your success,” the man predicted. He waved at me. “Take care with that one.”




  I could feel Dorian’s body stiffening through his arm. “Etienne, you know that we have ethical disagreements about how that should be accomplished.”




  “To humanity’s cost,” Etienne said. It sounded like a rehearsal of a very old argument.




  “Might I introduce my cognate?” Dorian said then, pointedly.




  Etienne smiled at me then, a dazzling, toothy smile that I recognized had the force of all his persuasion over it. But it washed over me and I felt nothing.




  Reluctantly, I extended my hand, and he took it, his grasp cool and dry.




  “So pleased to meet you,” he said.




  I pulled my hand back as quickly as I dared. Dorian’s friend or not, the man disturbed me.




  “Is that...?” I ventured, my eyes straying to the dreamy-looking woman who floated behind him. I had never met another cognate before, but what else could she be?




  She had the false, flawless youth of the agnates but none of the dark power. She cocked her head to the side, and I noticed a red, heart-shaped mark on her neck. Etienne had a matching one just above his collar. Bond marks, like the teardrop-shaped ones that Dorian and I bore on our wrists.




  “My own cognate,” Etienne said. “Isabella d’Erte.”




  “Welcome, Isabella,” I said, hoping that the expression I wore looked more like a smile than it felt.




  The woman just stared at me for a moment, no reaction or recognition in her face, and then her gaze turned back to roaming aimlessly around the room.




  “Isabella does not speak English,” Dorian said.




  “Oh?” I asked.




  “She’s from Venice,” he said briefly.




  “She’s Italian?” I probed, sensing his reticence. Her reaction had not seemed like that of someone who simply didn’t understand the language. It had seemed...empty.




  “Byzantine, actually. So her mother tongue is something between vulgar Latin and modern Italian.”




  Etienne snorted. “Quit coddling the child, Dorian. You’re such a hypocrite. If you really wanted your Cora to understand, you would tell her that Isabella no longer speaks at all.”




  He gave us both a sketch of a bow and strolled off, the woman bobbing mindlessly in his wake.




  My stomach clenched. Run. I wished I could want to run.




  “Dorian....” I said, staring after her in fixated horror. Isabella no longer speaks at all—but once, she had. Once, she had been a woman like any other. But then Etienne, through the power of the bond, had changed her into the mindless doll she was now, a woman’s body with an empty mind.




  “I’m sorry you saw that,” he said with soft intensity, putting his free hand over mine. “As I said, we’re not all the same.”




  They weren’t the same, but Dorian had already changed me with his very presence, my desires tied to his, and he’d also changed me deliberately, when the stakes were high enough.




  What would it take for him to turn me into an Isabella—maybe not today or this year or this decade, but a century from now, half a millennium? To live forever in a twilight existence....




  Clarissa materialized in front of us. Her auburn hair was swept up into an elegant chignon, her body clasped in a canary yellow sheath that was slit up to her thigh and widened to puddle in a train behind her.




  “Enjoying your party?” she said, clasping our hands in turn, her smile edged and her eyes bright.




  She was feeding off the tension in the room. She could sense the danger, too—and unlike me, she loved it.




  It was a measure of my state of mind that I found Clarissa’s presence almost reassuring. She, at least, was something like a friend.




  “I think I’ll survive,” I replied.




  She let out a musical peal of laughter. “You’re just infuriating them. It’s fabulous!” she crowed, and just as quickly as she’d appeared, she ducked back into the crowd and was gone.




  Reassuring. Right.




  A man in a stiff silk robe popped in front of us before I could say anything, bowing with exaggerated courtesy over my hand.




  “Ah, the famous new cognate,” he said, every word edged. “What a pretty story you spin about her, Thorne.”




  “It’s no story, and you know it, Timur,” Dorian countered.




  “Perhaps. You take too many gambles. Throw the dice once too often, and they’ll come up snake eyes, and then where will you and your precious Adelphoi be?” With another contemptuous bow, he faded back into the crowd.




  I was still reeling when an agnatic woman approached wearing three dead parrots arranged in a macabre tableau on her head. I stared at the budgies as she talked to Dorian, unable to focus on her words, not even to process whether there was bile behind her smile before she left.




  “Dorian! And Cora!” A woman came up on the arm of a bored-looking man, her wild blond curls scarcely confined by a silk band.




  I blinked because even though it was the woman who spoke, it was the man who had the air of an agnate about him. He wore an expression of bored indulgence.




  “Good evening, Dorian,” he said.




  “Jean, Hattie,” Dorian returned. “Allow me to present to you my cognate, Cora Shaw.”




  I could feel a slight change in his body through my hand on his arm—the tiniest relaxation, and only then did I realize how tense he’d been before.




  “A pleasure,” Jean intoned, pressing my hand briefly.




  “It’s excellent to see you up and about,” the cognate said briskly as she squeezed my hand in turn. “I wanted to call on you before, but Dorian banished me to the labs as soon as you were awake.”




  There was something familiar about her, the pretty round face and the mass of curls....




  “You were there,” I blurted. “When I—I changed. You were there, and you took me away.”




  Hattie’s smile broadened, and her agnate patted her arm with the kind of affection one would show to an excited pet. “You remembered,” she said. “I hope Perry Connor didn’t frighten you too much.”




  I shook my head. There had been too much pain for there to be any room for fear.




  “Well, enjoy your introduction.” She gazed adoringly up into Jean’s face. “I certainly loved mine.”




  “I expect cocktails and baccarat at your New Year’s party,” Jean said to Dorian over her head. “You know what I think about parties with neither gambling nor mixed drinks.” He frowned at a tray of champagne as a waiter passed by.




  “I’m sure that can be arranged,” Dorian said.




  They turned and left, the parade of greetings continued, each accompanied by varying degrees of enthusiasm or hostility. At times, I couldn’t even tell whether their congratulations were meant with sarcasm or sincerity.




  Nearly a quarter of the agnates had a cognate in tow. Some of these had the vacant look of Isabella. Others were silent but looked on with intelligent eyes. A few—a very few—spoke to one or both of us, but they all seemed uniformly, almost disturbingly content. I couldn’t help but wonder how old they all were—and whether that contentment came of themselves or was a happiness imposed by their agnates.




  It was like a bizarre kind of slideshow, a presentation of all my possible futures. My head swam, my stomach roiling. My hand on Dorian’s arm began to cramp with the force that I was clinging to him, and my other hand shook when I extended it to be briefly pressed by yet another dazzling agnate. The night had hardly begun, but all I could do was to look forward desperately to the end.




  But even when it did, I would be no less trapped, because I feared the futures themselves, not just the presentations of them, because one of them would be mine....




  Servants circulated with trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres. I took a flute of wine and drank it too quickly, snatching up a second when a waiter came near again and downing it just as fast. Under the sound of the orchestra, the drone of hundreds of conversations echoed through the room.




  As Dorian exchanged earnest observations with an older agnatic woman, two children came tumbling up the carpet between the adults, a serious-looking boy with a much younger girl. They stopped short as they realized that I stood in their way.




  I stared, my attention pulled from Dorian’s conversation. I hadn’t noticed any children in the crowd before, the press of adult bodies too great to see smaller ones between them. Somehow, their presence made the gathering more real—and yet more fantastically bizarre.




  Both children were astonishingly beautiful. The boy noticed my attention and smirked ingratiatingly under a shock of brown hair, his smile perfectly tuned with complete self-awareness as to its effect. He had his own tail suit, down to the white tie and the wingtip shoes, and he already carried traces of the shadowy authority of the adults and turned its full force on me.




  The little girl’s velvet skirt stood out like a perfect bell around her, so stiff with petticoats that it rustled with every motion. Her black hair hung in perfect ringlets under a bright purple tiara. Staring at me suspiciously, she rattled the dozen or so plastic beaded necklaces that she wore around her neck, but even that childlike motion was peculiarly, inappropriately elegant.




  “We’re going to climb that statue,” she announced, her tone edged with the contemptuous certainty that I would not dare to cross her.




  “Come on,” the boy muttered to her, keeping the smile plastered on his face as he stared me down. “She’s not human. Let’s go around.”




  “I want to climb up at the end of the carpet,” the girl said, digging in her heels as he tugged at her hand, little tendrils of will, sensed but not seen, emanating from her. But the older boy overpowered her and dragged her back into the crowd.




  Children. Vampire children. The too-perfect facsimiles of humanity in the adult agnates were disconcerting enough, but the children seemed almost like actors, poured into small bodies and playing a role, skillfully hitting all the right notes with the jaded eye of a master manipulator. I was immune, but any true human not under another agnate’s thrall would have had her mind turned into mush by one look at those pretty faces.




  I shuddered.




  “Dorian, darling!”




  My attention was jolted to an agnatic woman who came sailing up to us, her dark hair clasped in golden bands. Her goddess-style dress was all white draperies and crisscrossed gold cords that served to emphasize her breasts and the swelling of her pregnant belly.




  She was flanked by two muscular, bare-chested men—both non-agnates, I realized—an absurdity even among the varied attire of the other guests. As she advanced, other agnates muttered or stared, and she preened under their disapproval. The men each had an oval mark over their right hip. Both cognates, then? The woman must have a matching mark, invisible beneath her dress.




  “I am so glad you finally found someone. Two hundred years of abstinence cannot be healthy.” She smiled toothily, thrusting her hand at him.




  Dorian bowed over it, wearing a chilly smile. “As delightful as always, Veronica.”




  “You’re such a clever boy,” she said. “Now all you need is a second little plaything.”




  She patted the nearest man proprietarily on the shoulder with one long-nailed hand. With a chuckle, he caught her hand and kissed it, and her expression turned blatantly carnal.




  “One is fun, but two are better,” she purred.




  “You can stop terrorizing my cognate now,” Dorian said through his teeth, his smile unwavering. “It isn’t gracious to bully your hostess.”




  “Why, heavens forfend!” She put her hand to her heart and took a deep breath as she turned to me, not coincidentally drawing attention to her generous breasts. “Oh, my dear, are you still such a prude? Don’t worry. It never lasts long.”




  I jerked back automatically as she reached out to touch my shoulder.




  She laughed again and cradled her belly. “And who knows? Soon enough, you’ll have little ones of your own to think about.”




  With that, she sashayed off, the men sauntering in her wake.




  “Are they really both—” I whispered.




  “Yes,” he said shortly. “But it’s considered very poor form.”




  I reached for another flute of champagne as a waiter passed by, but no sooner had I grasped it than Dorian plucked it from my fingers and placed it back on the tray, then took my free hand in his for a brief squeeze.




  “You’ve had quite enough, Cora,” he said. “You’re doing fine. You don’t need that.”




  His reassurance wrapped around me with almost a physical force, warm and muffling, and I sensed a distant twinge of panic that I could not properly feel.




  My head was spinning with all the people and the champagne by the time the orchestra stopped and a bell rang deep in the recesses of the house. The sea of guests began to flow, slowly but steadily, toward the stairs, the buzz of conversation continuing unabated.




  Dorian stepped along with them, and I bobbed at his side, anchored to his strength.




  “Is it over?” I asked, not quite daring to hope that it was.




  “Only the introductions.” Dorian looked down at me, studying me closely for the first time since he had stepped down from the top of the stairs. The hard light of victory faded slightly from his eyes, replaced with a hint of pity.




  I didn’t want his pity. I wanted to escape.




  “This is horrible,” I said, putting all the force of my feeling in those words. “I want it to be done.”




  Except it wouldn’t ever be done, not really. This was my life with Dorian, in one form or another, forever.




  His arm tightened infinitesimally against mine. “I know. I’m sorry. Only dinner and dancing are left. That will likely last until dawn, but we will not be obligated to stay that long.”




  As we reached the grand staircase and headed down toward the ballroom, I looked at all the beautiful, ageless faces around us and realized that except for the children, I could very well be the youngest person in the room by a hundred years.




  “Dancing,” I said. “I don’t think I can do the kind of dancing that you’re talking about.”




  “But I can,” he said. “Have no fear, Cora. You will only be expected to watch the grand march with me and take the first dance, and then you can sit in a quiet corner near the buffet until it is over.”




  And then I could be put back on the shelf with the other playthings. I knew he had meant to be comforting, but it was anything but. My stomach turned. My place in his world as his cognate seemed to tighten around my throat like a noose. I’d had a future planned, before I’d gotten sick. But the future I wanted and the future demanded of me as Dorian’s cognate couldn’t both survive.




  I braced myself to enter the ballroom.




  
Chapter Two




  The back of my neck prickled as we reached the lower level, the memory of the proving that had been held there two nights before bright in my mind. But the tables that had been set up to test Dorian’s staff for loyalty were gone now. Every light in the room now shone, even the candelabra on the mirrored walls, and great, thick garlands of roses and lilies hung from them, perfuming the air.




  Love and death. How absurdly appropriate.




  Another orchestra occupied a raised dais at the far end of the room, now sitting at rest as the agnates and their cognates poured in around us, gathering at the vestibule in front of the dance floor. Four different buffets were set behind the columns that ringed the room, servers standing to attention behind the tables, with golden chairs against the walls in between.




  Dorian ignored his guests even as they made way for us, moving aside as we stepped from the marble entry onto the parquet of the ballroom proper.




  On cue, the orchestra struck up a stately march. My death grip on Dorian’s arm grew even tighter.




  “What do I do?” I whispered urgently.




  His smile did nothing to put me at ease even as my heart did a little hiccup in my chest. “You walk with me to the viewing platform.”




  He led the way down the length of the room to a small, elevated stage just below the orchestra’s dais. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement, but I didn’t dare look aside as Dorian stepped up onto the platform. I stumbled after and turned with him to face the assembly.




  The guests had paired up down to the smallest of the children and were executing an elaborate choreography in intricate, shifting geometries across the floor, as if there were some giant puppeteer pulling strings above. Every movement was exactly synchronized and so beautiful in its studied grace that it almost hurt to watch.




  I was struck with the thought of how deadly those lovely creatures were, the danger in every perfect turn and nod, and I felt like a small, furry animal, mesmerized by the swaying of a snake.




  The music swelled and came to a clashing finale just as the entire company turned to face us and bowed.




  “And now it is our turn,” Dorian murmured. He returned the bow, his gesture low, sweeping, almost exaggerated. Caught off guard, I ducked my head and made a wobbly curtsey at his side.




  He straightened and stepped down onto the floor as the assembly faded back. I was pulled along on his arm toward the center of the floor.




  “The first dance,” I said, a tremor of panic rising in my voice.




  “Indeed,” he said.




  The orchestra began to play a slow, swinging jazz. Not quite what I had expected, but I didn’t know what to do with it one bit more than if it had been a waltz. Around us, the couples scattered outward and began to dance around the floor. Even as they whirled past us, I could sense their eyes on us, watching, judging.




  Now what?




  Dorian shifted the arm I was still holding so that he cupped my shoulder blade, loosening my grip gently and transferring my hand to his shoulder.




  “Foxtrot,” he said. “My request. It’s simplicity itself to follow.”




  He took my other hand in his free one and raised it, pulling me against him from chest to hip. I closed my eyes at the contact, clinging to the sensation of the hard length of his body against mine—despite everything. The intimacy of it shot through me, bringing a flush of heat to my cheeks and a welcoming blossom of heat deep in my center.




  He was the cause of the chaos in my world—and the only still point in it.




  Dorian shifted his weight to one foot, pulling me with him, and my eyes flew open again.




  “Just feel what I do, Cora,” he said, and he stepped out.




  I panicked, clenching his arm and stumbling.




  “I don’t think I can do this,” I hissed.




  He ducked his head to my ear and murmured, “Don’t be afraid. I have you.”




  The words carried the force of all his persuasion with them, and my anxiety evaporated. I stepped easily with him, his body guiding my own as effortlessly as breathing.




  I had been changed again. Panic welled up inside me, churning in my guts, sending my heart lurching sideways. He held me pinned in his arms.




  “Don’t,” I whispered. “Please, don’t.”




  A small frown marred his perfect forehead. “I was trying to help.”




  “I know,” I said as we weaved between other swaying couples. “But stop doing it. I want to be myself. If I’m afraid, then I want to deal with it. I don’t want to have it all wiped away for me. That’s only one step away from turning me into—into an Isabella.”




  His arms tightened around me. “I would never do that.”




  The promise, however treacherous it might be, gave me an infinitesimal reassurance, and the frantic drumming of my heart slowed fractionally. Somehow, my feet never tangled in his, and we never collided with any of the other dancers. The song ended, and he took me on his arm again and led me under the colonnade that encircled the room, heading toward the nearest buffet.




  “I have duties as the host to attend to,” he said. “But you can have some peace. Nothing will happen to you here.”




  “How much longer will it be?” I asked. My hand ached from clinging to him.




  “Two hours, maybe three. I must make a few rounds of the room—speak to the right people, dance with the right people.” He looked down at me, his expression graver than his light words. “I will come for you when I can.”




  I didn’t want to be left alone in a roomful of vampires, even though the irony of clinging to Dorian for defense left a bitter taste in my mouth. Right now, he might very well be more dangerous to me than any of the other agnates.




  But I said, “Okay. I’ll be here. But if anyone else asks me to dance, I’m refusing.”




  A ghost of a smile flickered across his face. “Just tell them you’re tired. A cognate’s prerogative.”




  A boyish-looking agnate with an unruly mop of yellow hair came up to us. I tried to retrieve his name from the long list of introductions but failed.




  “Here I am, Dorian, as promised,” he said. Behind him were two uniformed servants.




  Dorian shook his hand warmly. “Cora, you remember Tiberius. He’ll chase any unwanted attention away.” He nodded to the staff. “And if you need anything, send one of them to get me.”




  “I will,” I said. There didn’t seem to be anything else to say.




  “As soon as we can politely leave, I will come for you,” Dorian promised, and I detected something in his eyes.




  Was it reluctance? Or regret?




  Tonight was the celebration of the triumph of his work—work that would have taken a human’s entire career. It was an event that starkly marked his victory and portended the failure of his enemies. And he was willing to cut that short. For me. Because I was sick and frightened and miserable, he was willing to bow out of his own victory fête.




  But I was only here in the first place because he had forced me to attend. How big was the concession, really, when I was giving my life? And how desperate was I, to give him as much credit as I could?




  He cupped my cheek briefly, flashed a smile that was edged with possessiveness and a hard triumph, and then he turned away and disappeared into the crowd.




  I stood rooted at the edge of the dance floor, hugging myself, feeling more alone in the magnificent crowd than I had all those nights I’d cried myself to sleep in my bedroom after my Gramma died.




  Etienne whirled by, Isabella in his arms. Her expression was ecstatic—his was fierce and adoring. I shuddered. How could he look at the mindless doll-woman like that?




  “Would you care for some dinner?” Tiberius asked, dragging my attention away from the floor.




  The smell of food from the buffet hit me at his words, and I realized that I was hungry. My oversized lunch seemed a very long time ago. I wondered if there was some kind of Gone with the Wind-like expectation that ladies would eat delicately. I decided I didn’t care.




  “Absolutely,” I said.




  Tiberius held out his arm, radiating charm, and hesitantly, I took it. No reaction went through me at his touch; it appeared that I truly was immune to other agnates. Everyone except Dorian. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.




  “Just sit here,” he said, escorting me to one of the armless side chairs against the wall a short distance from the buffet. “I shall bring you a plate.”




  “How will you know what I like?” I challenged.




  His grin was infectious. “I’ll get you a little of everything.”




  There wasn’t much to say to that. I sat, the staff members taking positions a short distance away, and Tiberius went off to the far end of the table where the buffet plates were stacked.




  My attention was captured by a woman at the buffet whose unkempt hair was haphazardly scraped into a twist. Her ball gown was faded and bedraggled, and she moved with small, jerky motions, muttering continually to herself as she loaded her plate. She was filthy, and my nose burned with her smell as she reached the near end of the table, but her skin shared the peculiarly flawless quality of all the guests, and she had the cast of an agnate about her. Her eyes, when they briefly met mine, were unfocused and confused.




  Abruptly, she dropped the fork that she was holding and scuttled away, looking around wildly and clutching her plate with both hands. I shrank back as she passed my chair, so preoccupied that I didn’t notice the guest next to me until she spoke.




  “Lucky me. I get to sit next to the newest cognate.”




  
Chapter Three




  I jumped slightly at the voice so near my ear. A woman had taken the chair next to me, a person I didn’t remember being introduced to. Human, I decided—or rather, cognate. She had heavy blonde hair piled on top of her head with tendrils artfully escaping to frame her face. There was something peculiar about her, something unsettling, but I couldn’t decide what it was.




  “Good evening,” I said neutrally, casting a glance at Tiberius.




  “I remember my own conversion like it was yesterday,” the woman continued. “God, I was so naïve! Fifty years old, and yet I knew nothing.”




  “You don’t look fifty,” I ventured. In fact, like all the cognates I’d met, she had the same slightly false, plasticky look of youth as the agnates.




  She let out a crow of laughter. “No one does unless they want to, sweetie. We look as old as we wish. Eventually, at least. It took thirty years for me to grow young enough for my tastes.” She gave a negligent shrug. “Or my master’s tastes. I can’t remember which.”




  “So, what, I could be whatever age I wished?” I asked. “Eighty? Or even eight?”




  “You can look whatever age, within limits,” she said. “I believe the youngest cognate I ever met appeared to be approximately fourteen—really, you can’t reverse adolescence entirely. The oldest....” She nodded to the floor. “Sixty seems to be as old as most people can manage. A well-preserved, handsome sixty, of course. Wrinkles are hard to maintain, though, so most of them are just showing off for a while. When they get tired of all the effort, they’ll go younger again, too. Maybe keep some silver streaks in their hair to look distinguished.”




  “Oh,” I said, not really sure what the proper response was.




  The woman rubbed me the wrong way. I didn’t have any justification for my reaction, but it remained. I considered manufacturing some excuse to move away, this was still my first chance to speak to any cognate alone. And anyhow, Tiberius was still loading my buffet plate, and I didn’t want to lose him in the crush.




  “But however you look, you will actually be whatever age you really are,” the woman continued. “Which is now—ageless! Of course, I wasn’t this gorgeous, either, back then,” she added in a conspiratorial tone, her motion taking in her elegant face and curvaceous body. “None of us were, but if you bring it up, half the cognates will deny they ever looked any other way.”




  Which meant that I, too, would change over time. I freely admitted that I found the beauty of all the agnates and cognates intimidating. And there were certainly parts of myself that I didn’t much care for, like my nose. But the thought that even my features would inevitably change over time, reshaping like putty, filled me with a slow horror.




  “So how did he find you?” The cognate dropped her voice and leaned toward me. “Mr. Thorne claims that his new screening test identified you as a prime candidate. Personally, I think he lost control and went on a bar-raiding rampage but won’t admit it.”




  “I passed a blood test,” I said, trying not to bristle in Dorian’s defense. “He gave me an opportunity, and after a lot of thought, I took it.”




  “Knowing the odds?” The woman was openly skeptical.




  “I was sort of dying of cancer at the time,” I said stiffly. “It was my only shot.”




  “How very mercenary,” she said in a scandalized tone. She took a long drink of her wine. “My story was much more romantic. He was the captain of an Australian prison ship. He had been calling women prisoners in to his cabin, one every night, since the second week of the voyage, and they never came out again. I was so terrified when the boatswain led me in that I pissed myself.” She laughed again, as if the story were hysterically funny.




  I edged away from her, trying to keep my face blank.




  She continued obliviously. “But then he turned those eyes on me, and I was his. Even if I’d been another body to be heaved over the side in the dead of night, it would have been worth it, just for that time again.” Her expression was dreamy. “Every time he marks me, it’s just like the first time.”




  She bent to adjust the ankle strap on her shoe, and the recessed light directly above us shone down on her bare back, revealing a butterfly-shaped red spot just above her waist.




  But there was something else, too—a silvery pattern of lines against the snowy expanse of skin. They formed an intricate tracery, brighter lines over fading ones, the layers running together.




  As she straightened, I realized that these marks were all over her body, not just her back. Her arms, her throat—even her face bore a few of them.




  I had seen something like that before. I tried to think of where. My hand strayed to my neck, and suddenly, I remembered—the healing marks of Dorian’s first bite.




  My stomach flipped over. It had taken a week for mine to fade away entirely. I tried to imagine the amount of damage that the woman must have sustained to leave so many layers of evidence on her skin. My mind rebelled. I jerked back, and she looked up at my movement, following my gaze to her skin.




  “Ah, my love bites,” she said, smiling with a languorous sensuality. “Don’t you like them?”




  “No,” I said, standing up so hurriedly that I almost stumbled.




  She gave a girlish giggle, raising her wineglass in a half-salute. “Oh, but you will.” She threw back the wine, then wrapped her hand around the bell of the glass and squeezed.




  It shattered with a sharp sound, the broken shards slicing into her flesh as she tightened her fingers into a fist around it. Rivulets of blood streamed over her hand, dripping onto the floor.




  “Damn,” I breathed, backing away.




  She smiled up at me and then opened her hand, the piece of glass falling free as her skin closed up again, pushing them out. Her expression was almost ecstatic.




  “Oh, Cora,” she said. “You don’t know what you have to look forward to.”




  Her words went straight through me, and my guts knotted, hard. It was all too much—the music, the crowd, the awful woman in front of me. Tiberius was headed toward me, carrying an overloaded plate, and his approach was enough to kick my fight-or-flight impulse into overdrive.




  Whatever compulsion Dorian had placed on me to stay had faded now. I’d fulfilled my obligations, standing at his side, forcing a smile at his friends. I was done. All I wanted now was to escape—to go back to my campus apartment, hide under my comforter, and pretend that none of this had ever happened. I just wanted my old life back, with my friends and my future and all the hopes and dreams the cancer had taken away from me.




  I turned away and fled, charging blindly between agnates and cognates alike.




  “Cora!” Tiberius’ concerned voice rang out over the conversations.




  “Madam. Wait!” I heard the outcry from the other servants behind me, but I ignored them all and pushed onward, bolting for the stairs.




  I ducked between two startled agnates, and there it was—the staircase leading up to freedom. Almost woozy with relief, I ran forward—




  Only to be caught up short by a hand on my arm.




  
Chapter Four




  “Ho ho! It wouldn’t be much of a party without the guest of honor.”




  I spun around.




  A male agnate held me, his expression at once avuncular and amused under his carefully tousled light brown hair.




  “Let me go,” I said tightly.




  He dropped my arm immediately, holding up his hand palm-out in a sign of surrender. I got ready to flee again, but his smile was so disarming that I hesitated even as I felt the wave of his persuasion wash over me and leave me untouched.




  “Dorian can be a bit of a boor,” he said. “Such a stickler for propriety. He could have waited a week or two before throwing you into all this, to let you get your bearings. But he just had to go by the rules and introduce you within ten days of your conversion.”




  It was the first I’d heard of any such rule. As far as I knew, the date had been picked to put an end to people trying to kill me.




  “Who are you?” I asked bluntly. I was pretty sure he’d not joined the line of congratulations earlier, and his jocular familiarity now made me wonder why.




  He held out his hand. “Cosimo Laurentis.”




  I took it suspiciously, but he gave it a perfectly polite shake.




  “Cora Shaw,” I said.




  “Cora Shaw, Cora Thorne, it all depends on your preference now,” he said. “And of course Dorian’s. But that goes without saying, cara. Come back to the party. Dorian will be so disappointed if you leave.”




  “I don’t care,” I said, backing toward the stairs.




  “But you will,” he pointed out with a smile. “As soon as Dorian finds you.”




  I stopped. I couldn’t deny the truth of that. His caring would make me care. And that horrified me almost as much as the marks on that woman’s skin.




  “Come now, bella,” he cajoled. “I know it’s stressful, with all the worst members of agnatic society here. But chin up, and all that. It’s only one night.”




  “The worst?” I repeated, still feeling slightly nauseated. “Do you include yourself in that description?”




  Cosimo chuckled. “Oh, most definitely.”




  He offered me his arm. Better the devil you know, the old phrase went. Except I didn’t know Dorian’s world. Not yet. If I was being dragged into it, I needed to—even though that was most definitely not what the saying meant.




  I hooked my arm around his, and he led me back through the crowd at the edge of the dance floor to the shelter behind the colonnade. “There you go, cara. I’ll get you some food and champagne.”




  I nodded, taking the nearest seat, and Cosimo disappeared into the crowd.




  The crowd was thinner this far from the buffet. I saw no other cognates, but a clutch of agnates laughed uproariously a short distance away, having commandeered several bottles of wine and pulled some of the chairs into a circle at the edge of the dance floor. Several were slumped over, blinking slowly, and as I watched, one produced a syringe and casually filled it, tapping her vein several times before plunging it in.




  That couldn’t possibly be legal. I tried to make myself invisible against the wall, but they showed no interest in anything that happened outside their group.




  With a flourish, a male produced a baggie with a line of white pills in the bottom. He poured the contents into his hand, and he tossed them up in the air to whoops and hollers of delight. As the agnates scrambled to catch them, two men collided hard.




  What happened next was almost too fast to see. One moment, they were crashing drunkenly into each other—the next, the large one had lifted the smaller one by the neck and flung him a good twenty feet onto the ballroom floor.




  The dancers dodged with inhuman nimbleness, all except a consort who ended up being clipped by the man’s flailing leg, but even he was caught before he hit the ground and lifted out of the way of further harm.




  The orchestra broke off, and the thrown agnate lay still on the ground. A sudden silence spread like a shockwave through the room.




  Was he dead? I stood up, not knowing what to do. Should I call 911? Could paramedics even help a vampire?




  But then the man lurched to his feet, shaking his head, and he gave a roar and rushed back toward his attacker with the same inhuman speed.




  The room seemed to implode as other vampires rushed toward the two brawlers. In an instant, both the assailant and the victim were pinned under the weight of a dozen bodies, then dragged to their feet and unceremoniously hustled up the stairs.




  Dorian appeared at my side, his eyes blazing. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.




  “I was getting away from a horrible woman—”




  He took my arm, sweeping me along with him. “Did I not tell you that all society would be coming tonight? Most of these people are not my friends.”




  “I’m sorry,” I blurted, frightened by his fury.




  He stopped. We were now at the other end of the ballroom from where the fight had broken out. “No, Cora. I am sorry. I was trying not to scare you, and I put you in danger.”




  “I thought you said I was safe now,” I said weakly. “Safe from any agnate here.”




  “Against deliberate attempts to harm you. That group, though, in their current state....” He shook his head.




  “Who were those people? Those agnates?” I corrected.




  “Agnates are people, too,” he said. “And they were one of the more unsavory elements of society. You have drug addicts and daredevils—we have rushers, who are all that and more.” He squeezed my shoulder gently. “I will answer all your questions later. Introductions have conventions that are broken only at our peril, but it does you a great disservice. Please, Cora, stay here, with the servants and Tiberius. He will chase away anyone who is bothering you. Just give him the chance. I have obligations that I must fulfill, but I’ll come for you as soon as I can.”




  I blinked at him as I realized that despite the intensity in his voice, there was no force of compulsion behind it. He wasn’t making me stay—he truly was asking. Had my plea on the dance floor really meant something to him, then?




  “I just want to leave now,” I said. “I’ve seen enough. Heard enough. I just want to go.”




  His expression softened. “That would not be a good idea. Be brave, Cora. I promise you that our cause is worth fighting for.”




  He kissed me gently, chastely on the lips and left me with my nerves jangled, standing next to the buffet table, Tiberius at my elbow and a circle of servants around me.




  Alone again, though in the crowd. Trapped again.




  Numbly, I ate the dinner that Tiberius had brought, drinking far too much from the wineglass I put at my feet. The guests paraded through the buffet near me, and Clarissa joined me briefly until my short answers and long silences sent her restlessly into the ballroom again.




  The two children I’d seen earlier reappeared, hovering near the buffet until one of the servers looked away. Seizing the opportunity, they swiped an entire plate of finger-cakes and ducked under the edge of the heavy table skirt with their plunder. There was no sign of them except the occasional giggle until a woman in a plain black dress suddenly appeared. I straightened slightly as I realized that, like the servers, she was fully human.




  With unerring direction, she went straight to the table and jerked up the edge of the skirt.




  “There you two scamps are!” she exclaimed in a crisp British accent. “Come out this moment.”




  “Go away.” The boy’s voice was clear and firm, and in it, I heard every ounce of influence that he could muster.




  The woman swayed for a moment, and then an expression of indignation crossed her face. “You little monster! You tried to enthrall me. I don’t know where you got my blood, but I’m telling your mother, and you’ll be on restriction for a month.”




  “I told you it wouldn’t work.” The little girl’s whisper carried easily from under the table.




  “Shut up, Anna,” the boy snapped. He climbed out, looking shamedfaced. “I’m sorry, Miss Goring,” he said, every word infused with a sincerity I was certain he didn’t feel.




  “Oh, you will be,” the woman said, but already the conviction in her voice was slipping—the thrall had some effect, after all. She stooped to peer into the shadows of the table. “Your governess is looking for you, too. You’d best get out, or your father will hear of it.”




  The words were meant to be tart, I was sure, but a note of indulgence had crept in.
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