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      ALEXANDER

      The fire started in my groin and shot straight up my spine.

      It was a torturous, conflicting burn—all consuming agony and white-hot arousal. I was painfully, unyieldingly hard, an erection that felt carved from stone and set on fire. It offered no pleasure, only a desperate, gnawing ache for a release I couldn't find.

      I clawed at the hardwood floor of my apartment, my fingernails—no, claws now—gouging deep scratches in the wood. A guttural sound, half-groan, half-growl, tore from my throat. This wasn't blood hunger. I could smell the blood bags in the fridge, a coppery tang that usually called to me, but now it turned my stomach. The predator in me didn't want to eat. It wanted to claim. To possess. To fuck until the world dissolved into scent and sensation.

      "Fuck." The word was a ragged prayer for an end to this.

      My phone buzzed, the sound drilling directly into my skull. I’d destroyed half the living room, a pathetic attempt to distract myself from the unrelenting tension in my own body. Overturned furniture, scattered books, a splintered coffee table—none of it eased the pressure building behind my fly. The buzzing stopped. Started again, a merciless vibration against the floorboards that echoed the thrumming in my blood.

      I pressed my palms to my temples. My enhanced hearing was a curse. Mrs. Wong’s dramas three floors down. The frantic, accelerating heartbeats of the couple in 4B as they fucked. The sound sent a fresh spike of agonizing lust through me, a phantom echo of a release that wasn't mine, making the rigid flesh straining against my zipper ache with renewed intensity.

      The lock on my front door clicked.

      Only one person had a key.

      "Alexander?" Sienna's voice cut through the sensory overload. "Oh, darling."

      I didn't look up from where I’d collapsed against the wall. Couldn’t. I was coiled tight, knees drawn up to hide the shameful, blatant evidence of my body's betrayal. The sight of her, the scent of her ancient, cold blood, would only emphasize what my body was screaming for: someone warm, human, and intoxicatingly right.

      Her footsteps approached with careful precision. Her cool fingers brushed my forehead. "How long?"

      "Started an hour ago." The words felt like gravel. "Maybe two." It felt like an eternity of being trapped on the precipice of an orgasm I could never reach.

      "Hmm." She withdrew her touch, and I nearly whimpered. "This is earlier than expected, but not unheard of."

      "What the hell is wrong with me?" I forced myself to meet her pale gray eyes. "This isn't blood hunger."

      Sienna's expression held a sliver of sympathy. "It's mate hunger, my dear boy."

      The words sent a jolt through me, a fresh wave of heat pooling low in my belly, making my cock pulse with a sharp, desperate throb. A physical confirmation that made my denial taste like ash.

      "That's not—no. That's mythology. Urban legend bullshit."

      "Is it?" she asked, her voice rich with patience. "You're trapped in a state of agonizing arousal, your control shattered. Tell me this feels like mythology."

      Another wave crashed through me, a violent fusion of lust and pain. I doubled over, my body contorting as my fangs descended without my permission. The sensation was of being turned inside out while my own biology demanded I find and take and claim.

      "Make it stop," I pleaded, my voice broken.

      "I can't," she said, her honesty a sharp blade. "This is a biological imperative, Alexander. Your vampire nature has identified your mate. Your body is demanding you find them and… complete the bond."

      "Claim them?" The word landed with the weight of a physical violation. The images that flooded my mind were not romantic. They were of possession, of pinning someone down, of taking them because this unbearable need left no room for anything else. "I won't force myself on some innocent person. I won't become that kind of monster."

      Not a monster. A rapist. The thought was a shard of ice in the fire.

      "Oh, darling." Sienna's laugh was devoid of humor. "You think you have a choice in the matter?" Before I could respond, she continued, "Your sire should have prepared you. Lucian always has been careless."

      The memory of the coffee shop from three days ago slammed into me. The scent—sandalwood and coffee and something uniquely warm and male—that had stopped me dead, sending a confusing jolt of pure want through me that I had dismissed and fled from.

      "You caught their scent," Sienna said, her voice grim. "And now your body knows they're within reach. It won't let you rest until you've bred them."

      The blunt, agricultural word was like a slap. "I will not—"

      "The longer you fight," she cut me off, her tone steel, "the more feral you become. You'll lose all rational thought. You will hunt them down, Alexander, and when you find them, the man you are now will be nothing but a passenger. You'll take them, and you'll hate yourself for it when your sanity returns."

      "There has to be another way."

      "There is," she conceded. "You find them. You court them. You gently explain, and you give them the choice to accept the bond."

      "And if they reject it?" The question felt like swallowing glass.

      "Then you live in this state of torment until one of you dies or leaves this territory permanently. The bond will not be denied, only deferred. It is a… uniquely unpleasant fate."

      The need pulsed again, a clawing, desperate lust. My fangs pricked my lower lip. I had to find him. Not just to stop the pain, but to stop myself from becoming the very thing I feared most.

      "I don't even know his name," I whispered.

      "Then I suggest you remedy that situation quickly." Sienna rose gracefully. "I'll check on you tomorrow. Try to remain… civilized."

      She left, the click of the door sealing me back into my prison of need. My reflection in the darkened window showed a predator—eyes molten silver, fangs gleaming. The architect I was, the man who valued precision and control, was gone. In his place was a creature driven by a single, base imperative.

      I stumbled to the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face. It did nothing to cool the fire inside. Gripping the sink, I watched the porcelain crack under the pressure of my fingers.

      Think.

      The coffee shop was six blocks away. I pulled on a jacket, the coarse fabric of my jeans an abrasive torment against my hypersensitive, aroused skin.

      The elevator doors opened to reveal Mrs. Patterson from the eighth floor. The confined space was a sensory hell. Her heartbeat was a nervous bird fluttering in a cage, and her perfume was a cloying, chemical fog. But worst of all, her scent was wrong. It was a grating reminder of the one scent I craved, and the absence made the ache in my groin sharpen into a vicious point.

      By the fifth floor, my hands were fists at my sides, my jaw locked. It wasn't an urge to feed on her. It was something uglier. The predator in me, denied its true target, was screeching in frustration. Her wrongness—the cloying perfume, the nervous energy, the simple, infuriating fact that she was not him—was a physical offense to my senses. The impulse to shove her against the wall wasn't born from a desire for release; it was a violent, primal urge to eliminate the source of that grating dissonance. The thought that I could harm this frail woman simply for existing near me made me sick.

      When the doors opened on the ground floor, I bolted past her, my shouted "Sorry" lost in the lobby.

      The night air was a shock of cold sanity. October in Seattle, damp with rain and fallen leaves. I sucked it in, trying to clear my head.

      And then I caught it.

      Faint, but unmistakable on the wind. Sandalwood. Coffee. And that warm, human essence that was purest temptation.

      It hit me not as a thought, but as a physical jolt that went straight to my cock. The agony didn't vanish, but it transformed. It now had a direction, a purpose. A promise of release.

      My feet moved without conscious thought, following the invisible trail that grew stronger with every step. The city blurred into a background of irrelevant noise and smells. All that mattered was that golden thread of scent, pulling me onward, winding the tension in my body tighter and tighter. It was a caress against my senses, a whisper of the pleasure waiting at the end of this hunt.

      My fangs descended fully, sharp points pressing, drawing a bead of blood from my lower lip. The taste did nothing for me.

      The trail led me around a corner, and the air was suddenly thick with him. So close. The scent was a physical presence, wrapping around me, sinking into my skin, promising everything.

      My mate was very near. And the monster was off its leash.
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      ALEXANDER

      The scent was a goddamn siren song, pulling me deeper into Capitol Hill's maze of wet streets. Not just pulling—yanking. For days, it had been a ghost at the edge of my awareness. Now, it was a physical presence, a hook in my gut twisting me toward its source. My body, still new to me and shockingly powerful, moved with a fluid grace I’d never known. I wasn't walking. I was hunting. And the hunger coiling in my belly wasn't just for blood.

      The rational architect in me was gone, buried under layers of instinct I was only beginning to understand. What remained was pure need, following a trail that was more than just a scent—it was an invitation. A promise.

      My erection strained against my jeans, a constant, aching reminder of what my body had already decided it wanted. Every beat of his heart, a distant drum against my ribs, made me harder.

      At 15th and Pine, the trail became an intoxicating fog. I stopped, head tilted back, nostrils flaring. Sandalwood and coffee, yes, but beneath it, the rich, almost-edible scent of clean male sweat and something uniquely him. It didn't just speak to the monster; it spoke directly to my cock, promising a release so profound it would shatter me.

      Mine.

      The word was a growl in my chest, a possessive claim that vibrated through my bones. My fangs descended with a painful throb, sharp points pressing against my lower lip, begging for the taste of skin.

      The trail ended at a building with a brass nameplate: "Capitol Hill Sports Medicine & Physical Therapy."

      Light spilled from a ground-floor window, and through the glass, I saw him. The source of my torment.

      The world stopped, then tilted on a new, violent axis.

      He was bent over a desk, and the sight was an act of brutal poetry. The harsh clinic lights sculpted the muscles of his back and shoulders under his navy polo. I could see the strong column of his neck, the way his light brown hair curled just above the collar. My eyes traced the curve of his spine down to where his hips pressed against the chair, the denim of his jeans stretched taut over a firm, perfect ass. A low growl rumbled in my chest. I wanted to bite him. Hard. I wanted to sink my fangs into that elegant neck while I took him from behind, right there on that desk.

      The mate bond didn't just snap into place; it detonated. A jolt of pure, molten lust shot through my veins, so intense I staggered back, my vision whiting out for a second. It was a psychic fucking, an instantaneous knowledge of him that was carnal and absolute. Everything in me screamed mate. Everything in me screamed to claim him. To fill him. To ruin him.

      The hunger wasn't a fire now; it was a supernova. A desperate, clawing need to have him, to taste the blood singing in his veins
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