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Book Description




  Cora Shaw was bonded twice to the billionaire vampire Dorian Thorne, once though blood and again through her promise to marry him.  She knew that her life with him could never be easy. But the dangers that lurk in their bond—the incredible power it gives him over her and the recklessness that it stirs in her—are only a start of the peril that they face.




  With their enemies drawing ever closer, will Cora ever be safe again?
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  Chapter One




  “Dorian,” I said tensely, my eyes glued on the approaching djinn.




  The last thing I’d expected when I arranged an ice skating party to introduce my vampire fiancé to my friends was that our outing would be crashed by a djinn assassin. It seemed impossible that he could even be here in broad daylight amid the crowds of tourists on the National Mall.




  Who had sent him? Why? The questions hammered in my brain, unanswerable now, nothing more than dangerous distractions that could get us both killed.




  “Let’s hope he doesn’t do anything with all these people around,” Dorian said quietly, hustling me onward along the façade of the Museum of Natural History.




  “Hope?” I echoed, my voice shrill in my own ears.




  He just walked quickly on as I struggled to keep pace under the protection of his arm around my shoulders, pulling out his phone with his free hand. He tapped it with a speed only a vampire could command, then shoved it into his pocket again. A group of teenagers passed us going the other way, laughing and elbowing each other. They made way for us without seeming to notice that we were there. I looked back. The djinn moved with his head down, his wide shoulders parting the crowd flowing in the other direction, and he was getting closer.




  Dorian ducked his head as if he were leaning down to nuzzle my hair. “We’ll cut through the museum,” he said softly. “Constitution Avenue. The driver will pick us up there.”




  “Why don’t you run?” I muttered back. A djinn would be no match for a vampire’s speed, even with me cradled in his arms.




  “Too many people. They’ll see,” he said.




  “So what? You’re a vampire.” He could influence the mind of any mere human.




  “Too large of a crowd to soothe at once. News crews. Politicians. It causes problems. That might be the point of this,” Dorian said. “The djinn isn’t running either. At least not yet.”




  “Might,” I echoed. The entrance to the museum seemed like a thousand miles away, and my legs already ached from the awkward, jerky walk they were forced into. “Or they could be trying to kill me again.”




  “Unlikely,” Dorian said. “But let’s not risk it.”




  It seemed like hours but must have been less than a minute later when we reached the edge of the broad flight of steps that led all the way up to the bank of doors in the center of the museum’s long façade. I took them as quickly as I could without breaking into a run, Dorian matching me step for step. I felt his influence reach outward, pulsing darkly, as we reached the end of the security line that straggled out of the door.




  Dorian murmured, “Excuse me,” and the people melted away. We went through the heavy brass-framed door, and the security guards stood aside as Dorian hurried me through into the great rotunda, where the familiar figure of the elephant towered over the crowd, leaving the djinn behind.




  Dorian cut straight across the rotunda toward the Oceans hall, ducking to the right into the side rooms that flanked the main exhibit. We blew past the huge, glowing globe and the aquariums toward the back staircase, and I had a disorienting sense that I was living in some kind of impossible alternate reality because surely in the one I was used to, people didn’t hide from assassins in a Smithsonian museum. The museum was almost hyper-real, something outside of myself that was so much a part of the world that I thought I knew that even then, I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around the idea that I could be in danger there.




  But I knew my delusion of safety was only that, and Dorian matched my steps as I jogged down the staircase to the street-level entrance in the rear. He put his hand out ahead of me, pushing the heavy door aside as if he were brushing away an insect, and we burst into the light.




  And there it was. The Bentley, waiting quietly at the curb with motor running, the driver behind the wheel, and one of Dorian’s heavies at the door.




  In seconds, we were down the short flight of stairs, across the sidewalk, and in the dim security of the car. The noise that the engine made as it shifted into drive and rolled away from the curb was the sweetest sound I’d ever heard.




  I turned to Dorian. “What the hell was that all about?”




  He pulled off his sunglasses and fixed me with his piercing blue gaze. “I haven’t the foggiest. But I greatly fear we’re going to find out.”




  “So someone sent a trans-dimensional possible assassin after us, and you have no idea why?” I said. “Awesome. Great. You know, it’s always fun hanging out with you, Dorian. Just a laugh a minute.” I ticked off the events on my fingers. “People try to attack me, shoot me, follow me around, kidnap me, and rape me, and just now, we had yet another superhuman monster—”




  “Aether,” Dorian corrected.




  “—whatever on our tail who may or may not have been trying to kill you or me or both, and you don’t know why. Can’t even hazard a guess.”




  I was more than scared. I was mad. I’d been sitting with my friends, minding my own business, when the djinn had come after us. There had been some kind of fight between Dorian’s men and the djinn, and I was certain that people had gotten hurt, real people who bled without the miraculous healing that vampires like Dorian and not-quite-humans like me enjoyed.




  And it could just as easily have been them who’d been hurt. My friends, who hadn’t done anything to deserve it. Who weren’t a part of this fight.




  I opened my mouth for another blistering verbal sally when Dorian stopped it with his kiss.




  He caught the back of my neck, cradling it as he took my mouth, gently but thoroughly. I resisted him for just an instant—but Dorian was, as always, impossible to resist. Heat twisted in my core, shivering against my lips, setting my skin to tingling under his touch. I gasped against his lips, leaning into him.




  He pulled back.




  “You ass,” I said as soon as I could talk again.




  “I’m sorry, Cora,” he said. “I understand. But the future of every human—your friends, the people in that café, every single person in the world right now and all their children and their children’s children—depends on our success. It’s a dangerous game, and many of the moves are unpredictable and opaque, especially the opening gambits.”




  He was right. But he was still an ass.




  “If I could shelter you from all this, I’d give anything to do so.”




  Except that he could.... The dangerous little thought wormed its way into my brain. I was his cognate, his consort, and as such, he had complete power over me—and my mind. If he wanted, he could empty it of all awareness of danger. He could make me happy to live in a cell deep in his marble mansion, safe from all harm. Any vampire—or agnate, as they called themselves—could.




  But he wouldn’t. He had sworn it to me, and I believed him.




  My phone rang, interrupting those thoughts. I jumped slightly at the unexpected sound and pulled it out. Lisette, of course.




  I tapped it to answer.




  “Hey, Lisette.” I tried to sound casual.




  “Are you okay?” she asked. “You guys went into the café, and a second later, there was this huge fight, and someone came crashing through the window!”




  “We’re fine,” I said, looking at Dorian. “We missed the whole thing. We’re in Dorian’s car now, headed home—to his home, probably, I guess. What about you guys? Are you okay?”




  “Yeah, fine. It’s crazy here, though. Capital police and park rangers and some unmarked cars—I don’t know, Secret Service or FBI or something, maybe.”




  “Who’s hurt?” I asked.




  “Well, that’s the funny thing,” she said. “We had like a front-row view and everything, and we saw the guy go through the window. And you can’t just get up and walk away from that, and I swear he didn’t, but by the time the ambulances got here, he was just...gone. Some other people have cuts and scrapes and stuff, but they’re mostly okay. The guys who were fighting are all gone, though, and nobody saw where to. The police are trying to get a description, but I don’t know. No one seemed to really see anything. Even though we saw it all,” she finished lamely.




  I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “That’s great.”




  “Excuse me?” Lisette demanded.




  I realized that my response sounded borderline sociopathic, and I scrambled to cover it. “I mean, the fight sounds terrible, but I’m glad everyone’s okay. I think I’m probably going to be spending the night again with Dorian, but I’ll be by to get my stuff before class tomorrow, okay?”




  “You’re not going to skip the first day of class, are you?” Lisette asked dubiously.




  “Skip class? Does that sound like me?” I returned.




  “You’ve been doing a lot of stuff that doesn’t sound like you,” she shot back.




  True enough. “Well, I’ll be there, okay? Don’t worry about it. And I’m really glad you’re okay,” I added, meaning every word.




  “You, too,” she said, a note of lingering distrust in her voice. “Bye.”




  “Bye.” I hung up, then leaned my head back against the seat with a groan. “What am I going to do?”




  “What do you mean?” The black wings of Dorian’s eyebrows knit together for an instant.




  “My friends, Dorian. They were in danger. Because of me.” I shook my head, rocking it against the back of the seat. “Or maybe because of you, but you were only there because of me. They shouldn’t be dragged into this.” My gaze strayed to the window. The brick and stone government buildings had given way to apartment blocks, shops, offices, and cafés. Normal things. Human things. “I can’t let them get hurt because of me.”




  “Don’t jump to conclusions. They may have been in no danger at all,” he said.




  I glared at him. He was, as always, perfectly handsome and perfectly composed. His black hair wasn’t even ruffled by our sudden flight, and he regarded me steadily with his icy eyes.




  “How can you say that?” I asked. “Someone was thrown through a plate glass window. That sounds pretty freaking serious to me.”




  “And it may have been all for show. We don’t know what any of this means, Cora. Agnates play deep games. For an attempt on our lives, it was a very weak one. And such an attempt would be ill-advised now, anyway.”




  “Why?” I demanded.




  “Because it would remove any doubts as to the legitimacy of my research and its potential impact on agnatic society.” He rubbed his high forehead, an unusual betrayal of frustration. “If the Kyrioi kill me or you in such an obvious way, they’ll have to acknowledge that what we offer is real. And that still wouldn’t stop the research. Jean, Tiberius, Clarissa, Elizabeth—every single one of them would step in to take over if needed. Well, Jean wouldn’t lift a finger directly, but he would at least order someone else to do so,” he amended. “And those are just the ones you’ve met. If anything, attacking us would strengthen the Adelphoi’s hand.”




  “So why?” I demanded. “Why do it?”




  He sighed. “I don’t know. But you shouldn’t change your course of action based on this. There is a very good chance that that’s precisely the goal of the attack.”




  “Like, what change would they want us to make?” I thought about it for a moment. “For me not to go back to school? That was my first reaction.”




  Dorian shrugged. “It’s the most logical result of the attack, don’t you think? We would feel that your life is in danger and so would choose to keep you protected, inside the house.”




  I shook my head. “That’s just stupid. Why would anyone care whether I was at UMD or not? Besides me and you,” I added. And yet I remembered the note left in my bedroom for me to discover upon my return: You Were Warned. I still didn’t know what it was that I’d supposedly been warned about, but maybe that was it.




  As if echoing my thoughts, Dorian said, “I don’t know, but that’s exactly why I’d prefer not to make any decisions based on such a weak attack. The instigator will want to provoke a reaction of some kind. It would be in our best interests not to give it to him, whatever it is.”




  “Do you really believe we weren’t in danger at all?” I asked. “So we ran away for nothing?”




  “Possibly,” he said, pulling out his phone and then tapping on it rapidly. “Or, possibly, the mastermind behind all this, such as it is, is simply that inept, politically and tactically. We shouldn’t tie ourselves in knots with our cleverness.”




  “No risk of that here,” I muttered.




  I stretched out my legs in front of me, staring at my tennis shoes. Everything had once been so simple in my life. All I’d wanted were good grades, a good grad school, a good job, and the house and family that went along with it all.




  And then I’d gotten sick, and my life had taken a tumble off a cliff when my cancer was declared terminal. Dorian had healed me with his bite, his research having indicated that I was much more likely to survive than the average human. But the transformation that had saved me had also bonded me to him, forever—and thrust me into the middle of his world. And that triggered a cascade of political consequences, because the results of his research swung the balance of power abruptly in the favor of Dorian’s Adelphoi and away from the Kyrioi, who believed that humans were to be exploited.




  My first grad school acceptance letter was sitting on my bedside table in my dorm room. The University of Chicago. My first choice. Top pick. News about assistantships, aid packages, and fellowships wasn’t due out for several months yet, but actually enrolling was beginning to seem like a dream as distant as the moon.




  The Bentley stopped. I looked up and blinked as the chauffeur circled around to open my door.




  We’d reached Dorian’s house.




  Home, of a sort. My home.




  



  Chapter Two




  From the curb, all that could be seen were high walls of holly with a break between them just wide enough for the bluestone walk that led inside the front garden. An iron gate, part of a fence that had long since been swallowed in leaves, stood open against one side of the holly walls.




  I took the driver’s elbow and stepped lightly from the car. Dorian followed, capturing my arm from the chauffeur in the automatic old-fashioned mannerism that he had and walking us up the path. There were times that he remembered to hold hands, or that he draped his arm over my shoulders in a light hug. But when he was preoccupied with something, he reverted to the engrained formality of centuries of habit.
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