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      To you, my readers, who love these boys just 
as much as I do

      
   
      
      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, a 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 Is.

      
      Meta—A pureblood female of fifty years, she can still remain in sunlight, but needs the blood and body of her true mate.
      

      
      Mondrar—Vampire prison.
      

      
      Morpho—A pureblood paven of three hundred years; 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.
      

      
   
      
      Prologue
 The Breeding Male

      
      Scotland

      
      1872

      
      Titus Evictus paced in his iron enclosure, his fangs fully extended, his pale eyes dilated, his long, heavily muscled body
         nude save for the painful iron cup that imprisoned his cock. There were moments in his miserable existence, brief and gleefully
         hopeful, when he felt less than rabid, when his mind attempted to clear away the fog, when the scent of blood was not ever-deep
         inside his nostrils—and when the call of a warm, wet pussy didn’t send his body into spasms of painful arousal.
      

      
      That day, however, was not today.

      
      A veana was being led into his pen by two short pavens with long braided beards. Her kin. He recognized their scent from the night before. The veana struggled and grunted and breathed heavily, the scents of peat smoke and the spray of the sea escaping her skin. Though his
         nostrils flared and his mouth filled with saliva, Titus kept his back to the iron wall and his eyes down. After so many years
         of this delectable, tortuous labor, he now refused to look at the faces of the veanas that were brought before him.
      

      
      He found their fear impossible to resist.
      

      
      As her kin released her and quickly left the pen, slamming the iron door behind them, the veana stood stock-still, her fingers fisting around the gray fabric of her gown, the key to his iron prison dangling from the middle
         finger of her right hand. True to his nature, Titus wanted to leap upon her and take what was his, but his chains wouldn’t
         stretch that far. Like all the others that came before her, she would have to yield and come to him. It was how it was, how
         it must be. Until she submitted, gave in to her fate, she would remain captive, hungry for blood, and desperate.
      

      
      And the longer she waited, the more rabid Titus would become. It was better for her if she came to him, unlocked him, lay
         beneath him within the next hour.
      

      
      “Breeding Male?”

      
      She spoke clearly and without tremor.

      
      “Look up, Breeding Male.”

      
      Titus’s chin twitched at her voice, her calm, determined tone. Normally it took hours, days for the veanas who were brought before him, caged with him, to give in, give up, and beg for a gentle hand.
      

      
      “Now!” she said, so sharply it caused his fangs to descend. “Look at me!”

      
      Titus couldn’t help himself, not with such a bold, impassioned tongue before him. His eyelids flipped up and he took in the
         daring Scottish lass, the one who carried no scent of fear on her skin or in her blood. She displayed fine curves and a heavy
         bosom. Her neck, though burdened with a thick strip of purity cloth, was the whitest, most luscious thing he’d ever beheld.
         And just a few inches north, long ringlets of honey blond hair framed a pale, pleasing face. But it was her pink mouth and
         her eyes—green flecked with black, staring straight into his, brazen as a demon goddess—that had his fangs dropping farther.
      

      
      She lifted her chin and regarded him. “What say ye, Breeding Male?”
      

      
      Titus could form no words. Instead, he growled at her.

      
      The veana grinned at his animal-like response, flashing her own set of needle-sharp fangs. “That’ll do fer a start,” she said, her
         brogue rich and throaty as she looked him over.
      

      
      His cock pulsed inside its iron prison—the one that kept his hand away when he was blindly desperate to mate—the one that
         preserved his seed. Never in Titus’s long life, in his capacity as Breeding Male, had a veana ever spoken to him in such a manner. Once beneath him, there were moans, yes, and cries, both in fear and in pleasure … but
         never this. This calm, this curiosity, this nearly lusty excitement …
      

      
      “It has taken me quite some time, Breeding Male,” she said, walking toward him, her hips swaying gently beneath her simple
         gown, “not to mention great effort, to find myself here. I have heard the tales of ye, and those who were in fear of yer touch—but
         I am no silly lass. Aye, I may be virgini, but I have prepared myself for ye.” She smiled. “Many nights, many times.”
      

      
      Fire raged through Titus and he strained against his chains, the clash of metal echoing throughout the pen enclosure. His
         nostrils widened with every step she took, eager for more of her scent. How could it be? he thought desperately. There was
         no fear in her scent—not even a trace. It was impossible and yet it was how he had always wanted this moment to be. Just once.
         He despised himself every second of every day—but not today, not this moment. In this moment, the reflection staring back
         at him in her green eyes was not of the monster Breeding Male.
      

      
      It was of a desired paven.

      
      He ran his tongue over his fangs as she moved to within a foot of him.

      
      The words of the veana’s father to Titus’s master last eve made sense now. She was six months into her Meta and in that time there had been no appearance
         of her true mate’s mark. Her father had claimed that she was unconcerned with retaining her purity, remaining outside in the
         eve without the watchful eyes of her kin. And just three nights ago, she had been found on her knees in the family barn, servicing
         an Impure field worker.
      

      
      Disgusted and terrified that they would be burdened with the stain of an Impure swell, her kin had thought it time the veana visited the Breeding Male—time she had her womb filled with his Pureblood seed.
      

      
      Titus watched hungrily as the veana stripped the purity bands from her wrists and neck, then started to work the buttons of her gown. He didn’t need clothing
         removed to do the job he was required to do, only the quick lift of her skirt, but as she slowly revealed her skin to him,
         each pale inch, he understood the true feelings of lust—pure, not purposeful, lust.
      

      
      “I would be content with a wee paven, Breeding Male,” she said, stepping forward, taking the key she had been given and unlocking the iron cup between his legs.
      

      
      Her hand shook slightly in her work, but it was not from fear. He knew this. He scented this.

      
      He let loose another feral growl as his rod sprang free.

      
      She licked her lips at the sight. “But dunna be quick about it. They willna come for me until daybreak. We have much time
         together.”
      

      
      Stripped bare, she lay down on the hard stone floor before him, displaying her pale, young body, her long legs, her glistening
         cunt to his ravenous gaze.
      

      
      His cock stood straight up and ready, and as she opened her legs for him, the cry—the howl—that erupted from his throat could be heard all the way to Edinburgh. He was Titus Evictus and he was the Breeding Male. In an instant, he was on top of her, his fangs striking into her shoulder as his cock slid deep
         inside her hot, willing body.
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Mark of the Veana


      
      Boston

      
      Present Day

      
      Her fangs had been inside him only once, and yet they had left an unseen mark on his skin, his blood, even his breath. In
         consuming his blood she had consumed his very soul and now—every day, every moment he existed, she moved inside him, her unending
         hunger deafening as she searched and slithered through his veins, circled his muscles, squeezed until his brain threatened
         to explode.
      

      
      Lucian Roman sat perched, as he had for the past seven nights, on the snow-crested roof of Bronwyn Kettler’s brown-stone.
         Still and menacing as a gargoyle, he ignored the vibration of his cell phone in his coat pocket and stared without purpose
         into the heavy snowfall, which dropped bride-white over the silent Boston credenti landscape. An hour ago, the streets had been alive with Impures running about, adorning the doors of their master’s dwellings
         as well as the gates, fences, and lampposts leading up to the Gathering Hall. The tasteful bunting and subdued winter flowers
         were a testament to how the Boston community viewed the binding ceremony of its true mates—with serious and reverent celebration.
      

      
      Now the streets were empty and silence reigned, as did the snow, and Lucian sneered in appreciation as the decorations for
         tomorrow’s Veracou were quickly being buried in heavy white frosting. Would a blizzard annul the binding ceremony between
         Bronwyn and the paven who claimed her mark? Lucian thought not. But he would remain, affixed to the roof to watch. To wait. To see the binding
         done and over. Or—if his blood had its wish—to see Bronwyn run from her true mate, reject her body’s choice.
      

      
      As another wave of longing, of desire-ladened torment pulsed in his bones and brain, Lucian’s fangs slowly descended and the
         blade in his fist trembled.
      

      
      There were only two ways to stop this madness.

      
      Fuck her or kill her.

      
      And yet he could do neither and remain free. The former would turn him into a Breeding Male one hundred and seventy-five years
         before his time—a rutting animal with no conscience, no control, only a hunger to claim. While the latter would send him to
         Mondrar, the vampire prison, for all eternity.
      

      
      Again he felt the vibration of his cell phone and again he ignored it. He knew Alexander would never give up looking for him,
         and in fact had seen his brother walking the streets below once already this week. But the eldest Roman had never looked up,
         and down below had found only snow and the censure of a community who reviled anything with a matching set of Breeding Male
         brands.
      

      
      A sudden rush of sound, a faint cry, like air released from a balloon, stole Lucian’s thoughts and left him with nothing but
         a raw, feral craving. He sprang to his feet, his entire body going forest-fire hot as a growl sounded in his throat.
      

      
      Damn her. With one bite, she had made him into this, this animal, this creature of destruction, and though perhaps it hadn’t
         been her intention to ruin him, he would make her pay.
      

      
      His hand fisting the knife, Lucian moved like a panther down the pitched roof and over the edge, dropping to the small balcony
         attached to her room in near silence. The window was a large square, and in the handful of times he’d stood there watching
         her sleep, he’d surmised rather easy to maneuver through.
      

      
      Darkness blanketed her bedroom, the only light coming from the streetlamps below. But to Lucian’s keen gaze, it was enough
         to make out the furniture, the artwork on her walls, and the veana lying in her bed. As usual, she was on her back, her dark hair spilling out over her stark white pillow. In nights previous,
         she had slept soundly, unmoving, like the princess Lucian had insisted on labeling her.
      

      
      But tonight, she moved.

      
      Leaning closer to the glass, his insides still blazing with heat, Lucian narrowed his gaze on her lower half, specifically
         on her legs as they stirred beneath the white coverlet. It was as if she were running a race in her sleep, and yet, as his
         gaze trailed upward to her thighs, to the outline of her hips, he realized that the race she was running was the one that
         ended in climax.
      

      
      Madness splintered his mind once again, and instead of pushing away from her window and returning to his rooftop perch as
         he normally did, he quietly broke the lock on her window, eased up the frame, and stole inside her room. Instantly, the scent
         of her yet unclaimed orgasm washed over him, and he flew to the bed and coiled over her like a snake, any last shreds of stability
         he may have had upon entering now dead, drowned, forgotten.
      

      
      The white coverlet blinded him from the act she performed, but Lucian could imagine her hands working her core, just as he could scent the dance of her fingers inside her cunt.
      

      
      He snarled softly at her, at the pale, perfect face that was framed with long black hair.

      
      No veana had the right to be this beautiful.

      
      No veana had the right to hold him captive.

      
      Held in her own state of captivity, Bronwyn’s eyes remained clamped shut, but her cheeks held the delectable stain of desire,
         and her pink lips were parted just enough for the ragged breaths of her building passion to escape. Like a dog in heat, Lucian
         leaned in and took one long sniff.
      

      
      The mistake of it hit him instantaneously.

      
      His fangs dropped to needle sharpness against his lips, and all he could see was blood, and all he could taste was sex.

      
      All he could do was place his blade to her throat.

      
      Bronwyn’s eyes slammed open at the feel of cool metal. “You.”

      
      “Not who you were thinking about, Princess?”

      
      Her arms shot out from beneath the covers; her fingers wrapped his wrist. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      
      “Don’t move.”

      
      “Get off me, you bastard!”

      
      The scent of her fear did nothing to stall him, only pushed his madness further. “Don’t talk. Even your breath on my face
         makes me want to scratch at your skin to get inside.”
      

      
      Her gaze narrowed on his. “What’s happened to you? You look—”

      
      “I said don’t talk!”

      
      “If you’re here to kill me,” she said, her nails digging into his skin, “don’t expect me to die easily or quietly.”

      
      Her lips pressed together, fear tensing her jaw and the skin around her eyes—though the scent of arousal still lingered temptingly
         in the air.
      

      
      The blade still held to her throat, Lucian’s fangs dropped even farther as he uttered, “I hate you.”
      

      
      She stared up at him, unblinking, her nostrils flaring as she breathed in and out. “Hate me or yourself?”

      
      He leaned in closer. “You’ve turned me inside out,” he whispered near her mouth. “Do you understand that? I can’t feed. I
         can’t fuck.” His head began to pound, his muscles too … Damn it, he wanted her mouth under his, her blood rushing over his
         tongue—her death on whatever was left of his conscience. If he pressed the knife just a hair closer, he could have it, have
         it all … “That night you came to me—”
      

      
      “I didn’t plan it, Lucian,” she interrupted fiercely. “Goddamn it! I didn’t plan to feed—”

      
      He cut off her words, pressing the blade nearer to her throat. “Another word and I will be feeding from you.”

      
      “Release the veana, Lucian. Now.”

      
      Before Lucian even had the chance to respond, the knife was ripped from his fist. For one brief moment, the cold metal hovered
         in midair, then shot past his face and disappeared behind him.
      

      
      Lucian whirled around to face the intruder, in the back of his mind hearing Bronwyn slip from the bed, taking her freedom.
         But his gaze, his focus was pinned on the hooded figure lurking in the shadows near the window. He snarled, “What do you want?”
      

      
      “To keep you from harm,” replied the ancient paven.

      
      Lucian sneered at his father, the Breeding Male—the Order. “Too late.”

      
      “It will be if you continue on this path.” Titus raised his hooded head toward the corner of the room. “I am sorry for this,
         Mistress Kettler.”
      

      
      Lucian turned and narrowed his eyes on the veana who, even in her fear, stood tall and imperious.
      

      
      “I thank the Order for its help in this matter,” she said, nodding at Titus. “Now, pray, get him out of here before my parents awake.”
      

      
      “Come with me, Lucian.”

      
      Instantly, Lucian felt the pull of his father, magnet to iron. It was a solid yank, and yet Lucian was immobile, his eyes
         locked on Bronwyn. He uttered a pained, “I cannot.”
      

      
      Bronwyn turned to look at him.

      
      “She is to be mated in the morning,” Titus said tightly. “She will feed from another and he will feed from her.”

      
      “Shut up!” Lucian roared.

      
      “Your torment will pass.”

      
      “My torment has only begun!”

      
      Lucian’s gaze caught on the mark near the base of Bronwyn’s thumb. The paven’s mark—her paven. Feral rage slammed through him, and he shot across the room, forcing her deeper into the corner. She belonged to him. Her
         mouth, her gaze, her neck, her vein, her voice, her cunt. He grabbed her hand and pulled it to his lips. But just as his fangs
         entered her marked skin, he was yanked back, slammed into the one who had given him not only life, but the curse of the Breeding
         Male.
      

      
      No blood met Lucian’s dry tongue, but Bronwyn’s cry of pain ripped through his black soul as Titus flashed him away.

      
      Bronwyn stood in the corner of her now-empty bedroom, her legs shaking from both terror and unfulfilled desire—her mind already
         spent with questions she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted the answers to.
      

      
      But they came anyway.

      
      How long had Lucian Roman been watching her? How long had he been perched on her roof? Just today? Tonight? Or many days?
         Lord, how many times had he seen her tears, her worry—her hands travel south to her core?
      

      
      Groaning, she turned and faced the wall as her parents had forced her to do many times as a balas when she was a disagreeable force in their home. The coolness of the plaster felt good against her cheek and yet it did nothing
         to cleanse her fear.
      

      
      Though the wound registered most unpleasantly, she didn’t want to look at it. She didn’t want to look down, at her hand—where
         that menacing vampire, that terrifying angel, had bit into her flesh.
      

      
      She shut her eyes and prayed, as if those two actions could will away the crisis before her. This was truly her nightmare
         come to life. Lucian’s fangs inside her skin, inside the mark of another.
      

      
      Tears pricked her eyes, but she dismissed them and pushed away from the wall. She went over to the bedside table and lit her
         lamp. Slowly, she sank onto the mattress. Where moments ago she was writhing in a state of frustrated, hopeful pleasure, now
         there was only pain. Deep, aching pain running through her, river-quick. What was Lucian trying to do? Bleed her? Drink from
         her?
      

      
      Punish her.

      
      With a deep breath, she dropped her gaze to her hand. Blinking, she studied the white skin, the dark mark. The animal brand
         on her thumb—the one that marked her as taken, as the property of her true mate—appeared uninjured. Yes, Lucian’s fangs had
         ruptured the skin, but there seemed to be no permanent damage done to the brand itself.
      

      
      Her sigh of relief was so strident she nearly laughed.

      
      She hated the effect this paven had on her—hated that even after weeks away from him, she could still taste his blood—not on the tip of her tongue where
         she might get rid of it with rations, but at the back of her throat. The sweetest blood she’d ever had, and God help her,
         the only blood she wanted in her veins now. She hated that ever since she’d drunk from him in his bedroom in the house in SoHo, she could never make it to orgasm. No matter how long and how hard she tried. It was deeply
         frustrating, not to mention humiliating. It was as if he’d granted her his blood, and had broken her in return.
      

      
      His words, his accusations—his declaration of hatred as he’d hovered menacingly above her minutes ago—echoed in her mind …

      
      Perhaps they’d broken each other.

      
      As the snow began to fall in the darkness outside her window, Bron prayed that her mating would kill this bond, this need,
         this ache between them. Because if it didn’t, she had an eternity of misery, regret, and unclaimed passion to look forward
         to.
      

      
      She lifted her thumb to her lips and was just about to blow on her skin, use her powerful veana’s breath to heal her wound, when her hopes were utterly destroyed before her eyes. Was it an omen? she wondered sickly. Or
         the beautiful albino mocking her from wherever he was perched now? She didn’t know, and really, did it even matter? There,
         on her thumb, the ink that had been implanted under her skin to fool her parents and the Order bubbled to the surface, inching
         toward the two pinprick holes, then slowly leaked out like oil from the ground.
      

      
      Panic swelled within her, ballooning in her chest. Forget Lucian Roman and her unending need for his blood. She had a far
         greater problem.
      

      
      She jumped up and scurried over to her desk, grabbed her cell phone, and dialed. She had to get to Synjon before the next
         eve’s Veracou ceremony—their ceremony. She needed to get beneath his needle once again, and let him carve his mark into her
         skin before anyone discovered the truth.
      

      
      Synjon Wise came out of hiding for no one. Nicknamed the ghost, the only vampire paven to ever serve as both an elite Special Forces officer in his native Britain and as an American Navy SEAL, he regarded his current existence as a spy, an
         assassin, and a bounty hunter for the Eternal Order as bloody perfection. With no family, no mates, no strings of any kind,
         he received his orders and carried them out without any chink in the reserved armor of the breed. It was a simple and satisfying
         existence to one who craved danger—an existence he could sustain for many centuries.
      

      
      That is, if he’d chosen to ignore the call of one very surprising voice from the past.

      
      Gunfire erupted below. Nothing sinister—not yet. Just the target practice of four human males who foolishly prided themselves
         on being amateur vampire trackers, irritating buggers, and credenti infiltrators. The pulse-bearing pack stood side by side on the ground, shoulder to shoulder over their low-flamed desert
         campfire, argy-bargy, knocking off shots into the black night. Less than three miles away was the Southwest Texas credenti, their target. Synjon had been following them for two nights through the Chihuahuan Desert, and he listened now as in between
         quick bouts of gunfire they decided on the best way inside the secret compound.
      

      
      On top of a small desert hill, tucked behind a thick grove of ocotillo plants, Synjon silently checked his weapon supply.
         His orders were to interfere only if the four wankers attempted entrance into the credenti, but he wasn’t keen on letting them get that far with the amount of weapons they had on them.
      

      
      His cell pulsed against his leg, announcing a new text message, but he made no move to get it. In fact, as he watched the
         group below stamp out their fire, his instinct was to ignore the call completely. In the past, he’d carried only weapons,
         no communication devices. He liked it that way. Brilliant, old-school warrior mentality, that was. Once he received his orders,
         he took off, became invisible, unreachable. But things had changed since the phone call, since she had come into his life.
      

      
      Yes, she was an exception to all his bloody rules. Beautiful, brave, and unflinchingly moral, Bronwyn Kettler had saved his
         sorry life—and his soul, once upon a time. Granted, he had known her for only one summer when his family stayed with relatives
         in her Boston credenti—but one summer had been enough to alter him completely. Synjon had been one sorry bloke back then; thin as a bowie blade
         with a head far too large for his frame. And the lisp … shite, the lisp that had nearly ended him before his time. The torture,
         the beastly knocks from the other balas, had been unrelenting and unbearable—until Bronwyn Kettler had stepped in front of him and taken on each ugly jab with her
         own brand of brilliant weaponry.
      

      
      Syn grinned at the memory. That veana was a brick, wielding words with the same deadly accuracy as he used to shoot cherries from a tree at a hundred paces. Just
         thinking about her censure, her dressing-down of those who had sought to injure what little was left of his boyhood pride,
         made him want to love her in the way a veana should be loved, deserved to be loved—in a way he would never love again.
      

      
      She had remained by his side all summer long, just as she had remained in his heart—not as a lover, but as the truest of friends
         … forever. Synjon had grown to appreciate her, to rely on her over the many years into his pavenhood, most especially when the woman he loved, the one who had slept by his side and was his true partner, though not his true
         mate, was killed, her body stolen before he’d ever had a chance to give her over to the sun.
      

      
      It had been Bronwyn who had comforted him, who had helped him to grieve. She was the only vampire he trusted, and when she
         had come to him requesting a favor, he hadn’t even blinked before agreeing.
      

      
      Movement below caught his attention once again, and he watched as the four human males shouldered their weapons and set out
         across the desert for their three-mile trek to the credenti. Again, the cell at his boot pulsed. This time he snatched it up. No matter what his position, he couldn’t ignore it. He wasn’t
         a ghost anymore, and if it were her, she may have need of him.
      

      
      His eyes dropped, roamed over her text. Bollocks … That albino paven again. Syn’s fangs dropped. Lucian Roman would leave her be. After tomorrow, he would leave her be or find himself good and
         wasted.
      

      
      Sudden gunfire stuttered the still night air and Synjon’s chin jacked up. He replaced the cell back in its case on his bootstrap
         and leaped off the bluff onto the smoking fire. As a morphed paven, he could be there for her in an instant, but tonight she would have to wait a moment longer. Fifteen minutes perhaps. That
         would be sufficient time to halt, question, and dispose of the four human donkeys before they ever reached the credenti walls, he thought, flashing from the smoke of the fire in the soft silence that was his trademark.
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      He could still walk in sunlight, still breathe the unbound air, and if all went well, in about ten minutes he’d have the use
         of his cock for something far more satisfying than just pissing.
      

      
      “What are you doing, Lucian?”

      
      Lucian remained where he was, didn’t even blink as he registered the voice behind him. “What does it look like I’m doing,
         Pops?”
      

      
      “It looks as though you’re marking your territory,” said the male, his tone concerned.

      
      As night reigned overhead, a dome of black and diamond stars, Lucian finished his golden shower against the brick wall of
         the building that housed Bronwyn and her true mate, then zipped his fly. “What do you want, Titus?” he asked, turning to face
         his father.
      

      
      Under the deep yellow glow of the moon, Lucian saw that the aged paven, the Breeding Male, the ancient Order member, had his head uncovered. A rarity for Titus, but it was clearly a sign that the
         paven was alarmed. “It looks as though you have an obsession that won’t be contained.”
      

      
      Lucian grinned at the near mirror image of himself. “Well, I suppose that makes two of us, then.”
      

      
      Titus said nothing, but his silence illustrated his confusion.

      
      Lucian’s grin turned to acerbic laughter. “You’re on my albino ass 24-7. Methinks you’ve got quite an obsession of your own.”

      
      Titus’s pale eyes locked with Lucian’s. “I am only trying to help you. Guide you.” He dropped his chin. “Warn you.”

      
      “Well, don’t,” Lucian said flippantly. “I’m good. Soon as my veana walks out—”
      

      
      “You have no veana,” Titus interrupted briskly. “You have no true mate. You will never have. Breeding Males are not destined for love.”
      

      
      Lucian’s fangs descended, like a razor-sharp elevator to hell. “As soon as the veana walks out of this Veracou hall,” he spit out, “once she’s bound and mated for eternity, it’s done. This …” He spread his
         arms out, looked down at his far-too-lean frame. “This … fuck! Whatever it is that has consumed my brain and body will end. It has to end.”
      

      
      “I hope so,” Titus said darkly, his eyes shifting from Lucian and moving over the Boston credenti landscape. It was quiet and devoid of all Pureblood community members, as most were inside observing the Veracou. “Because
         if it does not, you are in great danger.”
      

      
      Lucian snorted. “Tell me something I don’t know.” He gestured to the door of the hall, where Bronwyn and her true mate were
         at that very moment pledging their undying and untamed love for each other. It was enough to make a paven puke. And yet Lucian prayed it would grant him some relief. He had to believe that, had to believe that once the commitment
         was sealed it would break the hold this veana had on him—on his blood, on his bones, on his mind … Because even now, he could still feel the need for her pounding through
         him, searing him.
      

      
      Fighting a groan, he glared at his sire. “Shouldn’t you be inside, Daddy Dearest? Giving your blessing to the happy couple,
         and all that horse shit?”
      

      
      “I will go inside when you leave the credenti.”

      
      “And I will leave after I see her.”

      
      Eyes narrowed, Titus said, “You do not need to see her!”

      
      “Wrong,” Lucian growled, his index finger nearly in his father’s chest. “Her eyes will tell me she is mated. Her mouth will
         tell me it belongs against his. If they are truly one, her body will pull closer to his as she moves down the steps of the
         hall. Then my fucking renegade blood will know if this hold she has over me is done.”
      

      
      “And if you don’t see these things?” Titus asked, the wind picking up around them. “Feel these things? Will you go after her
         again? Will you risk your freedom, your very existence for one moment of pleasure?”
      

      
      “Get the fuck away from me, Pops.”

      
      “Because that is all it will take. Her blood is inside you. The change has begun. Will you truly surrender to it? Will you
         risk turning into the Breeding Male—turning into me?”
      

      
      “I will never turn into you,” Lucian returned sharply, a deviant grin playing about his lips.

      
      “Don’t be so sure.”

      
      “I will die first. Off myself. Drain all the pretty red stuff. Get it?” Lucian tore away from the side of the building and
         headed around to the front. Shaking his head, he cursed inwardly. Fuckity fuck, fuck, fuck. What was he doing here? Was it truly something rational and understandable and necessary, or was he just acting out Stupid Move #78?
      

      
      He came to a halt at the bottom step of the Veracou Hall and looked up. It barely felt like winter tonight; the early scents
         of spring were light in the air and the snow was melting off of every surface it clung to. Maybe his piece of shit pops was right. Maybe he shouldn’t be anywhere near this building. Maybe
         he shouldn’t be anywhere near her and the paven who would take her sweet, willing body under his tonight. And yet he had to see for himself that she was done, over, taken.
         He needed to see the evidence, to force his traitorous body to accept that Bronwyn Kettler was forever out of his reach.
      

      
      Gone.

      
      Untouchable.

      
      Titus was again behind him, silent in his breathing, yet heavy in his unease.

      
      “Lucian …”

      
      “I will know it is over between us.”

      
      “It should never have begun.”

      
      “Enough!” Lucian’s head came around so fast Titus gasped. His voice was low and deadly as he said, “You need to fuck off right
         now before we end up taking a father-son bloodbath together.”
      

      
      There was a moment of flared nostrils and heavy breathing, a moment when the elder paven remained immobile, his eyes nearly unseeing as he stared at his balas. They were both so still, and then Titus reached back, grabbed the edges of his red hood, and placed it over his head.
      

      
      With fangs extended and eyes narrowed, Lucian watched him ascend the stairs and disappear inside the Veracou Hall. For a moment,
         he wished to crawl under the steps like a rat to wait—wait for her scent to grow stronger, for the feel of her footfall overhead
         as she descended the stairs with her true mate, feel the death of his eternal soul as he watched her leave with the one who
         would feed her body in all the ways he couldn’t.
      

      
      Then he would get lost.

      
      Maybe for a week, maybe forever.

      
      Maybe between the thighs of the entire New York Jets cheer-leading squad.
      

      
      Inside the Veracou Hall, dressed in her scarlet mating costume, Bronwyn stood before Synjon Wise and tried to breathe. The
         room was still, no sound save for the monotonous drip, drip, drip of the thousand white candles hanging from the ceiling. It was a gift from the Order—who sat before them in a long row, their
         hoods hiding their faces—a hope for a thousand years of eternal happiness for these true mates.
      

      
      Bronwyn fought the anxiety in her chest, shifting her weight from one foot to the other in hopes of sending the fear down
         and out. If they only knew who stood before them. If they only knew two friends, not true mates, stood before them in this
         sacred hall. If they only knew a lie had been constructed—a fabrication—all to avoid the one primal fear that Bronwyn had
         lived with, worked to stop, and prayed would never befall her.
      

      
      The rape of the Breeding Male.

      
      His seed forced inside her womb.

      
      His balas growing within her.
      

      
      And like her sister’s fate, more balas than her body could contain without giving out, giving up—her blood unable to cease flowing until she no longer breathed.
      

      
      Just as the guests were doing, the Order sat as still as the stone walls. They were waiting for the final agreement to be
         given. They were waiting for Bronwyn to say her final word—the one word that would bind her to this paven who stood beside her at the podium, his hands clasping hers, his ocean blue eyes fierce but steady.
      

      
      Bronwyn gazed up into the face of her dear friend. Movie-star handsome, with an athlete’s body and the loyalty of a gracious
         god, Synjon Wise had grown from an awkward balas into the six-foot-six, broad-shouldered paven of every veana’s fantasy. He had been her friend longer than any other, and she loved him—could want him if they took it slow. Not in the
         way her body craved another, like air to her lungs—not in the way he had cared for his deceased lover—but in the ancient way
         of long years and care and commitment.
      

      
      Synjon said nothing as he stared down at her, but raised one black eyebrow. Not in censure, but in concern. He knew the truth
         of her heart just as she knew the truth and tragedy of his, and as the friend he was, deep and unbending, he would protect
         her, even in this—even if it meant his own ruin and embarrassment.
      

      
      He was the eternal catch, this male, and with that one word uttered, he would belong to her forever. God, it was so simple,
         Bron thought, and yet all she wanted to do was break from his hold and run from the Veracou Hall, to the blood that called
         to hers.
      

      
      She blinked, her breathing shallow in her lungs and throat. She knew he was out there, waiting. The pale one, the one that
         had given her his blood. Every instinct she possessed warned her that he would not leave her alone until he saw that she belonged
         to another—that she had given herself to another.
      

      
      Squeezing her hands gently, Syn smiled down at her. Get a grip then, love, he was saying in that gravelly British accent of his, his eyes wicked with humor, but also filled with understanding.
      

      
      Bronwyn opened her mouth, and in that second her gaze caught on her mother and her father. They were seated just behind Synjon.
         Pure love fairly burst from them both. They were so happy, so relieved she had found her true mate, and yet Bronwyn knew without
         a doubt that if she hadn’t found Synjon, even with all of that love in their eyes, her parents would have gone to the Order.
         It was said by the Order, and by many, that all the Breeding Males had died out over two decades ago, but Bronwyn knew better. Though they were a very rare entity, not
         every son was being tracked or watched for signs of Breeding Male status. And Bronwyn had current DNA samples from vampires
         in the western United States that proved a Breeding Male had sired within the past two years. It was only a matter of time
         before the Order found this information, if they truly didn’t have it already, and she couldn’t take the chance of her parents
         discovering it too. Because if they did, they would have her taken to him before the month was up, just as they had done with
         her sister many years ago. Her beloved sister, who had died with the Breeding Male’s twin balas in her tired body just six months into her swell.

      
      Jerking her gaze back to Synjon, to the safety of her friend, she did what she had to. “Given.”

      
      The word exited her mouth loud and clear and committed, and for one second, silence hovered in the air. Then the room seemed
         to expand, explode with cheers and laughter, and the hoods of the Order, save one, were tossed back and the brick-red fangs
         that demonstrated each member’s completion with the act of drinking blood were displayed in wide, delighted smiles.
      

      
      Another Pureblood true mate pairing had come to pass.

      
      The celebration had begun.

      
      Sensing her mood, Synjon led her out of the hall and into a quiet passageway, keeping her close to his side. To Bronwyn, every
         step was heavy, like walking in sand; every image in her head was still of him.
      

      
      Him.

      
      It would go away … It would lessen in time.

      
      It must.

      
      “You all right, love?” Synjon asked once they were away from the crowd.

      
      “I’m fine,” she managed, licking her dry lips and forcing her gaze up to his.
      

      
      Though she wasn’t privy to the details, she knew what Syn was—that he worked undercover for the Order in all manner of dangerous
         and exotic places. She knew what he was capable of, his talents with every kind of weaponry, how close to an assassin’s life
         he lived, but as he looked down at her, there was only softness in him. And perhaps a trace of sadness. He too had lost the
         promise and hope of love.
      

      
      “You had me wondering there for a moment, Bron,” he said with a gentle huskiness.

      
      She shook her head, fighting the heavy sense that she had made a mistake in all this. But she knew she hadn’t! She knew she
         had done the only thing she could. And, God, she’d be good to Syn; she’d help him forget as he would help her. “My nerves
         got the better of me for a moment. That’s all,” she said.
      

      
      His eyes homed in on her face, his hands warm with concern around her fingers. “That all it is?”

      
      She thought about lying, but this paven was trained to see all forms of deception—and truly, what was the point? They knew each other’s pasts, every painful bit.
         She released a weighty breath. “I feel him outside. I feel his blood. Still.”
      

      
      Synjon’s eyes turned from liquid to ice, and his tone was deadly as he spoke. “I’ll take care of it.”

      
      “No,” Bron said quickly, almost desperately. Foolish veana …

      
      “He has no right to be here, Bron—to be anywhere near you.”

      
      “Please, Syn. I don’t want a fight. Not today.” She lowered her chin, let her gaze speak to her intense feelings on the subject.

      
      After a moment, Synjon’s eyes softened and he grumbled, “All right. I’ll keep my fists to myself today. But only today.”

      
      Bronwyn nodded, gave him a smile. “Noted.”

      
      He chuckled softly, brought her hand to his mouth, and kissed it. There was no passion in the act, but Bronwyn was thankful
         for that. Thankful there was no pretense between them, no charade. It would’ve been impossible if he felt true love for her.
      

      
      “I’m not sure if I’ve told you this tonight, my dear,” he said, granting an easy smile. “But you look smashing.”

      
      She smiled, thankful once again for his control and patience. “Thank you, Paven.”

      
      His gaze tracked over her. “It’s a damn fine getup, that.”

      
      She dropped his hands and turned slowly in a circle. The dress was a deep merlot silk, as were the bands on her neck and wrists—all
         were tied securely, but ready for her paven to unwrap his gift.
      

      
      She stopped twirling at the thought, saw the night to come in her mind, and her belly grew tense. Her blood, her virtue was
         now Synjon’s, even if her unbeating heart belonged to another. Her breath hitched in her chest as she caught that last thought—that
         traitorous last thought.
      

      
      “I think I’d like one in my size if you can manage it,” Synjon was saying, pulling her back to him, to the present—what was
         real and true.
      

      
      She forced a smile. “You’d like a Veracou gown?”

      
      He nodded. “In blue, of course. To match my very fine eyes.”

      
      Bronwyn laughed at that, at him, so grateful for his lightness, for his teasing, for the fact that they were friends and she
         would always be safe with him.
      

      
      “I’ll get started first thing tomorrow, Paven,” she said, moving closer to him, ready to follow him into this land of light and easy.
      

      
      “Good,” he growled. “See that it’s done in time for tea.”

      
      Again she laughed and let him twirl her around, let him continue to brighten her mood, let him take the memory of the one whose blood scent remained imprinted on her senses.
      

      
      It was on the third twirl, the third manic, crazy spin when she spotted something down the corridor. Not something, she realized
         when she came to a stop, but someone. Someone who made her insides jump and pulsate.
      

      
      Calm and immobile as a stone, the paven stood there watching them. Waiting.
      

      
      How long had he been here? she wondered. And—God help her—had he brought anyone else with him?

      
      Synjon had noticed the paven too and his mouth drew close to her ear. “Friend of yours, love?”
      

      
      She couldn’t help herself. It just came out quick and worried. “Nicholas Roman.”

      
      A growl unlike anything she’d ever heard before erupted from the paven beside her. The sound was otherworldly and terrible and she’d never want to be on the other side of it. “The Romans have
         no place here,” he said. “I will let him know this.”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      Syn paused at her fixed reply. “I brought no weapons, Bron. I promise I will only explain his unwelcome state with my fists.”

      
      “No, Syn.” Her eyes implored him. “He is a good paven, kind. The one Roman brother with tact and sense. Please. Let me talk to him.” With a quick breath, she moved past him.
      

      
      “I’ll come with you.”

      
      “No.” She touched his chest, hard as stone—just like his expression. “It’ll just take a minute—I swear it.”

      
      “Ever stubborn, Bronwyn.”

      
      The words were said to her back as she walked down the corridor toward Nicholas. She hated disregarding Synjon’s feelings
         just as she hated the deep curiosity that pulsed inside of her. What was Nicholas doing here? Was this about Lucian? Was the
         albino paven outside waiting … or had he finally given up, gone away?
      

      
      Bronwyn approached Nicholas with a soft smile and a shrug. “If he asked you to stop the Veracou, you’re too late.”

      
      The paven moved deeper into the shadows. “I was asked nothing in regards to the Veracou,” he uttered, then glanced back at the open
         door he’d no doubt entered through moments ago and the dark landscape beyond.
      

      
      “Then why are you here, Nicholas?” she asked, noticing the snow melting off the eaves behind him.

      
      “Do not scream, Veana,” he said, reaching for her, pulling her out into the moonlit night. “It will only hurt more.”
      

      
      Bronwyn noticed the diamond eyes, the claws, and the lack of two circle brands on the paven’s cheeks too late. This wasn’t Nicholas at all. She screamed silently as she was flashed away.
      

      
      It was her captor.
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      Cruen stared at the thing he’d created, had stolen, had harbored. He wanted to feel sorry for it—for her—but all he felt was
         appreciation for the beauty of suffering.
      

      
      The Order would think him cruel—a butcher, a sadist. They wouldn’t recognize the artistry at work. But then, they never had.
         It was well and good to be rid of them. As a whole, the ruling ten thought the Breeding Males were animals, uncontrollable
         and better left extinct. But to Cruen they were works of art—the perfect extension of Pureblood vampire. And with his assistance,
         guidance, and a thick leash to control their every movement, they would replace the Order as the ruling class.
      

      
      He moved closer to the cage. It was one of many in the secret laboratory he’d had built over seven centuries ago in the Sacri
         Monti—the Sacred Mountains of Italy. It was where he’d created the first Breeding Male, and the second and the third, and
         where he’d raised his own five balas—his Beasts.
      

      
      “Please …”

      
      Cruen smiled at her as she writhed in her cage, her skin glistening with sweat. For so many years, he had not believed in
         her existence. The rumors were strong, yes, but he knew—as their creator—that females rarely survived after their sixth year of
         life. It was an anomaly in their genetic structure he hadn’t been able to correct. But he would. With this female, and the
         Boston geneticist by his side, he would fix the problem.
      

      
      She looked up at him then, her pale lavender eyes peeking out from yards and yards of wet blond hair. She was begging for
         relief.
      

      
      “It won’t be long now,” Cruen said with a gentle voice. “His body will please you and his seed will calm you.”

      
      Her head dropped forward and she whimpered, her hands covering her core.

      
      Cruen nodded, smiled with the deepest of pleasure. She was the elusive diamond, priceless, and she would be the mother, the
         dam—the queen of a new class, a new order.
      

      
      Vampire royalty.

      
      The Breeding Female and the Breeding Male: a union of purest blood. And Cruen would be their adviser, the mind behind their
         actions, just as he was their creator—their god.
      

      
      All that remained was turning paven into predator, and Lucian Roman was nearly united with his prey.
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      The soporific sounds of happiness and celebration dissolved inside Synjon’s head and were replaced by a hard, rhythmic pounding.
         Like a hammer smacking thick, steel nails, one after the other. He’d seen her go, seen her being ripped out the back door
         and flashed away in less than five seconds. The flash—the fucking flash, like a firecracker in the night—and Synjon had nothing
         on him to protect his veana. No guns, no blades—nothing but his goddamn legs.
      

      
      He ran at hyperspeed down the corridor, but by the time he hit the open door, there was nothing but credenti landscape, melting ice and snow, and night air heavy with the scent of Pureblooded paven.

      
      Synjon wasted no time. Once outside he flashed: to the back of the building, to one side, then the other, searching for that
         piece-of-shite Roman brother who had the bollocks to take someone who didn’t belong to him.
      

      
      Lucian had sent his big brother, Nicholas “soon to be dead” Roman, to do his dirty work for him—Synjon just knew it. Christ,
         to steal away the veana who’d refused him. What a sodding git. Both Romans would be husks of dried skin when Synjon caught up with them.
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