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Book Description




  Engaged to the Vampire....




  Cora Shaw was bonded to the billionaire vampire Dorian Thorne once by blood and again by choice.  Forced to flee when her life was threatened, they now return to America—Cora to her final semester in college and her wedding plans and Dorian to his businesses and research.




  Cora struggles to make her two lives work—the ordinary one, with its demands of college and friends, and the extraordinary one, full of the frightening depths and challenges of her relationship with Dorian and the hidden and deadly dangers of his world.




  Their wedding is to be the event of the century, a stake in the heart of the anti-human vampire faction.  But events are unfolding quickly, and when threats turn into action, everything is put in jeopardy.




  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 – FREE




  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 – FREE




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




  Start with Out of the Darkness




  
Chapter One




  “It should only be a few hours now,” Dorian said.




  The shores of the river were faint brown smudges on either side of our boat as we churned into the mouth of the Potomac against the current. The January wind bit my cheeks, slipping between the teeth of the zipper on my jacket and into my bones.




  Home. I was coming home again, and I didn’t know how I felt about that.




  I tore my gaze away from the land and looked back at Dorian Thorne, standing with his legs slightly apart to brace against the movement of the yacht on the choppy swells of the Chesapeake. His blue eyes were hidden behind his aviator sunglasses, shaded against the sun even in the pale, steely light of dawn that gilded his black hair. His aristocratic features were sculpted so perfectly that when his face was still, as it was now, it was almost possible to believe that he was carved of marble.




  He was too beautiful to bear, ancient yet ageless, and he was mine. As I was his. Forever.




  My vampire.




  “I don’t want to go,” I said, my hands tightening on the rail.




  For the last twenty-one days, there had been nothing in the world except for him, me, and the Caribbean that stretched out to every horizon, hedonism bathed in cloudless days and long, tropical nights. His darkness had still frightened me, at times taking my breath away.




  But darkness with him was better than light without. And with him, for the first time in weeks, I had felt truly safe—safe despite the warning that had waited for me on my pillow in our stateroom.




  Stay Away. The two capital letters seemed to emphasize the intent of the note-writer. Stay away from whom? From what? It didn’t say, just two words on the scrap of paper that lay on the innocent white linen of the pillow.




  Anyone might have left it, Dorian had said when my quavering cry summoned him from the deck. Anyone might have written it—any vampire who opposed Dorian’s plans or any inhuman aether ally or servant or any even human pressed into a vampire’s thrall. It meant nothing, he’d said.




  And on the blue Caribbean waters, I’d almost believed him. Now, as we defied that command, the menace seemed far more real.




  He came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my body. I leaned back against the strength of his chest.




  “You don’t have to,” he said softly into my hair. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”




  I laughed despite myself. My world was now filled with responsibilities, hemming me in, shuttling me down a narrow path whose end I could not see.




  “You really do believe that, don’t you?” I asked, turning my head so I could look up obliquely at the chiseled profile of his chin.




  “I mean it, Cora.”




  I sighed. He did mean it, I was sure, and yet what he said was impossible. He had obligations waiting for him in D.C., just as I had a life there. There were things bigger than both of us, as he had reminded me, “the fates of nations and the future of man.”




  And he only offered me a choice because he knew that I would choose the right one, just as I had chosen him.




  “We need to go back. School’s going to start in a few days, and you....” I shrugged, my coat rubbing against his. “You have your schemes and your dreams. We can’t let the bad guys win.”




  “No, indeed, we can’t.”




  Pressed against him, I felt the rumble of his voice in my body. It wasn’t my battle. It wasn’t my fight. But as long as I was with him, I had my part to play in it, too.




  And for him, I would accept it.




  “I love you, you know,” I said. It was a helpless love, one that held me pinned in its grip and wouldn’t let me go. But it was the love that I had chosen, the one that I would continue to choose, day after day, for as long as I lived.




  “I do, Cora,” he said.




  And he loved me as only a vampire could love. I still wasn’t fully sure what that meant, in human terms. But the force of his feeling, whatever name I put to it, made me dizzy with the strength of it.




  “Like you said, we’ve got a few hours yet,” I said abruptly. “Come back to bed with me.” The spell hadn’t been broken yet. We were still riding in our bubble on the sea, safe from all the demands that waited for us, for a short time yet, and I intended to enjoy it. I still didn’t know where I fit in his world—but I always belonged in his arms.




  “Gladly,” he said.




  And he did.




  ***




  When the Bentley pulled up in front of my apartment building, my grip on Dorian’s hand turned convulsive, and I almost told the driver to keep going.




  Dorian’s free hand came down to cover mine, and the twisting of my stomach was shot through with the warmth stirred by that small caress. He would whisk me away to his great mansion, if that’s what I wanted. I knew it without asking. I would be safe there with him, safer than he could ever keep me in my dorm.




  Dorian’s enemies had tried to neutralize me twice already. How easy it would be now to hide away in Dorian’s house, where they couldn’t ever reach me?




  But those who had been responsible for the attacks on me had been dealt with while I was gone, captured or driven into hiding, and Dorian’s world was unlikely to ever get much safer for me than it was now. If I didn’t dare to go back to my dorm now, I might not ever gather the courage to leave his shadow. And after how hard I’d fought to keep my college student life, I couldn’t keep fear from allowing me to live it now.




  If I were honest with myself, that wasn’t my only cause for hesitation. If I didn’t go back to the dorm, I wouldn’t have to face my friends again. I wasn’t ashamed of what I’d done. I just didn’t know how to explain it.




  While they had all been celebrating their Christmas break with their families and reconnecting with their high school friends, I had gotten engaged. To a vampire, or an agnate, as they called themselves. An agnate I had met scarcely more than two months ago but to whom I was now bound, heart and soul.




  So much of what had happened I could never tell them. I wasn’t even sure I was the same girl who had left that building less than a month and a lifetime ago, frightened yet determined to try the procedure that was my only chance of curing the cancer that was killing me.




  I’d known then that if the treatment didn’t work, I would die, a chance of ninety-nine out of one hundred. I’d been willing to face those odds because, at that point, they were the best I had. What I hadn’t known was that the treatment required that Dorian drink my blood. His mouth on my neck, taking, sucking, the pain turning in on itself until it became unbearable pleasure....




  Even now, I shivered at the memory of it.




  I certainly hadn’t known then that survival meant that I was changed into a not-quite-human cognate and bound to him for the rest of my life.




  “Cora?” Dorian regarded me with the impassive expression he so often wore, the one that I couldn’t read even after everything that had passed between us.




  If I didn’t leave now, I wouldn’t ever have to face another day without him.




  Puffing out a breath of air, I shook my head. “It’s safe now? You’re sure?”




  “Nothing is ever entirely safe,” he said.




  Wasn’t that the truth.




  I wished that he would kiss me again. But I knew that if he did, I would never be able to go.




  “Right,” I said, and I pulled my hand from between his. The loss of contact was almost painful. I slid on my sunglasses and clicked the seatbelt loose, and the driver, who had gotten out and circled to my side, opened the door.




  I stepped out from the rich warmth of the Bentley’s interior into the bitter wind, resting my hand lightly on the arm that the chauffeur offered. The movement seemed almost natural now. In Dorian’s world, doors were opened, arms offered, meals cooked, rooms cleaned. A month ago, it would have seemed absurd to me that the ordinary Cora Shaw, born to a blue collar neighborhood in Glen Burnie, Maryland, could ever become used to such a thing.




  A few dozen feet behind us, three large men—or at least, what looked like men to those with ordinary vision—were stepping out of a unremarkable black sedan. They were the security detail Dorian had assigned to me, one that I’d readily agreed to. As a cognate, I should have been untouchable in Dorian’s world.




  But Dorian’s research, which increased the likelihood of finding a cognate tenfold by screening candidates’ blood, had overturned the power balance of centuries. Nothing was certain anymore.




  I bent over so I could look back into the dim interior of the Bentley as the driver popped the trunk and lifted my bags out. Dorian hadn’t moved, his face still the same impassive mask.




  “You aren’t coming up?” I asked.




  “No, Cora,” he said gently. “I don’t think that would be wise.”




  I nodded. I’d known it was going to be hard, separating from him after so long together. Prolonging it would only make it worse.




  “I’ll see you, then,” I said. “Next Friday at the latest, right?”




  My heart squeezed as I uttered those words. It was Friday now. Seven days was longer than I had been apart from him since I’d been bonded to him. The bond meant that I felt our separation almost like a wound that worsened with each passing day, and I didn’t know if I could bear it. A week seemed like an impossible stretch of time.




  “At the latest,” he agreed.




  I shut the door and heaved the bags up from the pavement. I took two steps backwards, watching the Bentley as the chauffeur took his seat behind the wheel and shifted the car into drive. It purred away from the curb, and I took a deep breath and turned toward the concrete steps that led up to the apartment building’s door, feeling the unfamiliar constriction of the ring on my left hand.




  That morning at the boat slip, as soon as the gangway had lowered to the icy Washington dock, a courier had scurried up to deliver a small, velvet box, from which Dorian had taken the ring I’d chosen the day we left to place it on my hand.




  I slipped through the door behind a girl in a pink track suit and entered the lobby. Two of my guards stationed themselves outside, the other following me in. The lights were up all the way—the last time I’d been in the building, half of them had been turned off on night mode for Winter Break.




  Now only three days remained before the spring semester of classes was scheduled to begin—the final semester of my senior year at the University of Maryland. I had soldiered on through my illness even after my cancer was determined to be terminal. Now that I was healed, I was even more determined to finish my degree.




  I dodged a group of students who were heading for the exit and caught the elevator just before the door closed. The last of my guards stopped in the lobby, making a pretense of leaning casually against the wall.




  “Four, please,” I said, standing amongst the other students. One of the guys hit the button for me, and the elevator began to move. A blonde girl gave my suitcase a sidelong glance. I realized that she was staring at the Louis Vuitton logo on it—an absurd contrast to my other bag, a cheap duffel I’d gotten free from some company in high school.




  Yet another thing to explain to my roommates.




  At my apartment door, I set down the suitcase and fumbled with my key. I’d just slid it into the lock when the door flew open, ripping the keys from my hand.




  



  Chapter Two




  “You’re back!” Lisette squealed. Her expression was half relieved, half outraged. Ignoring the duffel over my shoulder, she grabbed me in a hug that was surprisingly bone-crushing coming from her soft body.




  “I said I would be,” I said, grinning as I hugged her back.




  Had it really been just three weeks since I’d seen her? I had a disorienting sensation, as if I hadn’t seen her in so long that her appearance somehow couldn’t quite line up with my memory.




  God, but it was good to see her. I blinked away the tears that unexpectedly sprang to my eyes. I suddenly felt about a thousand years younger. I felt...like myself again. Cora Shaw, economics major. I hadn’t felt like that in a very long time.




  “Yeah, but your emails were weird, and I couldn’t get you on the phone,” she said, releasing me. She grabbed my suitcase as she herded me into the room. “What was up with that?”




  “I warned you I’d be out of range.”




  The apartment, too, looked different—shabbier than before, the furniture I’d brought in from my Gramma’s house looking more sad than cozy. But it was also familiar, broken in. It was home. I shook my head at those thoughts and ducked into my bedroom to drop the duffel on my bed.




  Lisette snorted, following me in and setting the suitcase on top of my dresser. “‘Out of range.’ What am I supposed to make of that? Did you go snowshoeing deep in the Allegheny Mountains? Spelunking in Virginia?”




  I braced myself. There was no way she’d take this well. “Yachting in the Caribbean, actually.”




  She rolled her eyes dramatically, then stopped and peered at me more closely. “You aren’t joking, are you?”




  “Nope, I’m not,” I said, turning away from her to unzip the duffel. My laptop was on top, and I pulled it out and set it on my desk and started unpacking the clothes that were folded neatly beneath.




  I was home. The nervous anticipation of my last semester began to stir in my stomach—and after that would come graduation. It all seemed real for the first time in months.




  “It’s Mr. Moneybags,” Lisette said, frowning deeply and crossing her arms over her chest. “What did he do, kidnap and seduce you?”




  “Actually, he proposed,” I said. To Lisette, Dorian was a mysterious figure—she knew of him only by reputation as the CEO of the biomedical company that had cured me. The details of that cure, as well as the rest of our relationship, weren’t something I could really tell her without sounding insane.




  Lisette stared at me, then shook her head. “You didn’t accept, did you?”




  “I did.” I held up my left hand so she could see the ring that was there, a black opal surrounded by tiny rubies, like flecks of blood.




  She just gaped at me, aghast, for several seconds.




  Lisette was never speechless. Never.




  This wasn’t going to be good.




  “Cora Ann Shaw!” she finally sputtered. “What the heck were you thinking?” She managed to put enough force into the mild interjection that it sounded more blistering than the worst curse word.




  Shutting the dresser drawer, I turned to face her squarely. “I’m thinking that I love him.”




  Lisette shook her head, her pretty, plump mouth set in a disapproving line. “You can’t possibly think that. Not after you’ve know him—how long?”




  “Eight weeks,” I said. Exactly eight weeks today, in fact.
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