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Praise for Laura Wright
and the Mark of the Vampire Series


Eternal Beast


“Absorbing and edgy, darkly seductive—everything vampire romance should be! [A]n enthralling read, set in a rich world of blood wars and intrigue, complex characters and scorching sensuality. Laura Wright turns up the heat and takes you on a wild ride. I can’t wait to see what’s next!”


—New York Times bestselling author Lara Adrian


Eternal Captive


“Riveting…. There are plenty more stories to be told in this fascinating universe.”


—Romantic Times


“Excellent…. Continues to expound on [the] vampire genetics that make the Wright mythos the right stuff. Action-packed, with a powerful psychological obsession as its key base, [and] fans will relish this superb tale and series while hoping for future visits to the world of Laura Wright.”


—The Merry Genre Go Round Reviews


“Sensual and compelling…. With action to spare and sensuality scorching nearly every page, Wright has created a fantastic paranormal series!”


—Reader to Reader Reviews


“An action-packed read filled with intense scenes of intimacy and mysterious reveals that slowly add to the backgrounds of the myriad characters that people this world…enough twists that leave one anxious for the next in the series.”


—Night Owl Reviews


“The story was very sexy…. The emotional strength of the story elevated this above other paranormals I’ve read of late.”


—Dear Author…


Eternal Kiss


“Complex and riveting.”


—Romantic Times (4 stars)


“A super urban romantic fantasy due to the powerful Wright mythos that makes the realm of the Eternal Order seem genuine.…This author clearly has the Wright stuff with the complicated world of the Roman vampire brothers.”


—The Merry Genre Go Round Reviews


“I fell in love with book one in this series, but this second addition moved me from innocent love to full-blown love addiction…. [I] could not put it down.”


—Shameless Romance Reviews (5 stars)


“The romance is rich in emotion and the plot infuses dangers and nail-biting action. The journey was so exciting! It was rife with chills and thrills, and altogether it never failed to keep my attention…. [This] was a great ride where a sweep-you-off-your-feet romance ignites within a high-risk plot. Laura Wright has found her niche in the paranormal romance genre with her larger-than-life Roman brothers!”


—Leontine’s Book Realm


Eternal Hunger


“Dark, delicious, and sinfully good, Eternal Hunger is a stunning start to what promises to be an addictive new series. I can’t wait for more from Laura Wright.”


—New York Times bestselling author Nalini Singh


“Action, passion, and dark suspense launch a riveting new series. Laura Wright knows how to lure you in and hold you captive until the last page.”


—New York Times bestselling author Larissa Ione


“Dark, sexy vampires with an urban bite make Eternal Hunger a must read.”


—Jessica Andersen


“Paranormal fans with a penchant for vamps will find Eternal Hunger a must read, but be warned, you will quickly become hooked!”


—The Romance Readers Connection (4½ stars)


“Deliciously dark while making you believe in the concept of soul mates.”


—Fresh Fiction


“An exhilarating vampire romance…dark, passionate, and utterly intoxicating!”


—Reader to Reader Reviews


“In a field brimming with rehashes of the same theme, Wright has managed to create a sound, believable vampire culture with plenty of tension and interesting plot points. The pacing is smooth, with well-developed characters, and the satisfying conclusion leaves ample room for more from this strong new series.”


—Monsters and Critics


“A bold new voice in vampire romance.”


—Romantic Times (4 stars)


“Wright does an incredible job of wrapping everything up in a deeply satisfying conclusion while enticing readers to continue on. I know I’m looking forward to the next in the Mark of the Vampire series.”


—Sacramento Book Review


“Wright has taken a common theme and transformed it into her own creation, a unique and intriguing world that stands out from the pack. A captivating take, Eternal Hunger is certain to make it onto your list of favorite books and will leave you thirsty for more.”


—Romance Reviews Today


“If you like testosterone-heavy man candy and sex scenes hot enough to curl your toes, you are going to kick yourself for not reading Eternal Hunger!”


—Bitten by Books


“In Eternal Hunger classic paranormal romance elements mesh with a fresh and exciting plot and characters…. [Wright] sure made an unforgettable impression with her storytelling.”


—Leontine’s Book Realm


“Just when it seems every possible vampire twist has been turned, Wright launches a powerful series with a rich mythology, page-turning tension, and blistering sensuality.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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GLOSSARY



Balas—Vampire child.


The Breeding Male—A paven of purest blood whose genetic code and structure has been altered by the Eternal Order. He has the ability to impregnate at will and decide the sex of the balas. He is brought in by Pureblood families and/or to repopulate one sex or the other in times of dire necessity. He is uncontrollable, near to an animal, and must be caged.


Credenti—A vampire community, ruled and protected by the Eternal Order. Both Purebloods and Impures live here. There are many all over the world, masked by the Order so that humans barely notice their existence.


Duro—Tender word for “brother.”


Eternal Order—The ten Pureblood vampires who have passed on to the middle world, yet make the laws, punish the lawbreakers, and govern every vampire credenti on Earth.


Eyes—The New York City street rats who run the sales of drugs, blood, and body to both human and vampire.


Gemino—Twin.


Gravo—Poisoned vampire blood.


Imiti—An imitation vampire, one who can take on the characteristics of a vampire if he or she drinks blood regularly.


Impurebloods—Any combination of human and vampire. They have no powers, no heartbeat, and can live in the sun. They only have fangs when blood is consumed. Males are blood castrated, their sex drive removed through the blood by the Order. Females are blood sterilized and the inside of their thighs are branded with I’s.


Meta—The transition every Pureblood female makes into adulthood. Happens at fifty years of age. Though the female can still remain in sunlight, she needs and craves the blood and body of her true mate.


Mondrar—Vampire prison.


Morpho—The transition every Pureblood paven makes into adulthood. Happens at three hundred years of age. This state of being is as powerful as a paven can get. He is sunlight intolerant, and the need to find his true mate becomes impossible to deny.


Mutore—A Pureblood vampire shape-shifter. A Beast. A child of the Breeding Male gone wrong. Is considered less than trash, and a bad omen on the breed. Is usually killed right after birth when they shift for the first time.


Paleo—The Order’s secret location where Impures are blood castrated.


Paven—A vampire male of pure blood.


Pureblood—Pure vampire. Powerful, no heartbeat, will go through morpho and meta and find their Pureblood true mate.


Puritita—One who is chaste.


Sacro—Dirty.


Similis—The Impure guards of Mondrar.


Swell—Vampire pregnancy.


Tegga—Nursemaid/nanny/governess.


True Mate—The one each Pureblood veana and paven is destined for. Each shares an identical or complementary mark somewhere on their skin.


Veana—A vampire female of pure blood.


Veracou—The mating ceremony between two Pureblood vampires.


Virgini—Virgin.


Witte—Animal.





The Impure


The private hospital located deep in the Maine woods was scented of antiseptic and bodily decay, despite the lack of patients residing in it.


Gray Donohue moved down the brightly lit hallway, his gaze ripping right and left as he took in each empty room, each perfectly made-up bed. Gray despised hospitals. And shit, after spending most of his life in them, nearly comatose and habitually restrained “for his own protection,” it was little wonder. But this was no long-term stay he was walking into. This was just a visit—a quick trip down memory lane that would end in a very satisfying prize.


Gray spotted a maintenance worker exiting one of the rooms up ahead. Battling with an ancient mop bucket and wringer, the balding, middle-aged male came to a screeching halt when he saw Gray, his pale, watery eyes going wide, his mind kicking up a curse and a query.


“Oh, shit. What’s this guy doing in here?”


Without another glance, Gray moved on, down the hall and toward his true goal.


But the foolish human decided to run after him.


“I’m sorry, sir,” the man said, his heavy breathing suggesting his unease. “You can’t go any farther. The hallway up ahead is being cleaned.”


Gray didn’t slow.


“Sir! Please!”


In the back of his mind, Gray heard the male’s rapid-fire plans to call security. With a quick turn, he snatched him up and squeezed just enough breath from his wriggling body to knock him out. Then, after depositing him in one of the many empty rooms, Gray continued on. There was nothing, no one who would stop him from getting what he needed.


After rounding one corner, then another, he headed straight for the door at the end of the hall. Room 482. He hoped his spies were right about this one. After three false starts at three other care facilities over the past five months, his patience had grown thin.


As expected, a guard stood before the door. The male was tall, dark, and massive. In fact, he looked a hell of a lot like the Impure warrior Vincent, one of Gray’s partners in the Resistance—the rogue band of four who were hell-bent on bringing equality to the Eternal Breed—but Gray was willing to bet this male carried no in-mouth bloodsucking hardware and was all human.


As Gray approached, the guard narrowed his black eyes and put up a meaty hand. “What do you think you’re doing, asshole?” his mind growled. But aloud, he spoke in a calm voice. “Don’t know how you got in here, but do yourself a favor and turn back around and walk out again.”


Gray had no doubt that in a few minutes there would be more robo cops just like this one to contend with. He’d better be quick. Get in, take what he needed, and get out. Loss of life was always possible on these missions, but he didn’t like it, didn’t have a taste for it like the second male warrior in the Resistance, Rio. That ex-military Impure loved nothing better than to extinguish a heartbeat.


Gray was nearly to the door when the security guard pulled his gun. “Okay, buddy, I warned you. Take another step and you’ll be on your—”


Before the man finished his threat, Gray reached out, snatched the gun, flipped it, and slammed the butt into the guard’s head. Then, without missing a beat, he moved past him and opened the door.


No, he didn’t have a taste for violence, but anyone guarding his prize was part of the Order’s campaign to blood castrate Impures—and that was something Gray would kill for.


The room was large, achingly white and cold—as though the male lying on the hospital bed against the wall needed to be kept fresh. To Gray, the big bad senator from Maine looked anything but big and bad. His eyes were closed, his wrinkles deep-set, and his skin was frog-belly white. He was stretched out on the bed, his limbs locked in place by straps Gray remembered all too well. His muscles twitched beneath his skin as he moved to the side of the bed.


Get in, get out, Impure, Gray reminded himself as he stood over the male and whispered a terse, “Open your eyes, Senator.”


The man didn’t move, didn’t even flinch—but his mind came alive in a fit of alarm.


“Just lie still. Don’t move. He’ll go away.”


A touch of a grin hit Gray’s mouth. When Alexander Roman had unclogged his muddled brain so many months ago and left him with not only the knowledge that he was half vampire but with the gift of hearing the thoughts of others, he hadn’t been all that thrilled. In fact, the onslaught of voices had nearly driven him mad. But in moments like this, he felt a deep surge of pleasure for his mental abilities.


He leaned down and whispered, “I’m not going anywhere, Senator. Not yet.”


“Oh God.”


The male’s lids flickered.


“All the way open now,” Gray instructed with deadly calm. “Or I cut the lids off with this very dull knife at my back. I suppose I should’ve sharpened it before coming. But what fun would that be, right?”


A gasp shot from the senator’s throat, and his eyes opened and bulged like a fish. He stared up into Gray’s face with undisguised terror.


“You’ve been very difficult to find, Senator,” Gray said. “Even your wife has no idea where you are.”


The male’s lip quivered.


“They swore no one would find me.”


Gray narrowed his eyes. “Who?”


The man’s eyes widened further.


“Who swore no one would find you?” Gray repeated, moving another inch closer to the male’s face.


Gray could sense the man’s heart jumping, beating rapidly in his chest as his mind screamed the impossible truth. “He heard me. Heard my thoughts.”


“Was it the Order?” Gray continued, undaunted.


“The Order. The vampires.”


A growl of pleasure, of potential gain escaped Gray’s throat. The lawmakers, the overlords, the elitist rulers of the Eternal Breed had indeed cloistered and used this human. “I want to know how you’ve been communicating with them. How do you call them? How do you receive their messages?”


The senator shook his head against the onslaught of questions.


Gray growled low in his throat. “You think they are something to fear? Then you don’t understand what stands before you, human.”


The senator’s weak bladder released then, and Gray cursed. He needed to get this information and get out of here. It was hard enough standing over this man—this piece of shit who had been responsible for Dillon’s beating. He wanted to slice him in half and leave him to bleed out as he screamed for help that would come too late. But he wasn’t after revenge tonight. Tonight he wanted inside the male’s blood, wanted to find his access into the Order’s communication mainframe, their mental link with Purebloods, Impures, humans, and one another. He wanted inside the brain of the entire telepathic system, and if what the Impure male inmate at the vampire prison Mondrar had told Gray was true, this nearly dead fish lying before him was their conduit.


In the many months since the Resistance’s inception, Gray had found his calling, his purpose. After nearly being blood castrated, he’d joined with three other Impures to form a mental powerhouse. Now they were close to being able to hack into the Order’s telepathic mainframe. If they could hijack that mainframe, they were pretty certain they could remain, intercept the messages to the Impures and send out their own, gather secret information to use as currency—perhaps even shut down the entire operation, if all else failed and the Order refused their call for freedom.


Below Gray, the senator shifted almost desperately, his eyes filling with tears.


“Please don’t hurt me. Please.”


Gray’s lip curled. What a coward. He would see this man suffer, but not yet, not tonight. The Impure Resistance would need him longer.


He leaned in close. “I’ll give you five seconds to tell me how you communicate with the Order and then I’m going in.”


The male tried to scream, tried to open his mouth, but he couldn’t. The Order had made it impossible for him to speak lies, truth, or anything in between, Gray realized. They had fused his lips together.


Christ.


Gray flashed his fangs, bent his head, and struck. He heard the senator’s cry of pain and terror but shoved it away. This was his third blood memory grab in two weeks, and it was painful and fucked with his brain. But each one had gleaned him some important intel, not to mention made him a stronger mental force. Each member of the Impure Resistance was mentally at the top of his game and needed to stay that way to defeat the Order and take their first step toward self-rule.


Gray moved swiftly through the senator’s mind, shuffling, sifting through memories to find the ones he needed. Any and all that connected him with the Order. Experience had made him shrewd, and it took him only a minute or two to find, gather, and file away what he needed. He was about to pull out when one memory, one dark and ugly scene, grabbed his mind and had him skidding to a halt.


Night, an abandoned lot, a few cars dotting the asphalt landscape, and a female—a veana, her expression pissed off, her face knocked around and bloody. The senator had thrown the first punch, but the cowardly piece of shit had stood back for the rest, watching with amusement and vindictive pleasure as several massive human males finished what he’d started.


Dillon.


Gray’s pulse slammed against the skin of his wrists and neck as he watched the veana try to fight off her attackers. She was like a wildcat, filled with fury, hunger, and terror, but she was only one being. She was strong and a Pureblood vampire, but she was no match for that many males. She went down hard, and as the surrounding bastard males pummeled her with fists and with feet, Gray saw her change. One moment she was female; the next she was something else altogether. Something strange, cat and female mixed.


Gray thought later that maybe if he’d pulled out of the senator right then and there, the male would’ve gone on breathing another day. But he didn’t. And what he heard next, saw next, sent him so far and so deeply into rage that he no longer cared about the Resistance or his future with them.


“Forget the face and tend to the body,” said the senator from the safety of the sidelines. “Make that thing bleed. Make it incapable of breeding. Make it never want to fuck another thing for as long as it lives—make it always remember what happens when you say no to me.”


Gray got as far as the first steel-tipped boot into Dillon’s cheek when he snapped, pulled out of the man’s temple in a rush and used his fangs like twin daggers across the senator’s neck.





The Beast


Most cats despised the water.


But not the jaguar. Not Dillon the jaguar.


No, this was her salvation, her baptism. She was pure predator now, deeply integrated into the world of the animal for as long as it took her to claim her prey once and for all.


Rain pounded the black earth, her massive paws striking puddle after puddle as she ran at top speed through the Green Mountain region of Southern Vermont. She’d crossed the New York border thirty minutes ago, escaping the protective custody of the Romans, her mutore brothers, and the Impure male who had found and delivered her to safety for the last time—or so he’d said. She growled into the wet night. Didn’t they understand? Didn’t they all get it? She wasn’t the one who needed protecting. It was the human who had sent her into this everlasting shift, the one who still breathed. He was the one in need of care.


Bounding out of the woods, she slowed just a hair as she came upon a children’s playground. It was deep in the dark of night, and the shadows protected her golden fur and black rosettes from the curious gaze of any nocturnal humans who might be about. As she passed a merry-go-round that creaked a slow rotation in the wind, her belly clenched. She was hungry, for blood and for meat, but a true meal would have to wait. A cat must have its chase, its attack, its kill before it feasted, and there was no time for that now. Later. Much later. But when it did come, she vowed, it would be a celebratory feed. One that—if she got it right—would commemorate not only the death of the human senator who’d had her beaten, but the days and weeks and endless, restless, merciless nights she’d suffered ever since, trying to gain control over her shift from veana to Beast.


Granted, she didn’t know where they were hiding this prey, this gutless human whom she’d worked for as a bodyguard for so many years. They’d moved him several times over the past six months. But she believed he was still somewhere in Maine, and she knew his scent.


Creeping under the overpass, where cars moved along at the frantic pace her cat’s lithe body understood and craved, Dillon headed for another stretch of woods. By tomorrow, she’d be in Maine, where she knew the scents of every street, every brick—and if she was lucky, one very arrogant dick.


A car’s headlights moved over her hips and tail just as she ducked into a patch of bracken, then darted off toward the woods again. Within minutes, she had the scent of a rabbit on the roof of her mouth, and, though her fangs hummed with the need for it, she pushed forward. She had to get to her human prey. She had to end his life—because only then could she live again. The rain continued to fall in heavy sheets, but she ran, mile after mile, focused and unfazed, all the way from the Green Mountains to Eastern Vermont, all the way until her feet were so caked in mud she was forced to slow—all the way until an aching thirst compelled her to stop. She hated stopping. When she stopped or slowed, she started to think. Maybe not think exactly, but feel—which was far more dangerous. Feeling made a body weak and foolish and vulnerable. It led to hope and a feral need to connect. It led to pain and potential ruin. In her vampire form, she wasn’t as susceptible to it, but in her cat form, the need for connection, for the stroke of a kind, solid hand was, at times, unbearably strong.


Her lip curled. She was growing weaker with every breath, every thought. She needed to end this, find and kill the remaining member of the senator’s assault team—the senator himself—so she could return to her vampire form, to the control over her shift that she’d once enjoyed, counted on, reveled in.


Survived by.


The rain ceased its endless torment, and scenting the cool, crispness of stream water somewhere to her right, Dillon darted off the path. Weaving between the heavy sugar maple trees, she ventured down into a gully and found a wide stream. Under the bleak light of a cloud-covered moon, she drank her fill, pausing only momentarily when she heard the sound of an animal in the distance. A mile or so away, she thought. Nothing to pose a threat. Again, she dropped her muzzle into the water and drank. The feel of it on her skin and tongue reminded her of the cold, clear water she’d run to as a balas, as a mutore balas so many years ago. The water had saved her, not from thirst as it did now, but from the one who had hunted her, the one who had worked for her adopted father, Cruen, and had stolen her innocence—the one who, with his sexually violent act, had turned her into a she-cat for the first time.


Suddenly the thought, the memory, was stolen away. A sound and a scent far too familiar for Dillon’s liking rushed into her nostrils, and her eyes caught on something moving down the stream toward her. The light from the moon was still dim, but it was enough to see the creature. It was large, the size of a whale shark, but it was not a fish, not anything that naturally belonged in the water or the forest. Her limbs were frozen, the pads on the undersides of her paws pressed into the moist ground. This was an invader, and if he had tracked her there, others like him were surely close behind.


Her muzzle as dry as the inside of her mouth now, Dillon turned and raced from the stream. She was a jaguar, yes, and her speed, her sight, her instincts were strong, but the ones following her were just as strong, had the same keen instincts, and one of them could get at her from the sky.


Panic pricked at her skin, at her insides, and her breathing went labored. She wasn’t afraid of them, of fighting them. No, that wasn’t why she ran. She was afraid of being caught and returned, caged and forever fixed as this cat—afraid of never being in control of herself again.


Afraid that bastard senator would continue to breathe.


Yet another male who thought he could lay his hands on her without her consent and live. Live while she died just a little bit more.


Her sprint was tight as she weaved in and out of the trees, but soon she heard it behind her, closing in, then quickly matching her speed. The wolf. The dog chasing the cat. Her brain worked overtime. If she headed back toward the river, swam as her body was capable of doing, the creature that waited there, the water lord, would force her to shore. And if she climbed the massive tree directly in her path, it was the hawk who would halt her assent.


Fuck.


The scents of all three were coming at her fast and furious now. It was one thing to be chased as a vampire—as a grown veana. That she could handle. But being pursued as a Beast made her feel vulnerable, trapped, like a young veana again. She wanted to curl into a ball and wish it all away. But just as it had been the first time her jaguar emerged without her consent or control, the only way out of the weakness and fear was running straight through it.


They weren’t taking her back.


They weren’t deterring her from the vengeance that she had to believe would save her sanity, her life, and—shit—the soul that may still be lurking within her somewhere.


She leaped onto the base of the tree and began to climb, her nails digging into the sodden wood like fangs through flesh. She’d deal with whatever met her at the top. She’d fight as she always did, always had, to hold on to whatever freedoms she could claim. Because they—the control and the choice—were all she had. They were the only things left to fight for.


The growl, the bark of the wolf that sounded below her was menacing and all Lycos, but he wasn’t the one who concerned her. It was the voice of another, the water lord, the one she’d suffered the most with—been found with as a mutore balas—had truly loved as a brother, that finally halted her.


“Stop running, Dilly.”


Helo.


Her claws dug farther into the wood, ready to spring.


“We just found you again,” he called, his voice cool as the water he’d just emerged from. “I just found you again.”


Fucking Helo. The six-foot-six, skull-shaved, caramel-skinned water Beast had always been a bleeding-heart little bastard. She climbed another few feet and hissed. Unfortunately, he was her favorite bleeding-heart little bastard and he knew it. He was the one who always let her crawl into his bed at night when she was a scared mutore shit who’d belonged to no one but Cruen. The one she’d wanted so badly to run to the night Cruen had watched her shift for the first time with greedy, clinical eyes after his servant had raped her. The pretend father of them all had been interested only in the fact that the assault had caused her shift—not in protecting her. It was then that she’d realized no one could or would ever truly protect her. No one but herself.


Just a few feet above her, a massive snow-white hawk landed on a thick branch and trained his eyes, one brown, one green, upon her face. The panic within her threatened to steal her voice, but she pushed it back, as she pushed everything complicated and painful and terrifying back as far as it would go. Someday, all that suppressed shit was going to bubble to the surface and explode.


But not today.


The bird’s beak lifted slightly into a sneer, and Dillon hissed at the thing. “Get out of my way, Phane, before you lose some of those pretty feathers.”


“We want to help you, Dillon,” Erion called from below. The flash of the eldest brother’s arrival was lightning quick and brilliant next to his animal brothers, who had used their speed and scent to track their sister.


“If you want to help me, then walk, fly, swim, and flash the hell out of here,” Dillon shouted down at the Beast, so massive in his demon state, his diamond eyes moon-bright in the dark forest. “Let me finish what I started.”


“Killing the senator.”


Her nostrils flared. “Yes.”


“This isn’t the way to get revenge, Dilly.”


“This is the ultimate way!” she returned. Not to mention the only way she knew of to get control over her shift from vampire to jaguar back again. “Have you learned nothing from our adopted father? Or did Cruen teach you only to torture your prey?”


She saw Erion’s eyes flash, Lycos’s too. The demon Beast shook his head, as though he were attempting to remain calm. “You will only draw attention to yourself.”


“You will get yourself killed,” Helo added, his chest naked and wet from tracking Dillon in the river. “Get us all hunted.”


Beside him, the wolf growled out an irritated, “She doesn’t give a shit.” Lycos looked at her with his narrowed canine eyes. “She didn’t give a shit back then when she ran from us, and she doesn’t give a shit now. There is no loyalty inside her. Look at her, brothers. She is an empty shell, selfish and without a conscience.”


Strange bleats of pain shocked Dillon’s insides. It was as though a knife were playing with her organs, making tiny cuts, attempting to make her feel anxious and slow and desperately alone. She wanted to feel angry at Lycos’s words, wanted to shoot back with something equally stinging, but nothing surfaced for her to grab on to, to use as an emotional battering ram. Maybe because he was right or maybe because she didn’t care about anything but herself in that moment—saving herself, getting control of herself.


But was that wrong? Shouldn’t she care about herself first? It’s how one survived—how she’d survived this long. Granted, they didn’t know—the Beasts, her brothers—they didn’t know what she had to run from, why she’d run from them. And they never would. Their memories of the past and her part in it were their own—not something she was ever going to correct.


She stared hard at Lycos, then Erion—then Helo. “Listen, Beasts. Return to your new family, your new lives, and forget the sister who so easily forgot you.”


The words were effortless to say. Lies always flowed from her tongue like blood from a gaping vein. It was the look in Helo’s eyes that stopped her from punishing them further—that shattered the last bit of hope she had for a working soul.


Failure.


He’d thought he was going to bring her back, rescue her, carry her home on his back from an emotional or physical scrape like he’d done a hundred times when they were balas.


Dillon allowed herself a second of self-loathing and grief, but a second was too long. Above her, the hawk pushed from his branch and dove at her, landing on her shoulder and sinking his needle-sharp talons into her neck.


The jaguar screamed in pain, lost her grip on the tree trunk, and began to fall. Panic seized Dillon’s muscles and she struggled to rotate, belly and feet down, as she stretched to catch branch after branch but missed every one. Fifteen feet. She hit the ground hard, paws slamming the dirt, back legs attempting to cushion, but something broke.


Something inside her.


A bone? Or was it her resolve? She couldn’t tell by the pain—it was everywhere.


Her head came up, her fangs dropped, but she was in no position to fight. And even if she was, could she truly hurt these pavens? Any more than she already had?


Someone flashed directly beside her. He was tall, dark, had a closely shaved head and eyes the color of wine. Under the cool moon, she saw that he held a long silver object in his hand. Her instincts flared and she hissed and tried to snap at it, at him, one paw lifting, claws extended.


“It’s all right, D,” he whispered, his voice strained as pulled her against him. “Everything will be all right.”


“No!” She struggled, desperation ripping at her insides. “Let me go. The senator. I have to kill him.”


Alexander Roman’s voice went hard as stone. “It’s already done.”


“What?” Clouded by pain and adrenaline overload, Dillon couldn’t make out his words.


“The human male is dead. It’s over.”


“No!” she screamed into the cold forest air, barely hearing the concerned hum of the male voices surrounding her. “He’s mine! Oh God. Oh shit! I’ll never recover…”


“Calm down, Dilly, please.” Helo. Or maybe it was Erion. She didn’t know, didn’t care.


They didn’t understand. How could they? It was over. She was never going to be free.


Despair choked her and she cried out, “Who? Who did this?”


There was silence.


“Who?” she screamed. “Goddamn it! Tell me!”


There was a curse, then the word, the name. “Gray.”


A growl exploded from Dillon’s throat and she whirled to face Alexander. “I’m going to kill him.”


Alexander’s worried expression registered for only a second before he abandoned all mercy and plunged the needle straight into her neck, sending Dillon, the jaguar, to her knees, then into a sea of bitter nothingness.
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The Paleo, the great oval space belowground that had for centuries been the Order’s den of castration, where the sexual desires of Impure vampires were removed at a steady pace, hummed with the many sounds of blatant misery. Under the golden light of a thousand candles, Feeyan, the one who now led the Order, stilled over the wriggling Impure on the stone table, her fangs an inch deep within his vein. Information was bleeding into her mind at a frantic pace, and she suddenly ceased the bleeding of his body and lifted her snow-white head.


A few yards away, another member of the Order pulled his fangs from the groin of the Impure male he was castrating and glanced over his shoulder.


“The human politician has been found?” he queried, blood dripping from his bloodred fangs.


Feeyan nodded, a thread of anxiety moving through the already heavy feelings of irritation. It was what she had heard as well. “And our connection to him has been severed.”


“How could that be?” the dark-haired Order member asked.


“I am not entirely certain,” she told him. “He was well hidden, his location a secret within the Order.”


“Perhaps someone inside the facility learned of his identity,” the paven said tightly. “The Order would not betray itself.”


Inside the Paleo, a hush had fallen. From those strapped on the stone tables to the many others locked inside the cages circumventing the arena, Feeyan noticed a keen interest in what was being said. This time she spoke to her colleague inside his mind. “Think of Cruen. All he has done and continues to do. We are not perfect beings with pure intentions, no matter how we wish we were. We are flawed.”


The male Order member looked mildly insulted but didn’t voice it. “Shall I speak to the other members?”


“Not yet. The senator’s body is being brought to me. Along with the blood memories we’ve collected from his dead employees, we will piece together the truth.”


“And the location of the mutore female who has killed those employees.”


Feeyan nodded. The mutore female. The one called Dillon, who had somehow not only escaped death at birth, but had managed to live as a veana without detection. Still lived without detection. How had the Order not sensed her living among the vampire population? Perhaps they were truly flawed. It was a deeply humbling thought, but one that would serve as a reminder and as a fervent push to find this mutore and bring her in, comb her mind to see if there were more like her roaming free.


Feeyan glanced around at the faces of the Impures pressing through the bars of their cells. “Impures breeding is problem enough. But those mutants, those animals who made it past their first breath would sully our bloodlines like nothing else.” Feeyan turned, her eyes narrowing on her fellow Order member. “If we allow even one mutore to live, to breed, to think, to decide, it may change the way the Impures view their role and their place in society. We cannot have that.”


The paven nodded. “Let us see what the senator’s brain has to offer. He gave us the mutore’s name, her face, her Beast.”


“Perhaps in death he can give us her location,” Feeyan said aloud, returning to the Impure male before her—his puncture wounds calling to her razor-sharp fangs. “And the kind of bait we may need to draw her out.”


Dillon the jaguar paced inside her cage. How could she have let this happen? How could she have allowed herself to get caught? Again?


Thirty minutes ago, she’d woken up in this same cage, Alexander’s cage beneath his house in SoHo. A prisoner of the three Roman brothers, with a sore back leg and a knot the size of a penny on her neck from where the Pureblood Son of the Breeding Male had stabbed her with that needle.


Bastard. She hoped she’d granted him a few deep scratches with her claws before she’d passed the hell out. But the one she really wanted to see gutted was Gray Donohue. Without his meddling, Alexander wouldn’t have even known she’d escaped her cage until the deal was done. He never had her checked on until morning hours.


Her growl came quick and feral from her throat. Oh…all the ways she was going to rip the skin from that Impure’s tight and formidable body. Her teeth and claws would work wonders, but the image she was having of a chain saw and a guillotine really made her grin. Of course, she’d need to shift back into her veana form to accomplish such a task. Paws did not have the sufficient dexterity to wield a machine like that.


But she wasn’t shifting anytime soon now, was she? She’d been stuck with this fur suit for days, and before that—since Senator Slimeball and his pals had messed her up—she’d been unable to control the shift at all. Vampire, jaguar, and back again—anywhere, anytime. She’d thought she was almost there. With every attacker she killed, she felt stronger, more in control, and she’d come to believe that once the last member of the assault team was dead, her control would return. She would be what she was before the attack. Able to shift from Beast to veana at will. After all, it was violence that had brought out her cat to begin with, violence that had sent it into chaos. It had to be violence to bring the control over her shift back again. Shit. It had to be, she’d thought—because if it wasn’t, she might as well just follow those human bastards into death.


Right or wrong, she’d never know now.


In killing the senator, Gray had robbed her of not only revenge, but of the hope that she could retrieve the control over her life.


Evans, the Romans’ servant and her new jailer, moved suddenly in his seat outside her cage, and without blinking, without breathing, Dillon whirled on him and let loose a ferocious growl.


Outside the door, Gray watched the golden cat snarl at poor Evans through a four-by-four square of two-way mirror. Even under all that fur and fangs, he could sense her ire, her fear, her desperation to get out, get free. But that wasn’t going to happen. Not after she’d killed several of the senator’s henchmen, not with the Order no doubt looking for the culprit—not with that jaguar costume she was continuously sporting now.


Gray had hoped that the news of the senator’s death would bring her some modicum of peace—the final check on the to-kill list she was working from these days—but it seemed she was feeling anything but peaceful. Alexander’s call an hour ago asking him to come to the SoHo house, that Dillon had demanded to see him, had Gray thinking she wasn’t all that pleased with what he’d done.


That veana had never really been one for appreciation. Giving or getting, he thought darkly. Once upon a time, she’d pulled his nearly castrated ass out of the Paleo; then he’d scraped her nearly passed-out ass off the concrete. Neither event had elicited a thoughtful comment.


Gray heard the heavy footfall of his brother-in-law coming toward him down the tunnel hallway. He didn’t turn around. Just waited until the paven came to stand beside him at the window.


“Thanks for coming,” Alexander said, his tone smooth, but Gray could detect the thread of worry there. The paven and D went way back. To a war and a life debt Dillon had paid off a year ago by watching over Gray’s sister, Sara.


“Of course. She calls, I come.” Gray grunted. “Even when she’s pissed.”


“Yeah, well, just so we’re clear, this isn’t the normal pissed-off D we’re dealing with anymore.” Alexander sighed. “This is a balloon with way too much air in it.”


“Explosive,” Gray said, his gaze trained on the pacing cat. It was unfortunate that he liked her that way—was glad to see her that way. Because to Gray, anything was better than the desensitized Dillon she’d become after the senator’s beating, the disconnected Dillon.


“Just watch yourself, all right?” Alexander said.


“Always do,” Gray said, his hand reaching for the door handle.


“And don’t think for a minute there’s a heart there.”


The words echoed in Gray’s mind and he glanced over his shoulder at the paven. His eyes narrowed.


Alexander’s brow lifted. “No matter what she says.”


The scent of him hit her nostrils before he was even through the door. Feeling jaguar both inside and out in that moment, she stalked to the far side of the cage and pressed her muzzle through the bars. She took one long sniff, then growled low in her throat.


Yes. He had killed the senator.


Her prey.


Hers!


She bared her teeth as he shut the door and came to stand directly in front of her. No fear in his scent, and his heartbeat pumped slow and calm. Bastard. Things would change pretty damn quick if she made Evans open the cage so they could stand face-to-face for real.


“Thinking up ways to kill me, D?” he asked, his eyes pinned to hers through the slats in the steel bars.


“Thought you couldn’t read my mind,” she returned with a dangerous purr.


“Can’t. But I know you.” His mouth twitched. His full mouth, which had a day or two’s worth of stubble framing it. Dillon licked her chops.


“You don’t know me, Gray,” she said sharply. “Because if you did, you wouldn’t have gone after something that belonged to me.”


Gray turned, eyed Evans, who sat in a chair looking uncomfortable, ready to spring. “You can take a break, Evans.”


The Impure looked unsure. “Sir?”


“Go,” Gray told him with gentle force. “The cat will remain in her cage, I promise you.”


With a quick, concerned glance in Dillon’s direction, Evans got to his feet and swiftly made for the door.


“Good,” Dillon said once the servant was gone. “Now let me out of this tuna can.”


Gray turned back to face her. “I don’t think that would be wise for either of us.”


“Maybe you need to stop thinking, then,” she snarled. “Or is that what had you screwing me over tonight?”


Gray shook his head. “I thought you’d be thanking me.”


“For what? Fucking with my life?”


“Taking out the trash,” he drawled. “That’s a guy’s job, isn’t it?”


“Wasn’t your trash to remove, Impure,” she hissed, teeth bared. “That was my kill.”


“You had your chance. In fact, over the past six months you’ve had several. You’d find him only to lose him again.” He was tight in his response.


Anger slammed into her and she roared at him. “This time was different! I was on my way—”


“No. You couldn’t get to him, D—you weren’t going to get to him. Not in that getup. You would’ve failed. Again.”


“Bullshit.” This calm, cool act of his was really pissing her off. There he stood, outside her cage, free and easy and pretending he was her savior when really he’d just killed her future right along with the senator’s. “Why do you seem to think this is your fight?”


He shrugged then, arrogance lighting his eyes. “Just keeps turning out that way.”


“Does it?” she sneered, springing up against the metal bar so she was face-to-face with him. “Or do you seek it out, seek me out because you’re so fucking obsessed with me you can’t help yourself.”


His eyes flashed then, fire and ice, and his jaw clenched. “Easy, pussy cat.”


Her head dropped and she hissed at him. “Get a new hobby, Impure.”


Their faces were just inches from each other, their breaths mingling in the cold air that ruled the tunnels below the Romans’ home.


Dillon’s nostrils flared, hating the male before her, yet wanting to lap at him with her tongue. “You owe me.”


He sniffed with disbelief. “For what?”


“Killing him was my only way out of this cat suit. Killing him was going to bring back my ability to control my shift.”


His eyebrow lifted. “Says who?”


“I know it.” Her gaze faltered, her resolve just a little bit, too. “Everything in me told me this was the way—that my cat wouldn’t cede control back to the vampire inside me until it had its revenge. The beating brought it about, fucked up my control over my shift. It only makes sense that killing the males responsible would bring it back.”


Gray grunted, said with easy sarcasm, “You’re living in fantasy land with that one.”


Fierce anger shot through Dillon and she lashed out, struck at his hand with her razor-sharp teeth.


Gray was quick to respond, flipping his hand down to get her fangs out of his flesh, then spinning it back and around until his palm was under her chin and his fingers closed around her muzzle.


Blood dripped from the wound in his fire-ravaged hands, but if he noticed, he sure as hell didn’t seem to care. “You’ll have to learn to control yourself some other way, Dillon,” he said, his tone thick with impatience, “or this life behind bars is going to be a long one.”


In any other scenario, Dillon would’ve tried again to bite him, used the claws pressing against the bars to slash open his neck or chest. But in that moment, all she was trying to do was breathe. Something was wrong. Heavy, thick waves of feeling were rushing through her, over her. Ocean waves, high and consuming—a goddamn emotional tsunami. Then firecrackers erupted within her, popping inside her muscles and organs until she had to consciously take several deep breaths. What the hell? What was happening to her? The second the thought left her head, soothing heat, blistering and delicious, began to snake through her. It was the most addictive sensation she’d ever experienced and she wanted to drown in it. Saliva pooled her in mouth, and for a moment she thought it was her veana’s mouth again—not the jaguar’s. Never in her life had she felt such internal intensity, such pressure in her mind, her lungs, every inch of muscle and skin—and she pushed away from the bars and from his touch.


The effect was instantaneous. Like stepping out of a sauna. Every feeling from a moment ago disappeared.


Her legs, both hind and fore, began to shake. She moved back into the corner of the cage where it was dark, pressed her long, muscled body into the rock wall, and tried to make sense of what had just happened. She wanted to blame it on desire, on needing a good fuck. But that would’ve been too easy. And wrong. Those waves, those firecrackers had gone bone deep and everywhere at once. And that wave of delicious heat—shit—that had curled around her cells, her DNA, and had hinted at a desire to change.


Not her cheery personality.


But jaguar to veana.


Her gaze flipped up, met Gray’s. The tall, broad male gripped the bars of the cage, his chest splayed wide, his dark blond hair hitting his strained jaw, his gunmetal eyes narrowed as he watched her.


“What the hell was that?” she snarled at him, sheathing and unsheathing her claws.


For a long moment, Gray said nothing, but she could practically see him processing behind those soul-deep eyes of his. He couldn’t read her mind, but fuck, in that moment she wished to God she could read his. Had he felt it? Had he felt that rush of volcanic lava leave his body and enter hers? Had he felt anything at all?


Then he pushed away from the cage, dropped the feral veneer, and said in a casual voice, “What was what?”


Her throat tightened. “You felt that,” she sneered back at him. He had to have felt that. “Don’t lie to me.”


He shook his head. “No idea what you’re talking about.”


“Gray!”


“Sorry, baby,” he said, turning away and walking to the door. “I think we’re done here. I think I’m done here.” Before he crossed the threshold, he offered her one last glance. “I’ve got a new and far more satisfying obsession these days.”


Dillon stared after him, her breath coming quick and heavy inside her cat’s lungs. This was insane, amazing—and far from over. With a growl, she turned away and headed for the dark corner of the cage. She dropped down and put her head on her paws. The intense feelings of a moment ago may have subsided somewhat, but the memory of them remained fresh as the kill her cat’s belly screamed for.


Her gaze slid to the door, narrowed into two fierce slits. Perhaps her salvation wasn’t as lost as she’d believed an hour ago. Perhaps it lay in the strong, damaged hands of a male who, up until a moment ago, had never been able to refuse her anything.
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H ad he felt it?


Shit.


Jaw brutally tight, Gray moved down the dark tunnels, his gaze focused on the pinprick of light that indicated the stairwell leading up to the subway. This was it. He wasn’t coming back into the Romans’ domain anymore. No need. No want. Regardless of the family they wanted to believe they were to him, his life belonged to the Impure Resistance, to the Cause, to all those who were having their sexual need bled out of them at that very moment—not to that she-beast back there.


Had he felt it?


His head clenched along with his jaw, and he picked up speed, nostrils flaring as a rogue blast of cold, unpurified air from the city above hit his face.


Fuck yeah, he’d felt it.


Granted, he always felt something when Dillon was in his airspace. From curiosity to care, from desire to detonating something. But that, whatever it was back there…


Christ. It was as if pure, fluid energy had risen within him, then seen an escape route and shot directly into her. It was as if a tube linked them, allowing emotion, energy, and heat to pass back and forth like water. He’d touched her before—many times. But he’d never felt anything like that—nothing like that had ever happened. Sure, there had been heat between them, plenty of dangerously, irritatingly magnetic heat, but not like this.
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