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Book Description




  The billionaire vampire Dorian Thorne has searched the world to find Cora Shaw, a once-human woman with whom he has formed an eternal bond. But his triumph is shattered when Cora is attacked, sending her running from their sworn enemies. Dorian is determined to rescue her before she can come to harm—and wreak his vengeance upon those who have tried to destroy them both.




  




  AetherealBonds.com




  Visit aetherealbonds.com to sign up for the Aethereal Bonds Insider newsletter, where you will get exclusive access to sneak peeks, first notification when a new book is released, series announcements, and more.




  At least one installment will be published every month, so don’t miss out!




  
Aethereal Bonds Series




  Vampire Serials




  Cora’s Choice (100 to 200-page novellas)




  Start with Life Blood




  Cora’s Bond (100 to 200-page novellas)




  Start with For All Time




  Shifter Serials




  The Alpha’s Captive (60 to 85-page novelettes and novellas)




  Start with Taken




  Taken by the Panther (100 to 200-page novellas)




  Start with Out of the Darkness




  
Chapter One




  The scream came through the speaker and tore through my chest like a lance.




  “Cora!” I shouted, as if my voice could help her.




  The only answer was the clatter of her cell phone striking something hard, and an instant later I was left staring at my useless phone, the connection dead.




  But Cora was alive. She had to be alive because with the bond between us now, I would know if she were dead.




  Instead, I could taste her fear like bile on my tongue. Tapping swiftly on my cell, I checked the position of the tracker we’d put on her phone. It was stationary, unmoving in front of the address of her university residence. But the other tracker dot was weaving swiftly across the map. Her car.




  My heart jumped. Cora was alive, and her car was moving. Most likely, she was in it, either of her own free will or else as a subject of a kidnapping.




  I shook myself free from staring at that dot of hope. If I was to save her from whatever had happened, I had act now.




  I looked up at the other agnates—vampires like me—who stood in a tight, expectant knot around me in the elevator. Tension came off them in waves. Whatever happened to my consort had repercussions for every one of them.




  “The security team shadowing my cognate has been neutralized, and my cognate is on the move,” I said curtly. “We must launch an extraction.”




  “What do you need of us, Dorian?” Etienne asked softly as the elevator descended—so slowly, impossibly so. I could have taken the stairs in a fraction of the time with my vampiric speed, but speed without planning would get me nowhere.




  “I have a fleet of five hardened SUVs that will meet us on the way,” I said, addressing everyone. “I don’t know what has happened yet except that my cognate has been attacked by an aether—from the description, likely an agnate or a djinn—and is still alive. I think I have her position through a tracker on her car, but she appears to have lost her phone, so she has no means to contact me. If she escaped the first attempt, I do not know where she will go, but I doubt that her pursuers will let her go without trying again.”




  “The Kyrioi?” Dalton asked, his mouth a hard line as he named our enemy faction.




  “Indubitably,” I said. There was no one else who would benefit from neutralizing my cognate, and I had not managed to amass any purely personal foes in over a hundred years. I simply had not been alive enough to do so. Not before Cora. It was a mere two days after she had awakened from the blood kiss that had transformed her into my consort, and her life was already in danger.




  “I will counteract any interference with human officials,” Etienne said.




  Our faction, the Adelphoi, were not supposed to meddle in human governmental affairs. But since the Kyrioi had no such qualms, we had to take certain steps to counteract them. That had long been Etienne’s particular skill, sharpened by his many years in Venice.




  “Good,” I said. I typed rapidly on my phone. “Clarissa, I am sending you coordinates for the location of her cell. She appears to have dropped it, so it must be the scene of some kind of altercation. I would like you to investigate and report back.”




  Clarissa rolled her eyes, but she knew better than to protest being left out of the center of the action. If there was some unknown person from my past holding an ancient grudge against me, it seemed wise to keep my daughter out of the fray.




  “I also have a hardened fleet.” The voice was Svetlana’s. When everyone looked at her in surprise, she shrugged. “Old habits. I have oil and gas interests in Chechnya, in Tajikistan. One takes precautions. I will call them up, but I must send Oleg home before I join you.” She put a possessive hand on her cognate’s shoulder.




  “Excellent,” I said. “Make the arrangements. As for the rest of you....” I looked at the gathered agnates, Uche and Karen, Prasong and Dalton and the rest even as I tapped out swift orders through the app with which I communicated with my staff. “I cannot command you, but I would ask for your help. You know what the significance of my cognate is—to us all. If she does not make her introduction....” I trailed off just as the elevator doors opened onto the parking garage.




  “We know,” Karen said flatly. “We will help.”




  I nodded even though she had no more right to speak for them all than I did. “Follow me, then. My thralls will catch us up.”




  There was a brief turmoil in the garage as the agnates made decisions about which cars to take and which to leave. Clarissa and Etienne left first in their separate vehicles, Clarissa peeling out in her red Corvette. Svetlana bundled Oleg into her car with their chauffeur to be taken home and then took Dalton’s keys while Dalton swung into the Murcielago next to me.




  The delay was frustrating, even maddening, for all that it was over in seconds, but I well knew that a lack of coordination could mean Cora’s capture...or worse. I reversed out of the parking space and then slapped the car swiftly into drive. Three other cars fell in line behind me, containing the other seven agnates.




  I held my phone up so I could see the map and the tiny moving dot that was Cora’s car. My personal app ran in the background, keeping me in contact with my thralls. Only the footman had been there to answer my first call, but upon my orders, the full security team had been scrambled, years of drills finally yielding a result.




  The team chief was issuing orders over the secure line even as he drove to the security nerve center at the Georgetown house, and the others were obediently converging on my armory. The team members reported their ETAs: five minutes, ten minutes, three minutes.




  I cursed myself for dismissing all but two guards to enjoy Christmas day with their families. It had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, made while I was full of post-bonding glow. Now Cora’s guards were gone, likely dead, for they didn’t respond to the urgent calls of the security chief, and Cora herself was in the wind.




  I should have kept a small force in reserve. No, not a small force—I should have kept a full team on standby because my cognate was out there, almost alone, and Clarissa had let me know in no uncertain terms that with Jean in the picture, secrecy was a farce.




  But no one had attacked a cognate in some five hundred years. Not in this part of the world, at least. Cora wasn’t formally recognized, not yet, so the full protection of agnatic tradition did not apply to her, technically speaking. But centuries of peace....




  I cut off those thoughts. They were of no use to anyone. Beside me, Dalton was tapping on his own phone, and out of the corner of my eye, I recognized the screen for the Adelphoi communications system. He added people swiftly, and even the icon of Etienne, who normally shunned technology, blinked green as he joined the group.




  “That’s everyone from the office. Anyone else?” Dalton asked.




  The stop light in front of us turned red. With traffic stacked three cars deep, there was no chance of running it. I should have had this car, like the SUVs, fitted with a traffic light preemption device, like human emergency vehicles had.




  I hadn’t thought. I was not prepared. And that, perhaps, was the most infuriating thing of all.




  “Add Tiberius, Raymond, and Rebecca,” I said. “Just in case we need their help.”




  “Got it.” They were added swiftly, and after the briefest of moments, their icons turned green as they joined.




  “Add a location fix on us so that the others can follow even if we lose visual. Then put me on speaker.”




  He did just as the traffic light ahead of us finally turned green.




  As briefly as possible, I explained what was going on for the benefit of the new arrivals, and then I outlined plan, such as it was. This convoy would meet my fleet of hardened cars as Svetlana got hers so that we could to arm ourselves against potential enemies before retrieving my cognate from whatever situation she was in.




  The questions came flooding in then, not just from Tiberius and Rebecca but also from the others who had been in my office.




  No, I had no idea who had attacked her. Yes, she was alive. No, I didn’t know for certain if she was hurt, but I thought so. No, I did not know how badly. No, I did not know if she had been taken or if she had escaped. No, I had not been able to actually confirm that she was in her car.




  What I did know and did not say was that she was afraid, so afraid that it took all my iron control to shove down her white-hot panic into a tight writhing ball in the back of my brain. So afraid that her fear twisted in my gut and brought a bitter taste to my mouth.




  So afraid that I swore I would make whoever was making her feel this way pay with his own blood.




  As I fielded questions from the other agnates, we finally made it onto the freeway. On my phone, reports were coming in from my own security team. There was an APB out on Cora’s car from the state police, in which she was described as an armed suspect in a recent murder.




  The car was damaged, according to the police, and the suspect was likely to be either injured or covered in the victim’s blood. Approach with caution. Allay her suspicion. And whatever it took, bring her in.




  My fingers tightened so hard on the steering wheel that it bent slightly under the pressure. With great deliberation, I eased up. If I disabled my car, I might lose her forever.




  It’s good news, I told myself. Good news, because it meant that unless the police chatter was an elaborate ruse, Cora was in her car, and she was free. For now.




  “Pull up a secure line with Etienne only,” I ordered Dalton.




  “Done,” he said as he punched it through.




  “I’ve heard the reports.” Etienne’s voice came over the connection before I could speak. “It seems like I need to make a little visit to the superintendent of the state police to get that taken care of. I was already on my way. I’ve also dispatched allies to deal with nearby county and city departments, but it appears that my thralls in the FBI have been untouched, so they won’t be involved.”




  Either the superintendent was under Kyrioi thrall or one of his subordinates was. Fortunately, it would be the work of moments to replace one agnatic thrall with another.




  “Find out who did it, if you can,” I said. I was already planning my retribution upon them, whomever they might be, in gory and specific detail.




  “You know as well as I do that even if we find that out, the one who exercised the thrall may not be the one who’s ultimately behind this. We can’t know who is in charge.” Etienne’s voice was testy.




  I did not want to hear that. “Trace the threads, Etienne. Eventually, they will lead us somewhere.”




  He just grunted. “You need to schedule your cognate’s introduction now.”




  I started to snap at him. In this moment, a formal party was the last thing on my mind. But an instant’s reflection told me he was right. Cora had been vulnerable because she had occupied a no-man’s-land in agnatic culture, in which she was my cognate in fact but yet unrecognized.




  The introduction itself would afford her the complete protection of our traditions, but even an invitation, if issued correctly, would send the message that the full force of Adelphoi wrath would fall on anyone who touched her.




  “We’ll hold it the day after tomorrow,” I said. “I am going to ask to abuse your good name, as well.”




  Etienne knew what I meant—his name, added as a co-sponsor, would give the invitation more weight. “Anyone else?”




  I rattled off the names. “Better to ask forgiveness than permission, in this case.”




  “I will arrange it,” Etienne said.




  “Thank you.”




  The security team line came alive again.




  “It’s confirmed that the mistress’ car is being pulled over by state police right now,” the chief said. “And your security detail is rolling out of the garage in Georgetown, too.”




  They were half an hour away from her, at least. And we were no closer. I looked at the map on my screen. There had been a small delay between when my security team relayed the information and when it had occurred: The golden dot on the map indicated her car was already still.




  She had been caught.




  



  Chapter Two




  “Get me visual,” I snapped, and after a seconds-long delay, my phone’s screen blinked over to a live aerial view.




  There it was: her small sedan, little more than a blurry green smudge on the screen, stopped on the side of the road. The trees were so close that only the driver’s side was clearly visible, the passenger’s hard to make out under the skeleton of branches above it. A single patrol car was stopped about three car lengths back.




  “Police audio,” I ordered.




  The phone cracked to life. “Roger that. Approaching with caution.”




  A moment later, the driver’s and passenger’s doors on the police cruiser opened, and both officers stepped out. The dispatcher continued in the background, calling for all units to converge on the location.




  “A vehicle matching the description of the suspect’s sedan has been pulled over along Scaggsville Road,” she said. “The license plate is missing, and the vehicle shows extensive damage to the rear. Officers approaching car.”




  I cursed under my breath. We were still so far away. Cora had headed to the north and the west. If only she’d run for Baltimore, we might be able to reach her in time. But she’d had no way of knowing that was where I was—and no way of knowing that I was coming for her.




  Cora also would not know that the police were under the orders of the Kyrioi. She couldn’t have even known, before she was attacked and fled in her car, that she had any enemies at all. She might even be relieved to see the police, believing that they would keep her safe.




  I wanted to reach through the satellite link to snatch her out of their reach. I willed her to move, to hit the gas and put the police behind her in a cloud of dust. But I was powerless to do anything but watch as the police approached her car.




  For the first time, I was grateful for the knotting fear I felt in the back of my head. Her fear. It might be the only thing that kept her alive through this, because I knew she could also feel my emotions, even if she could not identify them as such. I tried to send her a single thought: Flee.




  The first policeman reached her window. He bent down—she must have opened it to talk to him. The second policeman was hanging back at the rear of the car.




  Talking. They must be talking now. The satellite image, of course, had no sound.




  Cora had not passed anything through the window. No license with her? It seemed likely. She had been out walking when she realized that she was being followed, so she might not have been carrying it.




  The officer at the front of the car straightened suddenly as there was a blurry motion at the rear: the second officer, waving.




  The first officer turned back to the driver’s side window, and I wished that I could see something more—even the set of his shoulders, the balance of his weight. Something to give me a clue as to the tenor of his words as the second officer circled slowly around the car to the passenger side.




  I could hardly keep a corner of my eye on the highway ahead of the Murcielago.




  Get out, I sent to Cora silently. Though our bond was two-way, at such a distance, I could no more control her than she could control me. But my urgency should feed her own, even if she could not recognize it as something that was coming from outside of herself. Get out of there. Go, go, GO!




  All of a sudden, the first officer jerked to the side as the sedan leaped forward. There was a swift movement of his arms, and I realized that he must be raising his gun, though it was invisible in his blurry hands. In the silent streaming video, the car sped away. The man’s hands jerked as if he were firing, the second officer stopping shoulder-to-shoulder with him and following suit.




  When the car was out of range, they dropped their hands and turned back to their patrol car. A second later, an officer’s voice cut across the police radio channel.




  “This is twelve-Adam-two. The suspect appears uninjured but is covered in blood. She fled in the car, still heading east on Scaggsville Road. We’re in pursuit. Please send backup. Over.”




  “Copy that, twelve-Adam-two.” The dispatcher launched into a fluent series of orders, coordinating the pursuit.




  The lights on the top of the police cruiser began to flash red and blue, and when the officer came back on, the wail of the siren could be heard in the background. “This is twelve-Adam-two. I’ve lost visual, but I should regain it soon. Over.”




  I started to breathe again, tearing my gaze away to get my own bearings once again.




  “Switch back to GPS mode,” I ordered my security team. “Keep a course plotted to the most likely intersection with her bearing. We need hardened cars and arms before we catch up. Relay the route to everyone on the list that Dalton is about to send you.”




  “Yes, sir,” came the crisp reply.




  The police chatter was like a buzz saw against my nerves, the casual, almost professionally bored tone in which they talked of roadblocks and ambushes. In all the noise, it took several seconds for me to realize that a siren that I was hearing wasn’t coming over the radio but was, instead, right outside my window. I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw a county police car, struggling to keep pace with the Murcielago.




  I wasn’t redlining it because the three other vehicles weren’t as swift as my car, and we had to make contact with the SUVs to get our weapons to be assured that we could extract Cora safely. But we were speeding, and I had no patience for another officer’s interference right now.




  I watched in the rearview mirror as the patrol car lumbered slowly behind, gradually closing the space between us, and I let it come until it was close enough that I knew that the humans inside were within range of my agnatic influence. Then I reached my mind out behind me like a whip, only a single order contained within the lash: Stop.




  The officer did, slamming on his brakes. So did every other human close enough for my orders to have an influence, and then only the four agnatic cars were sprinting down the highway, weaving among the human drivers who had obeyed the impulse on instinct, without knowing why.




  “The superintendent has been spoken to.” Etienne’s melodious voice came over Dalton’s phone. “You should be seeing results in that direction momentarily.”




  And indeed, mere seconds later, there was a crackling announcement from the dispatcher, ordering all the units to stand down.




  “You don’t suppose that might be it, do you?” Dalton asked beside me.




  “No,” I said, flicking my gaze between Cora’s position and the road. It was getting dark. By the time that we reached her, it would be full night. “Did you see the police at the stop?”




  “I was watching, yes,” Dalton said.




  “They fired, and they didn’t report it.”




  He shook his head. “What does that mean?”




  “They fired after an unarmed girl,” I elaborated. “However dangerous they made her out to be, she hadn’t drawn a weapon because she did not have one. And then they did not report the discharge of their weapons. That goes against procedure. If the police are good at anything, it’s following procedure.”




  “You think that if they didn’t report it, it was because the directions to fire came from someone who didn’t want their actions on the record?” Dalton’s usually serene face creased in concern.




  “That’s right,” I said. “That leaves two options. Either they’re corrupt and are following someone who’s in the Kyrioi’s pockets, or they themselves have been enthralled.”




  Dalton shook his head. “Bad news, either way.”




  “Exactly,” I agreed. I thumbed the connection to talk to my security team. “Please advise Etienne if it appears that any other departments are specifically hunting my cognate.”




  “Yes, sir. The SUVs should converge with you in less than twenty minutes now,” came the reply.




  “Understood,” I replied, keeping my gaze, like my hopes, fixed on Cora’s moving dot.




  We were out in the country now, in the farms and wild lands that still made up so much of even this state. We were closing distance on Cora steadily, if too slowly for my liking.




  “I’ve got a fix on most of the police in the area, sir,” my security chief added a moment later as angry red dots appeared all around Cora’s golden one. “I can’t be certain, but I suspect that some number are not following orders from their commanding officers but are under a direct thrall.”




  “I suspected as much.” All those dots, likely unaware of one another as the thralls kept their actions secret from their superiors, each hunting for Cora as she fled among them.




  There was nothing I could do about them, not if I wanted to catch up with Cora. But there was another who might.




  “Connect me with Svetlana,” I said to Dalton.




  He did, holding up the phone as she said, “Yes, Dorian?” in her heavily accented English.




  “My security team will be sending you coordinates for police who still appear to be pursuing my cognate. Can you neutralize them?”




  “Oh, yes,” she said with a note of hunger in her voice. “I have been a very good girl for a very long time. I would like very much to neutralize them.”




  Alys would not be happy with me. But Alys was dead.




  “Good,” I said. “You’ll get the maps momentarily. Let my security team know if they’ve been dealt with.”




  Swiftly, I gave orders to my team to send her the maps. There was silence on the common channel that the agnates were sharing, but in ten more minutes, the first of the angry red lights winked off.




  The last scarlet rays of the sun were dying on the horizon, and I pulled off my sunglasses, then slipped them into the pocket of my jacket.




  What if you are wrong? I thought. What if she’s not actually there? What if the police were lying to deceive you, and her car was taken as a decoy, and she has been whisked far away?




  The bond was too young, too confused for me to be certain that wasn’t the case, but I had to believe that it was her in that car and that she was free. And that she would remain so until we caught up with her.




  During the last ten minutes, we had only seen a few cars, either going the other way or as we rushed up behind them on the narrow roads until my mind-nudge convinced the drivers to pull over onto the shoulder and let us pass. Now, though, there were several vehicles just ahead, identical black SUVs, and as we got close, the voice of the security chief came on again.




  “The squad is pulling over now.”




  The five big black Escalades pulled over to the side, and I pulled up behind them, glancing in my rearview mirror at the rest of our makeshift motorcade as the others joined me. I jerked the keys out of the car and got out swiftly as the other agnates stopped their vehicles and gathered around. With only a few words, they distributed themselves among the SUVs. The human thralls moved into the back as the agnates took the wheels. There was no possibility that their human reflexes, even enthralled, could compete with those of the agnates.




  I swung into the driver’s seat of the second SUV—the one that, the security chief had noted over the phone, held a dinner for Cora once she was safely rescued. A quick scan revealed that the armaments were in the vehicle, as expected: the short-barrel, large-gauge, short-barreled shotgun strapped to the console and the two .50 caliber Desert Eagles on the doors, in addition to the weapons in the back.




  I had too much to do to drive. Too many people to manage as the director of this operation. But the thought of allowing anyone else to take the wheel made my brain itch. So as the lead car headed out, I ignored the sensible voices telling me to give Dalton the wheel and shifted the Escalade into drive.




  I grabbed the handset for the radio off the dashboard and rattled off instructions to the rest of the convoy. “Arm yourselves from the arsenal in each car, follow the map on the heads up display that shows our course relative to Cora’s golden dot, and take out any red dots that you see on the way—they’re got to her first.
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