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			To those who are searching for their true mate:
Keep your eyes open, your heart ready,
 and your blood warm.

		

		
	
		
			Mark of the Balas


			Erion landed on the familiar cobblestone street, not giving a shit who saw him flash, who saw him feral. The rage within him was raw, painfully uninhibited, and strangely uncontrollable. Only minutes had passed since Cruen had taken the balas from them—from him—and yet every breath he drew felt heavy and prolonged.

			He moved down the street, letting his nose, not his memory, guide him. He needed information, and the male he sought had better be there to give it to him. Evening was dropping down in blankets of shade over the tops of the antiquated buildings and stores in the small French village, but Erion knew the mutore male stayed in his shop well past closing time. In fact, it was possible he lived in the rooms above.

			Erion pursued the weak scent at a quicker, irrepressible pace, almost as if an invisible wire were pulling him. Every human he passed was an inconsequential blur. Every storefront the wrong one. The dire need to know if the boy his adopted father—the mad vampire Cruen—had stolen was breathing and well consumed his mind and his focus. It was insane to think that Ladd had been snatched right out from under him, the child’s large, liquid eyes wide with fear as he was sucked back into Cruen’s flash. Erion growled at the thought, at the vibrant memory. It was more than diabolical anger he felt. It was as though a limb had been ripped from his body. And gods help anyone who got in his way, he would not rest until it was returned.

			He came to a halt outside the mutore shifter’s shop, his keen sense of smell alerting him to what he had already suspected—to the male inside. Just as he’d hoped, Raine was still at work. He entered the dusty space in a rush of manic testosterone, his gaze taking in every inch. He’d been inside the antique-furnishings shop only once before with his twin, Nicholas. The Roman brother had purchased a home about thirty miles away. Not far from where they had been born—born and thrown away, in Erion’s case. Nicholas had wanted to put down some roots. A concept Erion had never considered before, not until the boy he’d never known he had was introduced to him.

			Ladd.

			His guts ached like an infected fang. He had to find him, get him out of the clutches of that cruel vampire before any permanent damage was done. Dammit, he should’ve had an inside track, since Cruen had raised him, but that cagey bastard moved from one secret location to the next as often as a pair of rabbits fucked.

			He shouldered his way through masses of antique furniture, rolled rugs, and ornately framed landscapes and up to the front of the shop. But before he reached the massive desk and the brass bell atop it, a humorless voice stopped him.

			“That’s far enough, Beast.” In the far-right corner of the store, Raine appeared behind a thick wood table that lay on its side. The reptilian mutore skulked toward Erion, his brown eyes wary, his mouth a thin, grim line. “I hope you’re here to purchase something.”

			“I am,” Erion said. He was a good foot taller than the mutore shifter and had no problem using it to his advantage.

			As he approached, Raine’s gaze moved around the store nervously. “What is it you seek, then? Love seat? Chaise? Whatever it is, make it quick.”

			“The location of your uncle.”

			Raine froze halfway to his desk, his eyes blinking rapidly as he stared at Erion. “Get out,” he uttered tersely.

			Erion forced a cool smile. “Your customer service leaves much to be desired, mutore.”

			“You are no customer here,” Raine said fiercely, “only a pest that wishes to infect and destroy.” Eyes down, he made a beeline for his desk, but Erion shot past him and blocked his way.

			“Why do you protect a monster?” Erion growled.

			Raine’s gaze lifted and his eyes narrowed. “I see only one monster, and he stands before me.”

			“Then you are a fool.”

			“Perhaps. But I remain alive, and that is all I can hope for now.” He started forward again, and this time Erion allowed him to pass. “I’m surprised you came alone,” Raine continued, rounding his desk. “Without the added muscle. Where is the other one? Like you, but Pureblood?”

			The sting of the male’s words found their mark. Erion was as pureblooded as his twin, but, unlike Nicholas, he had been born a mutore—a mutant vampire with strains of other creatures’ DNA. Granted, the Romans and the mutore were all children of the Breeding Male, the genetically altered vampire monster, but mistakes like him weren’t used, weren’t even deemed worthy of breath. Erion and his beast brothers and sister—Phane, Lycos, Helo, and Dillon—had been luckier than most, though only if you call being rescued from the trash bin by a mad vampire and raised in a laboratory lucky. Erion wasn’t sure what he called it. Or whether the life he’d led thus far had been worth saving.

			Jury was still out, as Alexander said.

			“My brother is searching for Cruen as well,” Erion told the nervous-eyed male. In fact, now that the moon and stars provided the only light to brighten the sky, all the brothers, mutore and Roman, were spread out searching for the vampire and for Ladd.

			Raine clucked his tongue. “A fool’s errand. Whatever you want him for, you would be best to forget it. My uncle wouldn’t hesitate to kill even the ones he calls family if they get in the way of what he wants.”

			“I will take that chance,” Erion stated flatly.

			From behind the counter, the mutore laughed softly. “How brave you are, mutore. I, however, have no interest in baiting a rabid shark with my blood. My death weighs heavily on my mind—and my family’s—at all times.” He flipped through a file of papers on the table. “Speaking of which, where is my elixir? The one you promised me. The one you believe Cruen may have. The one that may prolong my life.”

			Erion grunted. “I must get to Cruen to find it.”

			“Then we are at an impasse,” the male said sadly. “I don’t know where he is. He has not contacted me in some time.”

			Erion’s eyes narrowed. “You know something. I can feel it, smell it.”

			The male lifted his head, locked eyes with Erion. For one moment, he looked the true reptile his shifter genes carried. Scales appeared on his face and neck, and between his teeth a forked tongue darted out.

			“Yes, you know something,” Erion hissed.

			The reptile retreated on a gasp, and left the shell of a bereft-looking male with deep fear in his eyes.

			The demon inside Erion, the lionlike animal that clawed to get out, growled with possessive ire. “Cruen took something that belonged to me.”

			“What? Your dignity?” Raine sighed. “Welcome to my universe.”

			“A balas.”

			Raine stilled, his gaze holding Erion’s tightly, curiously. “Why would he take a balas?”

			“It belongs to me.”

			The words took a moment to sink in. “It?” Raine looked horrified.

			“He,” Erion said gruffly. “A boy. He belongs to me.”

			The words were strange on his tongue. It had been a mistake, the boy’s conception. After learning of Nicholas’s existence, Erion had been watching his twin for some time, was so curious about his brother’s strange relations with women. Now Erion knew that Nicholas had only been carrying out a long stretch of torment from his past, a pattern of prostitution that his mother—their mother—had forced upon him as a young vampire. But Erion had seen only pleasure, connection, the bliss of being touched, in Nicholas and the females he mounted.

			He’d wanted that too.

			Fuck, he’d wanted that desperately.

			He’d met with one of Nicholas’s females, allowed a mating to take place between them. It had been a good union, comforting. He’d had no idea she’d bore a child from their coupling. Hadn’t known until several months ago. He’d thought such a thing impossible, as Cruen had told him and all the mutores that they were unable to breed.

			A growl escaped his throat, rumbled through the dusty air of the mutore’s shop. Another of Cruen’s many lies. For too many years the bastard paven had pretended to care about them all, pretended to be a father, when in truth he’d used them. They were nothing but tools. Heavily muscled lab rats that Cruen had deemed unworthy to breed.

			Erion’s face and body language must’ve taken on a raw, hostile air, because Raine had inched back, shaking his head and looking fearful.

			“I am sorry he has taken your balas,” he said in a careful voice. “I wish I could help.”

			“You will help,” Erion said, retreating from the blips of his past with barely suppressed rage. “I don’t wish to harm you, but if you keep something from me—something that would help me find the balas—I won’t hold back my beast from ripping you apart.”

			Abject fear glittered in Raine’s eyes. “It is only rumors, rumblings.”

			“Whatever it is, I want it.”

			Behind the desk Raine crumpled into a chair. He looked utterly miserable. “It is nearly too fantastical to be believed. I don’t want to send you on a wild, impossible ride.”

			Ah, the male did know something. He had been wise to press. “Nothing is impossible when Cruen is involved.”

			“This is true, but . . .” Raine’s jaw tightened. “If I give you the information I have, you must promise me something. My daughter is in swell. I wish to live to see this child. If you find it, this elixir you believe Cruen possesses, will you bring it to me?”

			Making promises, making deals; they suggested weakness. But Erion could relate to the need this male had to see his line continue. As it was, they were both concerned fathers. He nodded. “I give you my word.”

			Raine’s eyes closed and he released a weighty breath. “Believe it or not, I have heard he is to be mated.”

			“What?” Erion roared.

			The male flinched but managed to nod. “Cruen is taking a bride.”
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			“Are you listening to me, Your Highness?”

			Hellen drew back her bow, aimed it at the streaking ball of pale yellow light ten feet in front of her, and let the arrow fly. She waited for impact, for the impish little rogue demon to drop, but it didn’t. It ran away, cackling.

			She turned and glared at Eberny. “You must cease talking while I hunt.”

			The ancient demon, a male/female hybrid, was undaunted. “You will be leaving us very soon, Your Highness. Your father has instructed me to make certain you understand your duties.”

			Under the haze of auburn daylight, Hellen grabbed another arrow from her quiver and said in a dangerous voice, “My duties.”

			“Indeed,” said Eberny, following Hellen as the young female demon suddenly took off, jogging along the perimeter of the Rain Fields. “How you are to conduct yourself.”

			That little bastard, thought Hellen, her eyes searching for the lost rogue. Ah! There. It was ducking in and out of a cloud, grinning its toothless grin, toying with her.

			With one easy movement, Hellen drew back her arrow and sent it straight for the cloud. It whizzed through the Rain Fields like a bolt of lightning.

			Flash! A hit.

			Hellen grinned as the rogue demon creature exploded.

			“A worthy shot, Your Highness,” said Eberny in a contained voice before picking up the topic of discussion from a moment ago. “It would be wise to recall the lessons learned in the Academy. The ones dealing with a female’s obligations to her male counterpart.”

			Scanning the Rain Fields for more rogues, Hellen snorted. “Unfortunately, I do not recall it. A much-needed nap was taken during that bout of instruction, I believe.”

			“Your Highness, that is not at all amusing,” stated Eberny, the hybrid’s mud-brown eyes narrowing with disapproval.

			Girlish laughter sounded behind them. Hellen looked up to see her two younger sisters skipping down the black-earthed hillock toward them, long, pale yellow hair at their backs and yards of fuchsia and gold skirt trailing behind. Levia and Polly looked like a painting, so demure, so female. Perfect demon royalty. While she—if not for her disagreeable red coils of hair—looked like their brother.

			“Hellen, dear.”

			“Pray don’t shoot at us. We come in peace.”

			Each female gave her a kiss on the cheek. They smelled of fireflower, the only flower allowed to grow in the Underworld. It was rarest, picked and bottled the moment it flowered, then made into a perfume oil for the daughters of the Demon King.

			Hellen preferred the scent of ashes, of the black soot beneath her feet—of the death of each rogue demon.

			She was strange that way.

			She had been told many times that she was named for her place of birth. But over the years she had come to wonder if her mother had known what grew inside her womb, what she would be unleashing into the Underworld. A true hellion. Had the female demon had a premonition about a fiery gust of flaming hair and a defiant disposition, then come to a quick decision about her name?

			A sudden flash of light, bright blue and practically spitting off rogue energy, caught her peripheral vision, and she whirled around, grabbing for an arrow.

			“Your Highness, please,” Eberny implored. “Listen to me.”

			Hellen shifted the bow and arrow, following the muted blue light deep in the Rain Fields ahead. “My eyes may be on my target, Eberny, but my ears are open. What is it you think I need to know?”

			“The male you are to be given to will expect certain behaviors.”

			“Indeed. I spread my legs when instructed, yes?”

			Behind her, Levia and Polly gasped. Hellen drew back her bow and grinned. She could practically see the girls’ wide blue eyes, their gloved hands covering their mouths. She would miss them terribly, miss their sweet ways and perpetually outraged reactions. But, then again, she was glad to be going. Her sacrifice would be their safeguard always.

			Eberny’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Sexual relations are only a small part of being a submissive partner, Your Highness.”

			Submissive.

			Hellen’s urge to kill amplified and she narrowed her eyes on the acres upon acres of Rain Fields where the rogue demons, the excess magical energy her father, Abbadon, released within the Underworld, loved to hide.

			“Do not look him in the eyes when he speaks to you,” Eberny continued.

			“Where shall I look, then?” Hellen asked with an emotionless tone. “Between his legs?”

			Again, her sisters gasped. “Oh, Hellen, you are wicked,” said Levia, her voice muffled through her gloved hand.

			Eberny turned to them and sniffed. “She enjoys giving me pains in my head.”

			Very true. Hellen chuckled and drew back an arrow, waited for the flash of blue, and sent it flying. It missed by a good ten feet. The little bastard’s subsequent cackling killed her laughter.

			“If you could just be more like your sisters,” Eberny said on a sigh.

			Hellen glanced back at the lovely specimens of female demon and shook her head, her gaze affectionate in the extreme. Yes, she would miss them terribly. “I know. It would be easier all round.”

			Levia and Polly laughed, rushed forward, and embraced her.

			“You are perfect as you are, Hellen,” Levia crooned.

			“Yes, indeed,” agreed Polly. “Except for the hunter attire . . . Perhaps if we had something made in a soft shade of pink—”

			The mute button was pressed on Polly’s appraisal of her clothing as Hellen spotted the blue rogue staring at her through a thin layer of cloud. It grinned. Hellen’s blood heated and she gripped her bow tightly. She had been hunting demon rogues ever since she could hold a bow, and they knew how to play with her. Pure, soulless energy, they weren’t afraid to die or to be hunted. On the contrary. Abbadon’s excess magic loved risk and chase and the possibility of being extinguished.

			And so did Hellen.

			Sir Ugly and Blue widened his yellow eyes and made a disgusting noise at the lot of them, then took off.

			Hellen smirked. “I’ll be back.”

			“No, Hellen. Wait,” Levia called.

			But Hellen refused to be deterred from the hunt. She raced into the Rain Fields. Drops of water as hot as ash fell from gray clouds only feet off the ground. She’d been inside the Fields hundreds of times, and knew how to maneuver through them without getting burned. Bow and arrow at the ready, she kept her quick pace, her eyes narrowing each time she lost sight of the blue flash of light.

			It came as sudden as a breath; a rush of intensity, a familiar scent. Hatred and disappointment, sadness and intense power.

			Hellen stopped short and dropped her weaponry. A forced and familiar action. As the bow and quiver sat in a small well of collected water, a tornado ripped through the Rain Fields and came straight for her, stopping just a foot away. The blood of excitement, of chase, that had been rushing through Hellen’s veins a moment ago turned to black ice.

			He was before her.

			The Devil himself.

			The Demon King, Abbadon.

			Hellen looked up. “Hello, Father.”

			In his present state Abbadon looked the very essence of a demon. Ten feet tall, red skin pulled tight over heavy, impervious muscle, eyes the color of the clouds that only moments ago parted for him. As Hellen stared up at her sire, she saw nothing of herself in him and yet knew that she of all the sisters was the most like him.

			“What are you doing?” he asked in a voice unworldly and growlingly low.

			Unlike her sisters, Hellen felt no fear when standing in her father’s presence. Only a desperation within her mind to be cautious and thoughtful with the words that came out of her mouth.

			“Preparing myself for wedded bliss.”

			His scaly-skinned eyebrow lifted. “With a crossbow?”

			“Perhaps this male you have sold me to will appreciate my hunting skills.”

			There was a flicker in his gaze, a momentary flash of fury, but he contained it. “I allow you to hunt the rogue demons for me because, frankly, you are a far superior shot to any of the male hunters I possess, but it stops the moment you leave my Underworld. Do you understand?”

			Hellen nodded, but her fingers flexed, ached to hold her weapon.

			“You will not shame me.”

			“I am rather good at it, though, Father.”

			Again the flash of fury clouded his already pale eyes. “Yes,” he hissed. “But after today the consequences will be dire.”

			Hellen’s muscles tensed. “Today?” She’d thought she had more time.

			The Devil’s grin made the black scorched earth below her feet tremble. “The time has come, daughter. You will leave us and take your place aboveground—”

			“With the bloodsucker,” Hellen finished for him, unable to restrain her acerbic tone.

			Abbadon’s nostrils flared and he coiled over her like a snake. The air went silent and the rain ceased to fall. It was his attempt at intimidation. There was nothing the Demon King appreciated more than fear in his offspring. Especially from the one before him.

			But Hellen remained cool under his taut, red-faced glare. This was never the way to get her to cower, get her on her knees, eyes down and shoulders trembling. Unfortunately, over the past few years Abbadon had found the way in to her fear center.

			He cocked his head to one side. “Is that your sisters’ carefree laughter I hear?”

			Hellen heard nothing but the deadly silence and the threat that hovered next on her father’s thin, reptilian lips.

			“I will do as I am instructed,” she said in a quiet, noxious voice.

			In a shock of movement and hot wind, Abbadon rushed toward her. Matching her height now, his face the color of rich, thick blood, he placed one long finger under her chin and lifted. “You had better.”

			Or the two lovely demon females waiting for you on the bank of the Rain Fields will feel my true wrath, he didn’t say.

			He didn’t have to say it.

			Hellen pulled her chin from his sickeningly warm touch and said in a firm voice, “I will be the perfect little demon.”

			Abbadon grinned and gave a wave of his hand to the fields around them. “You will be the perfect little female.”

			The clouds instantly released their torrent of hot rain, sound returned to the air, and out of the corner of her eye, Hellen saw a flash of blue light.

			“Now,” Abbadon said, his gaze sweeping over her. “Get back to the Dwelling. You leave within the hour, and you must be bathed, combed, dressed, and prepared.”

			Prepared.

			Hellen clung to the word as the Devil turned and dissolved into the hot, misty air. She had sacrificed herself, would give herself to this bloodsucker her father had sold her to, but that’s where it would end. And her most important bit of preparation would make it so.

			The flash of demon blue hit her peripheral vision once more and she reached for her weapon. Without taking another breath, she stretched back the bow and released. The arrow hit the target, and Hellen reveled in her final kill as she walked out of the Rain Fields and toward her sisters for the last time.

			•   •   •

			Erion’s lip curled as beneath his feet, the earth rumbled. It was a soft, uncomplicated movement, just a hint of warning to the animals thereabouts. Flee, little ones. Get out of the way before you’re run down by an ill-fated traveling party.

			And a mutore paven who would kill anything and anyone who got in his way.

			As he stood there, the earth’s easy tremble intensified. Granted, he was still able to hold his ground without issue, but the manic shudder made him not only cautious, but also suspicious. Is this truly it? he mused, his fangs descending, his muscles flexing, tensing. Had Raine been truthful with this location? With the arrival of the parcel Erion had come to steal?

			The bride he’d come to steal.

			Cruen’s bride.

			Erion’s gaze narrowed on the length of dirt road ahead. For Raine’s sake and the future the mutore wished to see, he hoped so.

			Suddenly, the shudder escalated into a severe shake that reverberated up through Erion’s feet and calves to his gut, into his chest, and all the way to his jaw, making his teeth rattle inside his mouth. Around him, the trees creaked as their weight was redistributed and the birds took to the air en masse.

			Erion dropped into a fighting stance and unsheathed his blade.

			This is no wedding party approaching, he thought blackly, slowly rotating so he could see in every direction. This wasn’t Cruen’s bride. Couldn’t be. This was belowground, nature’s doing, inconvenient though it was, a cry of—

			The thought died inside his mind as a massive shudder nearly sent him to his knees. Before him the earth cracked, one long seam, splitting apart with a jarring lurch. Christ! Erion jumped back as the plaintive wail of breaking rock and shifting plates stole the forest’s air. An earthquake—had to be. He was on California land, after all.

			A few feet away, a mega blast of dirt shot into the air, raining down sharp, black pellets onto his face and body. He should flash. Get out of this particular line of fire. Return to France and demand a new location from Raine. Or maybe a strip of flesh from the male’s lying hide.

			He was on his way, his cells nearly transferred, when suddenly from inside the dust geyser came a wail, a shriek so intense Erion felt it deep within his bones. Like a wave crashing against the shore, he heard it again and again. The sound boomed through the forest, pinging against the battered trees, then slamming back into Erion’s ears. He shook his head, attempting to clear the sound. As he did, his gaze caught on the crack in the earth. In the very center, where the sound seemed to emanate from. Though any sane paven would’ve gotten the hell out of there at that point, Erion drew closer. He couldn’t help himself. He saw something.

			But what? What the hell was it?

			His blood pounded in his veins, every muscle inside him tense and ready.

			Then he saw it fully, saw them fully: two horses, pale as paper, with see-through skin, emerging from the ground. They were snorting and sighing as they pulled something, their hooves scrabbling for purchase on the crumbling rock face.

			Steeled and ready for a fight, Erion stared, unblinking at the scene before him, nearly thinking himself mad as a gleaming, bride-white, pumpkin-shaped carriage crawled out of the hole in the earth, legs moving like a gigantic white spider.

			Erion’s mind squeezed.

			No.

			Impossible. Perhaps even insane. This couldn’t be Cruen’s bride. Inside this Cinderella carriage from hell?

			As the ghostly team cleared the split in the earth and found solid ground, the carriage came to a halt. One of the horses turned its head and eyed Erion. Its nostrils flared in warning as it pawed the ground.

			Erion’s hand tightened around his blade, and in that moment he remembered what he was doing there.

			Whom he came to steal—and why.

			As if they sensed it too, the transparent beasts shifted their gazes and took off, bolting into the now-still woods, dirt kicking up around them.

			Erion exploded forward, his blood fueling his pace. This female, whatever she was, belonged to him. She was his bargaining chip—the ransom he would keep at his side until Ladd was returned. Returned to the ones who knew how to love.

			He ran through the black, cool woods, keeping pace with the carriage until it burst forth into an open field. Moonlight poured down overhead, spread its ethereal shards out over the overgrown expanse.

			No farther, my lady.

			In a burst of speed, Erion shot forward, made a quick right, and stopped dead in front of the horses. The beasts screamed as they came to a halt, rearing up, nearly braining him with their massive hooves. The demon inside Erion pulsed to get out, tame what was snorting and hissing in front of him, muzzle what was letting loose a cacophony of terrified screams inside the bride-white carriage.

			He smiled grimly. The terror was only beginning for his parcel.

			He leaped onto the footrest near the carriage door and gripped the handle. A flexible wall of dark magic pushed at him, tried to buck him off, tried to convince his mind that he was seeing a mirage, but Erion mentally shoved back at the sensation and yanked at the door.

			It wouldn’t budge.

			Not a problem. He enjoyed tearing the gift wrap off a parcel.

			Reaching up, he grabbed the metal bar on the roof of the carriage, swung back, and crashed his feet into the door. It went down with a thud. Another feminine scream pierced the night air, and the horses panicked and took off again, barreling across the field. Erion’s gaze was razor sharp now, but all he saw was a red blur with electric green eyes before he was hit in the chest and thrown backward.

			He landed on the ground with a teeth-shattering slam, something fierce and flooded with layers of skirt on top of him. He heard the horses scream and snort, saw out of his peripheral vision the coach clattering past, abandoning the meadow for the dark woods beyond.

			The Layers of Skirt spoke. “Before I kill you, I want to know just who the hell you are!”

			Wet grass and cold earth at his back, Erion’s brows descended over his narrowed gaze. The female sat astride him, had his arms pinned at his sides as though she were under the impression she had some kind of control in the situation. In truth, he could not only flick her off like a bothersome fly, but stretch her arms over her head and slit her throat with one fang, all in under a breath. But then he wouldn’t be able to feel her weight atop him. So for a moment he let her remain where she was.

			Miles and miles of shocking red hair, illuminated by the moon overhead, draped either side of his shoulders, and those inhuman eyes the color of emeralds in the brightest sunlight gazed down at him with equal parts scorn and I-want-to-rip-your-head-off.

			This female, Erion mused, the organ between his legs pulsing with curiosity, may be sixty-five inches of soft, round, sexual pleasure wrapped up in a hundred irritating layers of creamy white wedding costume, but she is clearly one fierce bitch.

			He had no doubt that she would kill him if he gave her the chance.

			If he gave her even an inch.

			With one smooth, swift roll, Erion reversed their positions. On her back, her arms pinned above her head by one of his hands, her hair splayed like a sunrise around her face, and her eyes flashing in the moon’s light, she hissed at him, struggled against him like a caged animal.

			“You have made a grave mistake, Male,” she said, her voice as deadly as her gaze.

			“We shall see,” Erion answered, his tone smooth and resolute as he slipped the other hand around her waist.

			She kicked at him, tried to get her knee up between his legs. “I am to be mated this night, you fool!”

			Erion chuckled softly. “It may need to be postponed.”

			“My betrothed will not look kindly on having his bride accosted,” she said through gritted teeth.

			“I am counting on it,” Erion said, releasing her pinned arms and yanking her closer to his body. His gaze traversed the moonlit landscape one last time. “Let us hope that Cruen cares enough to come after you. For if he does not . . . well, we are both doomed to a fate worse than death.”

			And from the cold, moonlit ground, Erion flashed away, his parcel still struggling like a feral cat at his side.

		

	
		
			2

			He moved through the city like the ghost he’d once been called—like the ghost he could’ve been if the ruddy gods had been merciful instead of perpetually cruel. The cover of night did little to shield him from the eyes of the millions who lived and worked in Manhattan, and so he took to the airways, flashing in and out of the crowds until he reached the quieter, less-populated parts of town.

			SoHo, and particularly the street on which the Roman brothers lived, was devoid of pedestrian traffic, almost suburban in its cleanliness and drawn-curtained windows exposing the warm lamplight from inside. The brothers have done brilliantly well in choosing this location for their compound, he thought, abandoning all flash progression and heading toward his destination at an easy jog. Though the building they lived within wasn’t difficult to find, if one was looking.

			And he was definitely looking.

			He rounded the corner of the warehouse, dropped to the ground just before the fence line, and planted five of his strongest military-grade magic deflectors. Minutes ticked by as he let the deflectors do their job, pulling in and defusing the magic. Then he gingerly stepped across the line and leaped over the fence.

			They didn’t know he was coming. Well, he’d never given them a bloody save-the-date card, had he? But the Roman brothers had offered him their allegiance that night in Cruen’s laboratory nearly seven months ago, when the world had gone to rubbish—when his first love had been murdered by Cruen. He’d gone there to find Cruen, but had found his love in a cage, nude, starving for sex. Believing her a Breeding Female, Cruen had abducted her, kept her until he could bring Lucian Roman, the Breeding Male to her. Cruen had wished to force them to breed.

			The thought, the memory, of her in that cage, in sexual pain, made his blood churn and heat in his veins. He was ready to call in his marker. For months he’d been trying to find Cruen, take him down, but that ancient bastard had managed to block him at every turn, using deeply powerful magic that both repelled him and destroyed his mind and body.

			He didn’t like having to ask for help, but it was becoming dire. He needed backup before Cruen’s repelling magic killed him.

			He beat his fist hard upon the wood, and in moments, the door opened. Lucian Roman stood there, framed in the wide entryway. The tall, near-albino Pureblood gave him a curious, fascinated, and annoyingly familiar assholelike glare.

			“Been a while, Brit Boy?” Lucian said. “You look like hell.”

			“’Course I do, Frosty. I’ve been living in it for the past seven months.” Synjon Wise nodded at the white-haired paven who had mated his good friend, Bronwyn, and was his chuffed equal at imparting insulting pet names. “Seven months and I’ve yet to capture the devil.” He moved past the Roman brother and stepped inside without being asked. “Don’t like asking for help, but it seems I have no other choice.”

			•   •   •

			Hellen landed with a jolt, her feet smacking against hard earth, her teeth knocking together, and her hand automatically reaching back for her bow. But it wasn’t there.

			’Course it wasn’t there.

			She wasn’t home. She wasn’t in the carriage. And she wasn’t in the arms of the bloodsucker she was promised to.

			Her heart pounded hard and fast in her chest, but she forced herself to calm. Think. Assess.

			Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness surrounding her. She was still outside, but the landscape had changed. Beneath the cool moon, she saw rolling hills dotted with trees, and beyond, miles and miles of what appeared to be brown, spindly vines. Where was she? Flowing up through her nostrils, the scent of earth was strange and lovely and begged her system to calm, but that wasn’t about to happen. She’d been stolen, ripped away from her destiny. And the thing, the tank with arms, who had done it was holding her still.

			In fact, one of those arms was clamped around her middle, keeping her tight against the wall of muscle that was his chest.

			Who is he? And how is he connected to Cruen? What did he want from the bloodsucker? And how far would he go to get it?

			Every muscle inside her screamed to flex, to fight, but the shift of space and distance had slowed her reaction time. Her mind and body weren’t as tightly fused as they normally were. It was only the years of disciplined battle in the Rain Fields that allowed her to push past these new and frustrating limits and begin the process of a competent struggle.

			As the male moved forward, up the steep incline of a gray-green hillock, Hellen kicked and wriggled to get free. As she did, her body slowly realigned. Moans, grunts of pressure escaped her throat, and she slammed the back of her head into whatever she could make contact with. But instead of releasing her, the male cursed, then yanked her even tighter against him.

			Panic threatened to waste her energy, make her muscles tired and useless, but she ignored their need, their protest. She hadn’t given up everything: her life, her freedom, her future—shit, everything—for some asshole with a grudge to come in and take it away.

			Gathering all the rage and heat and determination she had in her guts, she cried out in battle, arched her back, and slammed her elbow into the male’s belly.

			The pain came quick. But it wasn’t his pain. “Shit!” she hissed as her bone met the granite wall of his abdominals.

			“Cease fighting, woman,” he growled, completely unfazed by her assault. “You will injure yourself.”

			His voice, a rough timbre of equal parts death and intrigue, echoed in the cold air he dragged her through. But she refused to heed his warning. Again, she screamed out her battle cry, again she thrust her elbow back, then twisted and snarled and fought like the demon she was to get free.

			“Your struggle is useless,” he said, his breathing unfettered, as though he carried an irritated child, not a fully grown, feral demon female.

			“It will be of great use,” she sputtered, refusing to stop fighting, “if I can get one good shot to your crotch.”

			He grunted as he moved swiftly down the steep slope of the hill. “Tell me where your betrothed is and perhaps I will release you.”

			She would sooner believe a rogue demon. “Bullshit.” She swallowed the urge to ask him why he wanted Cruen. Had the bloodsucker she was to mate done something heinous to this male or his family? And did she care? “You’re not about to let me go. You’ve risked too much in stealing me.”

			She could practically feel his satisfied grin. “True. But I could ease my hold on you.”

			“Oh, what a wondrous bargain,” she spat out caustically. “And one I would certainly make, for your stench is most foul. But alas and once again, I do not know where my fiancé resides.”

			“Perhaps a few days as my houseguest will cause that information to surface.”

			“Not a chance,” she returned, then whipped her head to the side and hit his cheek with a resounding smack. It hurt like hell, but she didn’t care. She reveled in his quick and pissed-off curses. She had to get away from him, get to Cruen, or get home. “I demand you return me to the forest! To my coach!”

			A growl vibrated against her neck and the male came to a fierce halt at the bottom of the verdant valley. He released his hold on her waist, only to grab her shoulders and whirl her to face him. Her breath caught in her lungs as she hung there, a good foot off the ground.

			“Demand?” he repeated caustically. “You demand from me?” His voice dropped to a deadly whisper. “Let’s get one thing very clear, woman. There will be no demands and very few opportunities to bargain. From now until I decide otherwise, you belong to me. You are my prisoner and my bait. Only when I have back what was stolen from me will I even think about releasing you.”

			She stared at him, forced herself to hold his gaze. It was all she could do, as her throat and tongue refused to work. Gods, she was pathetic. She hung there, immobile and stunningly fearful. She had been raised by the most hideous of beasts—the king of all beasts, in fact. Abbadon was the Devil himself, massive, ugly, feral, and he loved to strike fear in every cell of everyone he encountered. But this male . . . this male was somehow worse. This fearsome creature with long black hair, severe catlike features, and silver eyes that smoldered with determined passion wasn’t interested in intimidation or arrogant threats. No, this male’s motivation for abducting her and holding her hostage was fueled by something far more dangerous. Deep emotional stakes. Cruen had taken something the fearsome creature desperately wanted, and Hellen knew down to her very core that he would stop at nothing, not even the promise of his own death, to get it back.

			The male watched her, knew her mind raced with assessments and questions and perhaps even unhatched plots. His fingers dug into her skin as he stared at her. His lip curled and the muscles in his neck bulged.

			“Shall we end this, woman?” he growled. “This dangerous game you’re playing?”

			Letting him know how fearful she was would be foolish at best. Forcing an attitude of confidence had always served her well in the past.

			“I play at nothing,” she said through gritted teeth.

			He glared at her as if she were something to consume. “I will give you one chance. Tell me where your beloved is, where the location of your soon-to-be mating bed resides, and I will return you.”

			She shook her head, nostrils flaring. “I can’t help you.”

			Fury glittered in his diamond eyes. “A liar and a hellion.”

			She didn’t deny the latter, but he was kidding himself if he thought she was lying to him. “Do you really think I want to remain here, captive and treated like a rag doll? I have nothing to gain in that.”

			He sniffed arrogantly, as though the answer was as obvious as the sneer on his face. “If you would mate with Cruen, you would also protect him.”

			“You think Cruen needs protection?” she said with a trace of black humor. “Clearly you don’t know him intimately. He is far more powerful than you can even imagine.”

			The corners of the male’s full lips curled up into a demonic smile. He pulled her closer. The scent of him entered her nostrils, made the skin on her arms tingle, and perhaps something in her belly as well.

			“You have seen this power up close, have you?” he asked, his face a mere half arrow’s length from her own.

			“Of course,” she lied. She had no intention of letting him know she’d never met her fiancé—that, in fact, she’d basically been sold to the bloodsucker. “And if you don’t return me this very instant, that power shall be released on you. Are you and those you love prepared to die for this cause?”

			His face turned to stone in an instant. His nostrils flared as he pinned her with a look so still, so cold, she thought her breath would be visible when she exhaled.

			“Yes, woman,” he said. “I am prepared to die.”

			Hellen didn’t say another word. She never had the chance. Without warning, the male tossed her over one shoulder and started up the rise. Panic shot through her and she continued to fight, using every part of her body that wasn’t contained. But even as she fought, she knew it was no use. He was impossibly strong and determined to have his way. Her chest grew tight, the air fighting to get in and out. If she didn’t find her way to Cruen, mate with him, her father would punish her sisters, perhaps even force one of them to wed the bloodsucker in her stead. She’d sworn to their mother before the female died that she would care for her sisters, protect them from Abbadon, the male her own mother had been forced to wed. And Hellen had—she’d done everything she could to keep that promise. She had become the sacrifice. And now this bastard was getting in her way.

			Facing backward, nearly immobile within his grasp, Hellen craned her neck, attempting to glance over her shoulder. She wanted to see where he was taking her. Under the bleak light of the mist-coated moon, a gray stone castle spread out across the land, its four turrets rising up to the clouds. With its slit windows and acres of grapevines in ruler-straight rows, it was impressive and oddly welcoming. Not at all what she thought her prison would look like.

			An iron gate surrounded the property, and a pair of massive wooden double doors announced the entrance. When the male stopped before them, Hellen wondered if this was her chance to escape. Though her field of vision hadn’t been optimal, during the quick surveillance over her shoulder, she’d seen no guards. The male would have to release her to open the gate, wouldn’t he? She waited, slowed her breathing, and combed the landscape behind them for the best route once she broke from him—the thickest stand of trees, the darkest spots within the small forest.

			It was in that moment, the moment she spied a heavy growth of trees in the distance, that her ears caught the sound of quick pain, and her nostrils the scent of blood.

			She gasped, flinched, thinking that it was her own blood she scented. He had cut her. How had she missed it? How had she not felt it? She craned her neck again as her mind searched for the point of pain on her skin. But this time, what she saw over her shoulder killed the cool, thought-based awareness she was striving for and sent flares of sick panic coursing through her.

			The male had bit into his wrist. He was lifting the wound toward the gate, blood dripping from the twin fang pricks onto the ground.

			“You’re a bloodsucker!” she cried, as he pressed the wound against the lock.

			He hissed, perhaps at the pain of it or the coolness of the metal. Perhaps at her.

			“You’re a vampire,” she continued, true fear within her now. How hadn’t she guessed this? He wanted Cruen. It stood to reason whatever issue they had would stem from the fanged world.

			“You sound horrified,” he said with mild amusement.

			There was a sharp click, and the double doors drew back at a slow, even pace.

			“I am!” she said, feeling suddenly queasy. “Your fangs. The blood. You bit into your own flesh.”

			“Get used to it,” he said, carrying her toward the front door of the castle. “The paven you are to wed will be biting into far more than his own wrist. If you get my meaning.”

			She didn’t want to get his meaning, even though she saw it clearly in her mind. It was the one thing she feared about her mating. Not the sex; she could blank out and open her legs easily enough. But the bite of a vampire. The fangs breaking her skin, blood being sucked out of her. It sickened her. She began to struggle once again as he moved up the stone steps and entered the castle.

			The space was solemn and, unlike the exterior, aesthetically unwelcoming. Barren of all furnishings, the foyer had only sparse light provided by a few candles. This was far more like the prison of her imaginings.

			True panic gripped her, and the male must have felt it, for he tightened his hold on her as he left the foyer and headed down a long hallway. A few servants appeared out of nowhere and rushed toward them, but the male grunted something at them and they fell back immediately. Hellen assumed they were servants, but who knew? Whatever they were, they kept their eyes down and off of her—afraid to look, or maybe they’d seen such barbaric behavior before and had been warned against interfering.

			Bloodsucking bastard.

			How many times had he taken a female here?

			How many times had that female been released?

			Her lip curled. When she got free, he would die for this.

			They traveled for many minutes deep inside the castle, through doorways and down one lonely corridor after the next. Hellen had ceased her struggle and curbed her panic after leaving the foyer, and instead was using her energy and keen awareness to keep close watch on which way they turned, which hallways they went down, and which doors they entered so she could find her way out again.

			It seemed like forever before they finally stopped. As painful as it was in the hold he had her in, she craned her neck to see what was going on. The door they stood before was black wood with what appeared to be two streaks of blood crisscrossing in the center. Hellen’s belly clenched with nerves and with the feeling one gets when one’s soul-lifting plans for escape are suddenly drowned by a few head dunks into an icy bath of reality. This was bad. She wasn’t sure what awaited her behind this door, but she was willing to guess it involved torture of the most gruesome kind.

			Her skin tightened around her muscles, and she forced her mind to think beyond the immediate. Panic was out of the question; fight too, for she had no weapon that could match his brawn. What she did have were brains and—

			The male yanked open the door and headed down a set of stairs. With each step, cold infused Hellen’s skin, a dark, mean cold that threatened those brains she had been relying on a second ago. But she pressed against it. Again she craned her neck to see where they were going. It was brighter than it had been in the foyer, and when the male hit the last step, she could see the room that met them far too well. It was circular and damp, with stone walls that looked anything but clean. Her heart pounding against her ribs, she noticed that there were three doors cut into the rock, thick torches in ancient holders bracketing each. What the hell is behind those? she wondered. But the question floated away, became absolutely insignificant, when she saw what was bolted into the remaining wall.

			A rusty set of shackles.

			For both hands and feet.

			Terror like she’d never known surged through her. But she forced it back. Fear would serve no purpose except to aid him. She had to remain calm and plot, plan.

			“You think that’s where you’re going to put me, asshole?” she said, purposefully adding a hint of confident humor she didn’t feel into her tone. He would not know how her belly clenched and her heart raced.

			“If you don’t play nice.” The bloodsucker grabbed her shoulders and whirled her around, then set her on her feet. He called to someone to her left, “Take her—hold her, Cayman.”

			A large, pale-skinned, thin-lipped male crept out from the shadows near the base of the stairs and moved toward her. Shit. She tensed. What the hell was this? Were there more? More hiding in the shadows? Hellen hissed at him, flashed her demon eyes. Immediately, he slowed his pace, looking wary.

			Wise male.

			And if she was willing to venture a guess, not nearly as powerful as his master.

			Hope snaked through her blood. Perhaps they were all this meek; perhaps she could manage an escape after all.

			The bloodsucker whose chest brushed against her back growled at the male servant. “You hesitate over this insignificant female?”

			Yes, she mused, staring at the guard, giving him her ugliest glare, her most fearsome expression. Come here and I’ll show you insignificant.

			The male backed up a foot.

			“You embarrass yourself, Cayman, and me,” the bloodsucker said tightly. “She is only a female. Do you wish the rest of the guards to know your shame?”

			His words hit their mark with perfect accuracy. The guard’s pale skin flushed with heat, and though he kept his eyes below her chin, he strode forward and took her by the shoulders. He yanked her against him in a display of masculine assholery, holding her far tighter than the brute male had. So tight, in fact, that she could feel his private parts against her belly. She glared at him, growled low in her throat, hoping he would take the hint and loosen his hold, but he didn’t.

			Satisfied that his servant had control, the bloodsucker walked away from them. He opened the door to one of the rooms cut into the stone wall and entered.

			Now. Do it now.

			Shit. Do something or you’re done for. Make a move or you’re not your father’s daughter.

			Hellen scoured every inch of the dungeon with her gaze. As she’d thought, this male, though he held her tightly, didn’t have near the strength of the bloodsucker. She could sense it. But she would let him think he did. She would press against his inferior hold, make it seem as though she were attempting to fight, then sigh with frustration at being caught.

			She studied each door, the stairs. She’d have to be quick. Who knew when the bloodsucker would be back? Her gaze caught a patch of pale light behind the stairs, and her heart pumped furiously. The light, it moved, changed. She started to struggle, inching them toward the light so she could get a better look.

			The male gripped her arms shockingly tight.

			“Move again, and I’ll knock you out,” he warned, though beneath his threat lay a tremble of insecurity.

			The pain was nothing. She saw it fully now. A small window and the strange, erratic light. It was rain. Hope flared. Rain would make it harder for him to track her.

			It’s now or never.

			Whimpering as if she was in pain, she sagged against the guard. When he loosened his hold to get a better one, she grabbed his arms and pushed herself back. Silent and fierce, she struck. Three solid moves: head butt, elbow to the neck, then her knee slamming up directly into those less-than formidable male parts she’d felt earlier.

			The male was stunned, his face a drastic shock of pain, before he dropped to one knee on the stone.

			Hellen didn’t wait to see anything more. She bolted past him, sprinted across the floor, and leaped at the window, shoulder first.

			•   •   •

			The bargain had been struck centuries ago. Magic, powerful blood for a promise. Unsatisfied by the meager power of his race, Cruen had wanted to create the ultimate vampire. Something he could use and control. But his attempts to blend DNA within the vampire community had failed. He’d needed something more, someone who had what he lacked.

			He’d found the Devil, Abbadon.

			The trip into the Underworld so long ago had nearly cost him his life, but it had been worth it. The blood Cruen had consumed from Abbadon’s veins had made him unstoppable, and the blood he’d extracted from himself, then mixed with shifter DNA, had made the Breeding Male. For decades it had been a happy bargain.

			Until he’d accidentally infected himself and become mutore.

			And until the Devil had called in his marker.

			Inside his chamber, Cruen’s nostrils flared with disgust. She was here. Abbadon’s firstborn. The thing he had promised to mate. The creature he would take to his bed until the first child of both hell and earth was born.

			The child Abbadon had never been able to create himself—the child he believed would have just the right magical balance in its DNA to be able to remain on either plane. A gene the Devil would extract and use to finally be able to remain on Earth.
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