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      Mircalla taught Mercer everything she knew about living to see another day in their profession. Her number one lesson, one drilled into Mercer through blood, sweat and tears was one she would not soon forget. Ever since they’d met that fateful day in the woods outside the safety provided by the walls of outpost ten, Mercer covered in the blood of the very creatures that now had her cornered, Mircalla had stood over her naked body covered in blood like an angel of vengeance, a blade held tightly in her bloody fist and reached out her other hand with an invitation on her lips, “Would you like to become a hunter?”

      Lesson one of surviving the old ones: never let yourself get cornered by the wyverns.

      Mercer yelled, a battle cry to the swarm of low-level wyverns surrounding her, some armored in gear they stole from fallen hunters others carrying weapons designed with the sole purpose of sending them to an early grave now grasped tightly in their clawed discolored fingers, their skin a purple parlor and their faces hidden by helmets or tattered hair left to grow too long. The lower ranks were always unkept and mostly lacked sentience until they reached their awakening and gained a title. Killing her was sure to bring about one such awakening. She’d like to avoid the pointy end of their weapons if she could help it.

      There was only one way out of this now, Mercer thought, clenching her teeth in resentment.

      Mircalla’s second lesson: an unprepared hunter was a dead hunter.

      Luckily, Mercer was always prepared. Reaching into one of the many leather pouches on her hip she pulled out the special rounds she’d paid a pretty penny for a week ago while she was in the capital of Coal. Some part of her regretted taking on this stupid mission in the first place. Fortunately, she’d picked the specially crafted bullets out as more of a souvenir to share with her sister as magic rounds of this potency were rare. Now she was wondering if this would be the deciding factor of whether she would survive the night or not. She loaded the round, the wyverns around her shuffling anxiously. They were smart enough to know that a cornered hunter was soon to lash out and take a few of them on her way down.

      The second her round clicked the first wyvern growled and moved sending the entire swarm into action. Twelve shots rang out in quick succession as Mercer moved like a child born of wind, a tempest in human form. Twelve wyverns dropped as blue electricity surrounded their bodies. Her blade extended like a baton, the edge serrated as it sliced into the twelve bodies in the split second they fell to their knees, twelve heads rolled.

      The remaining five wyverns paused, confusion clear in their unintelligent eyes, unable to understand how they’d lost their advantage so quickly. Mercer made quick work of them, their lifeless corpses falling before they could get their bearrings. Mercer fell to the ground, her whole body ached something merciful. It was moments like this she was thankful it was Mircalla that found her in the woods that day and the training that resulted after their meeting. She often wondered if she’d be dead now had she not met the Thorn family while she was still young. A crunching of twigs drew her attention and she was back on her feet again.

      Rule number three: never let your guard down, ever.

      Mercer knew this one well. Before they could make their presence known Mercer was running. She was out of bullets, she was tired, and she was still a days journey away from outpost twelve. She was close to what was known as no-mans-land. The land between the farthest outposts of each city proper. She was currently in the no-mans-land of Coal and Salt. Between every city were twelve outposts. The closer you were to the city proper the less likely you were to run into wyverns, creatures from a forgotten time and something only hunters were equipped to handle.

      Mercer was currently on a personally requested mission for an acquaintance. It had been a simple one. Go to Wood, ask about something that had been commissioned to be crafted, then return to her employer and collect her mission fees. It was supposed to be simple. Somehow, she’d been surrounded by a swarm of wyverns the minute she entered no-mans-land and they had been chasing her ever since as if they held a personal vendetta against her. One day, she thought bitterly as she heard the growls of the creatures behind her getting closer as they gave chase. She grit her teeth. She was only one day out of outpost twelve and relative safety. It was do or die time.

      Rule number 155: never lose hope.

      In Mercer’s personal opinion, this should have been rule number one. So long as there was breath in her body, Mercer would fight. She’d fight beyond that still.
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      “Lady White, we have arrived,” Lena’s driver called, pulling her from her musings and her gaze away from the window of the limousine. Sighing, she waited for James to open the door letting in the winter’s chill. She would have shivered if she were anyone but who she was. Her blood had filled her veins with ice the moment she breathed her first breath and from that day forward winter had filled her body and the cold was a constant companion. 

      She nodded at the driver absently. James had been serving her family for decades. He was trustworthy, which was why her father assigned him to be her personal driver. The times were changing, and even she felt like she didn’t know who she could trust anymore. For beings that lived as long as they breathed, trust was sometimes the only currency of any true value and her pool of trustworthy friends was getting smaller as her enemies gained in numbers.

      As she stepped out of the long vehicle the smells and sounds of Salt City filled her advanced senses. The fruity smell of ice cones in the middle of the eternal freeze of Salt, a place that never thawed even in the midst of summer. There was the sounds of snow crunching under rubber tires and the slush piled up against the side of the road that was now covered in a thin layer of ice after the temperature dropped again the night before. Lena gave James a small smile as he helped her out of the car and closed the door behind her.

      Her heels clicked against black ice, yet her balance was uninterrupted as she made her way up the stairs of White Tower. The skyscraper stood taller than any other building in the entirety of the city. It was a beacon of wealth in a city that was often just as gray. It was her father’s throne, and he had promised it to her once she came of age. After all, she was now the heiress since her older sister had relinquished the title. Lena sighed again, running a hand through tresses of spun silver that curtained her face.

      She strutted through the lobby doors that were held open by the doorman commanding the attention of all who felt her presence. Where one would have expected heat to engulf them upon entry, they would have been sadly disappointed as the building was nearly as cold as the temperature outside. Some jested it was the city of ever winter. Lena thought the name suited the capital of Salt. She passed the security guards who welcomed her with a slight bow and made her way to the elevator. Her heels clicked against the polished marble floor, the sound echoing off the walls of a lobby. Marble pillars of black speckled with white and modern furniture that looked important but lacked any capabilities of offering comfort were how the lobby showed off her parents wealth. A few people seated around the area gawked at her in awe as she walked past them. Everything about White Tower oozed with the wealth her family had accrued since the beginning.

      A man with hair of salt and pepper hidden only slightly by a white cap, that was part of the uniforms required of all the service workers, pushed the call button as soon as he saw her enter the building so by the time she reached him the bell dinged. She nodded at him as he bowed slightly and said, “Good morning Lady White.”

      Lena climbed on the carriage only to pause mid-step. A woman, who couldn’t be much younger than she was met her eyes and Lena world lost its axis. This woman was something flawed among the polished wealth of everything surrounding them. That was to say that she stuck out like a sore thumb and yet she held Lena’s attention like a priceless treasure the moment her eyes landed on her. The woman smiled lightly, tiredly and with somewhat glazed eyes, and made to move around her. She looked worse for wear, her clothes ripped, bloody, and stained with dirt and grime, and yet none of these things registered with any importance as a sudden panic gripped Lena’s heart and without a second thought, she reached out and grabbed the woman’s hand pulling her back onto the elevator.

      The woman lost her balance her eyes unfocused and somewhat dazed as Lena pushed the button for the doors to close and the button for the topmost floor. The stranger squeaked after being manhandled by someone so slight, probably surprised at Lena’s strength, and turned around only to meet glowing powder blue eyes. She gasped, her mouth hanging open and her breath fanning over Lena’s face smelling of sunshine and warmth. Lena growled and pushed her up against the stainless steel of the elevator. Even the elevator screamed granduer as it was polished steel, not a handprint in sight. The buttons made of white marble and the carpet a deep crimson. It was the wood rails on the sides to rest against that now dug into the woman’s back as she gasped out.

      “Hey!”

      “Who are you?” Lena whispered into her ear. The stranger shuddered. 

      “Let me go!”

      Lena had the woman’s hands trapped above her head by one of her own, leaving the other to rest against her waist. She pushed into the woman’s body, and a sudden warmth engulfed her. Lena moaned at the heat as she rested her head on the stranger's shoulder. 

      “Please,” she begged. What the hell was wrong with me? She couldn’t think straight. All she knew was that she needed to get as close to this woman as she could and getting her name was the first step toward that. Lena White, an heiress to one of the richest men on Kain, didn’t beg. Yet here she was, begging for this stranger's name.

      “Um, could you let me go?”

      “No,” Lena mumbled as she trailed her nose along the woman’s throat and up her jaw breathing in the scent of roses. “What’s your name?”

      “Hey, lady, I will tell you my name once you get off of me.”

      Lena pushed herself closer, the thought of being separated suddenly a sentence worse than death. She nipped lightly at the woman’s jaw, a punishment for even suggesting such an awful thing, and the stranger gasped.

      “Name?” Lena lazily traced her nose back down to her pulse point and nuzzled her there.

      The answer left the woman in a breathy sigh almost as if it was against her will. “Mercer.”

      “Mercer,” Lena was shocked at the husky quality of her own voice, a cross between a growl and a moan. She’d never heard her voice so—odd. She didn’t even know what had come over her and yet the mere thought of stopping what was happing was too cruel to ponder. “I like that name. Rolls off the tongue,” as she said this her tongue snaked out to taste the skin at Mercer’s pulse point, which was jumping beneath the warmth. Lena moaned. She tasted sweet and salty, like saltwater taffy. Lena loved taffy.

      Mercer jerked slightly at the touch but Lena moved to match her movements to keep her pinned. “L—let go!”

      Lena sucked at the spot and suddenly, Mercer’s body released a smoldering heat along with one of the most amazing smells Lena had ever been subjected to. Her body hummed at the musky scent and she pushed herself between Mercer’s legs which easily allowed her entry. When her stomach met the heat between them she sucked in a raspy breath as Mercer moaned.

      “God Mercer, what are you doing to me?” She whispered as her fangs dropped without her consent. She wanted this woman. Not only did she want her in her bed, with her legs wrapped around her panting her name, but she wanted her blood to fill her veins. Lena couldn’t stop as she rocked forward, another moan left Mercer at that movement.

      Lena’s mind was hazy as she rocked forward once again and she growled at the breathy gasp Mercer released. Lena could feel her inner beast taking over as she teased the flesh of Mercer’s neck with her fangs. 

      Lena cupped a butt cheek in her hand. Mercer wrapped her leg around her waist as Lena rolled hard into her warmth, making her cry out. She needed to get closer. She wanted to consume Mercer in every way possible and she wanted the world to know that Mercer was her’s, so no one would try to take her away. She paused in her nuzzling and placed the tips of her fangs around Mercer’s throbbing pulse point. Her tongue rolled over the sweet flesh before her fangs sank in⁠—

      “Holy sh — I’m sorry, I’ll take the—” the man didn’t even get to finish his sentence before she slammed him against the far wall outside of the elevator with Lena’s fangs an inch from his face. Her powder blue eyes were glowing in harassed anger as she seethed at him. How dare he interrupt her? She should kill him!

      “Please, Lady White! Don’t kill me!”

      “Lena?”

      She glanced up at her father’s soothing voice but her glare didn’t lessen. He realized that she didn’t recognize him as he took slow steps toward her. She growled low in her chest in a warning.

      “Lena, I’m your father. Are you okay?”

      Her glare lost some of its bite as she studied him. She was interrupted yet again when the elevator dinged and Mercer, looking somewhat dazed, disappeared behind the closing doors. Her beast roared inside her head as she leapt but she wasn’t fast enough as the doors closed taking her mate away. Just as she was about to rip the doors open strong hands wrapped around her wrists and dragged her back kicking and growling, legs flailing as the arms pulled her into a hard chest locking her in place. 

      “Lena! Lena! Come back to me, sweetheart! Don’t let the beast control you. Calm down!” Her father’s steady voice called out to her, but all she could process was that the tin contraption had taken her mate from her. Suddenly, her head jerked to the side and her eyes came back into focus. She shook her head as she turned forward to see the worried face of her mother.

      “Lena?” she asked hesitantly.

      “Mom?”

      “Oh, thank god!” Her father released her and she stumbled into her mother’s arms.

      “We thought we lost you,” her mother whispered against her head and she shuddered when she realized what had happened. There was only one sickness that could kill a pureblood and it was referred to as madness. It was when a vampire’s beast fully consumed them. For some reason, it only occurred among those with pure blood, but when it happened there was no cure. It could happen at any age and at any time and the only cure was death by beheading. 

      Lena’s mother pulled back and was happy to see that her daughter’s eyes were no longer glowing. “Lena, honey, what happened?”

      Lena looked back toward the elevator as she tried to get passed her mother. “She’s gone! I have to find her.”

      “Lena!” 

      She turned back to the concerned face of her mother only then realizing that she had almost succumbed to her beast again. She violently shook her head. “What’s wrong with me?”

      She saw her mother glance at her father before looking back at her. “Who was on the elevator with you?”

      Lena had to think for a moment, as her memory was scattered, but she pulled a name from the jumble of words, “Mercer. Mom, I have to find her!”

      “Mercer?”

      Lena bristled when another woman said her mate’s name. “She’s mine!”

      Her mother looked surprised for a moment before her face settled into a look of understanding. “I know, honey. I need you to calm down. Don’t let the beast control you, Lena. You’re not an animal.”

      She took a deep steadying breath and nodded her head. All this time her father had been holding her still in his vice-like grip and she only realized that he had been keeping her from running away once he released her. Her shoulders sagged as she released a deep and heavy sigh, things in her life tended to happen like this, sudden, unexpected, and unwanted. Lena met her mothers concerned gaze, he own steady and slightly irritated. “What’s wrong with me, Mom?”

      “Oh, Lena, nothing is wrong with you. You’ve just found someone that will be very special to you. I need you to come with us so we can explain some things to you.” Her mother pulled her toward the office but her feet seemed to want to go in the opposite direction. 

      “Lena, you need to control yourself. We need to tell you something before we let you go.”

      Lena nodded and pulled at her beast, shoving it back into her mental cage. When she opened her eyes again, it had only felt like a few seconds but as she walked into her father’s office and glanced at the clock on his desk, she realized it had taken her at least an hour or more to fight her inner demon. This was disconcerting to say the least. She took the seat in the leather chair next to her mother and stared down at her hands, which she couldn’t seem to stop twisting nervously in her lap. She heard a sigh to her left, then her mother’s hand covered her own drawing her gaze back up to her parents. Her father cleared his throat.

      “Lena, what do you know about mates?”

      She frowned. “Soul mates? I know every vampire has one.”

      He nodded then folded his hands on the desk. “Your mother and I should have had this conversation with you when you turned eighteen but we thought we would have more time. It seems fate has other plans for you. Most vampires take decades or even centuries before they find their soul mate. You’ve been dealt a hand that can either be seen as incredibly lucky or viciously horrible.”

      “Lena.” 

      Lena turned back to her father only to realize that she had been looking at the door and toward the elevator. She sighed in irritation at her lack of control. “Sorry.” 

      Her mother’s hand tightened around her own before her father continued. “You’ve found your mate, Lena.”

      She nodded. “Why is that unlucky?” she asked as she began sorting through her next course of actions.

      Her father gave her a small smile. “Usually it was seen as the former but in the rare case that a vampire finds their mate before they come of age, well, things are a bit messier.”

      “Why?”

      “Because as an immature vampire you don’t have to same control over your inner beast. And what happened a moment ago is how it ends up. Had we not brought you back, Lena, the madness could have taken you,” His voice lost some of its volume toward his admission and she couldn’t help the shudder that ran through her. 

      “What do I do then? It feels like I’ve been split in two. I feel like I have a sense of where she is, right now I can tell that she’s getting farther and farther from me this very moment. I feel like I need to go to her. I need to find her and make her mine.”

      “Honey, calm down.” Her mother’s voice grounded her, and she realized her voice had begun to rise as she spoke. She took a calming breath and nodded when she was more under control.

      Her father spoke, “As a pureblood, our inner demon is stronger than most. When we meet our mates, we react more violently than a normal vampire. Our need to claim is stronger and until we do so we won’t stop. This leads to our beasts gaining control easily.”

      “So once I claim her this feeling will go away?” Lena asked.

      Her mother and father shared a look before her father met her gaze. “Yes, and no.”

      Somehow she knew it wasn’t so simple. “What?”

      “Yes, once you claim her things will work out, eventually. But, no, the need to claim will never truly leave. You’ll just eventually learn to control it. This would be easier if you were a more seasoned vampire.”

      “What do you mean by eventually?”

      Her mother answered when her father blushed slightly. “Well, honey, when a vampire meets their mate they usually go on, I guess you could call it a honeymoon of sorts.”

      “A honeymoon?”

      Her mother nodded happily. “They can’t be separated for any long period of time and share blood back and forth while having lots and lots of sex, to put it simply.”

      If it was at all possible, Lena’s already pale complexion lost whatever color she had gained back. “Lots⁠—”

      “And lots,” her mother finished.

      “But I don’t even know her!”

      Her mother’s smile widened. “You will by the end of it all.”

      Lena was quiet for a moment. Her face sullen as she thought this over.

      Her mother chuckled before her father cleared his throat. “All joking aside. Lena, this is a tricky situation. Mercer⁠—”

      She growled deep within her chest and clenched her eyes. “Sorry. Just don’t speak her name. It’s mine. Whatever that means?”

      He nodded. “You instincts will grow more and more possessive until you sort everything out. That woman is human. A hunter at that. She came here to report her findings on a errand I had her run for me. She doesn’t stay in one place too long and I’m not sure how much she knows about vampires let alone of the existence of pureblooded ones, as we try to keep things about us a secret. She’s sharper than most, but I’m not sure how informed she is. She may not even have known you are a pureblood and just passed you off as being a really horny vampire that accosted her in an elevator.”

      “What do I do then? How do I get my instincts under control?”

      “First you would have to mark her. Then turn her into a vampire. Only then could she be your equal. Otherwise, since she’s human your instincts will always feel the need to protect her. The problem is, if she refuses you.”

      “Refuses me?” Lena couldn’t stop the whine that left her.

      Her mother nodded. “She’s human, Lena. She might not want to become a vampire but your instincts will demand that you make her into one. You might not be able to fight your instincts and that would drive your inner beast crazy and it may bring on the madness if you can’t properly mate to her. But if you force this life on her, she might hate you forever and that could also bring on the madness. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Lena nodded as she sorted through this new information. “This is more complicated than I thought. So what can I do now? If I go to her now, I’m not sure I could control myself but if I don’t go to her now, I’m not sure I can stay sane.”

      “We will go with you,” her father answered calmly.

      She nodded then stood. “Then let’s go. I’m not sure how long I can sit here before I lose it.”
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