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Centuries ago, the vampire race was almost destroyed. Now, salvation rests upon one – the last true vampire.


One of the oldest dhampirs in existence, Saeed now faces a treacherously uncertain future as a vampire. He believes that the only thing that can restore his position within his coven and tether his lost soul is the flame-haired fae who is destined to be his mate.


Cerys Bain is a soul thief. She is feared by those who dwell in the supernatural realm – and hopelessly bound to the ruthless mage Rinieri de Rege. The raw, sensual vampire who enters her world is both a threat and an intoxicating temptation: no one has ever made Cerys feel the way Saeed does. But to claim their fate as soulmates, Saeed must first find a way to free Cerys from Rin. Is their desire worth the risk of certain destruction – and eternal doom?


Addicted to the wild world of the Last True Vampire? Don’t miss the earlier books in the series, The Last True Vampire, The Warrior Vampire, The Dark Vampire and The Untamed Vampire.




CHAPTER
1


The bright lights of the Seattle cityscape appeared like stars in a vast universe as the 747 made its descent. The Space Needle jutted into the skyline like a sentinel, alien in its shape and form in comparison to the structures surrounding it. As alien as Saeed Almasi felt now, surrounded by humans who might have looked like him but, in truth, couldn’t be more different.


A woman watched him from across the aisle. The scent of her anxiety and fear reached his nostrils. The color of his skin, his features that so clearly identified him as someone from the Middle East, put her on edge. He didn’t have to hear her thoughts to know what worried her. Saeed turned toward her with a tight-lipped smile. The urge to grin and flash the dual points of his fangs overwhelmed him. She feared the color of his skin, his dark eyes and hair, and the possibility of his intentions. What Saeed wanted to tell her was that there were far more dangerous things in this world than a man from another country or a man who spoke another language. She sat across from a vampire, not a terrorist. And had his thirst been overwhelming, the scent of her blood would have awakened the predator in him.


Luckily for the woman who continued to watch him, and every other person on the flight, he’d fed before take-off, glutting himself on Sasha’s blood in an effort to keep his thirst at bay. Closed up in a metal tube with little ventilation, he might as well have been trapped within the confines of an all-you-can-eat buffet with strict orders not to eat.


Saeed turned his attention from the woman and her judgment and focused his gaze on the city beyond his window. The two and a half hour flight hadn’t been long, but to Saeed, centuries had passed. He’d taken enough of Sasha’s blood to manage his thirst, but it seemed that lately no amount of blood could keep him from the memories that plagued him. For months, Saeed had given himself over to the Collective, the memories of every vampire that had ever existed, transferred through blood at the moment of a vampire’s turning. With practice, and regular feeding, the memories became nothing more than white noise in the back of a vampire’s mind. No more distracting than music in an elevator or the chatter of small talk in a crowded restaurant. To Saeed, the Collective had become a lifeline that connected him to the only thing on earth that could save him.


Through the memories of vampires long since dead, the Collective had shown him the female that would tether his soul.


The members of his coven thought him mad. Sasha and Diego, his most trusted advisors and friends, considered him lost. He’d made them vampires, just as he’d promised Mikhail he would, and when he’d been assured of their stability, he turned the leadership of his coven over to them. It was a decision Mikhail still wasn’t happy about. The vampire king wasn’t burdened with the matter of Saeed’s soul, however. Mikhail Aristov’s singular concern was that of replenishing the vampire race. As far as Saeed was concerned, Mikhail could turn every dhampir in Los Angeles. He certainly didn’t need Saeed’s help for that.


The plane touched down and Saeed said a silent prayer of thanks. He could remember a time when the only modes of transportation were horses, camels, or boats. The modern world moved much too quickly. Jets, sports cars, bullet trains all designed to get you from point A to point B in the shortest amount of time. He supposed humans had no choice but to move quickly. After all, their lives were so short. They had so little time on this earth, it seemed foolish to waste even a single second.


Saeed’s life had spanned millennia. Before his turning, he’d been one of the oldest dhampirs in existence. Now, he was nothing more than a fledgling vampire. As new in this world as a child. Perhaps it was his soulless state that kept him from feeling even an ounce of wonder over any of it. He was empty. Hollow. As void and black as the night that stretched out before him. It seemed odd he’d be concerned at all for the return of his soul in his seemingly apathetic state. But Saeed wasn’t simply concerned, he was obsessed. So obsessed, he’d relinquished control of his coven and flown to Seattle to reclaim what had been taken from him. He wasn’t even sure if he’d find what he was looking for in the Emerald City. But he had to start somewhere, even if he was following the inarticulate ramblings of a child Oracle.


The plane taxied slowly down the runway and came to a stop at its gate. Impatient to get on with their very short lives, the people around him hustled to retrieve their carryon bags from the overhead compartments, only to waste more of those precious minutes standing in a line. Saeed sat, hands folded neatly in his lap, gaze cast straight ahead. He’d waited this long to begin his search, what was ten more minutes when compared to the eternal soul?


“Excuse me? Would you mind if I stepped past you?”


Saeed looked up to find a woman no more than twenty-four or twenty-five years of age staring down at him. Young. Pretty. Her expression pleasant. Her dark auburn hair was piled in a haphazard mass on top of her head, and the thin white cords of her earbuds dangled from either side of her head.


“Of course.” Saeed held out his hand in invitation and scooted his legs to the left. She gave him a sweet smile, her dark brown eyes sparking with interest as she looked him over one last time before sidling past.


Humans were such easy prey. Drawn to predators like Saeed. It really was a shame their blood didn’t offer more sustenance. In reality, vampires needed dhampirs to survive and vice versa. Like the delicate threads of a spider web, their existences were intertwined. Dhampirs couldn’t thrive without drawing from a vampire’s life essence and likewise, vampires often fed from dhampirs to keep their organs and bodily functions from going dormant. The stronger the creature, the more powerful their blood. Because Saeed had fed from Sasha—a vampire—before leaving, it would be at least a couple of weeks before he would need to feed again. With any luck, he’d find his mate before then.


The fae with hair like fire.


Saeed had seen her in the Collective so many times her features were ingrained in his memory. Throughout time and history, from memory to memory, he’d tracked her. Italy, Spain, England, and Mongolia. Australia, China, Russia, and Africa. There wasn’t a corner of the earth she hadn’t occupied, nor a space of time when she hadn’t been present. Sasha doubted her existence and thought her dead but Saeed knew better. The fae would tether Saeed’s soul. He needed only to find her to prove it.


As the last human shuffled down the narrow aisle to exit the plane, Saeed rose from his seat and retrieved his bag. A thrill raced through him. He was a predator after all, and this was the ultimate hunt. Seattle was a vast city, nearly as large as L.A. But the supernatural community was much smaller, narrowing the scope of Saeed’s hunting grounds. He would find her. Because he had to. His soul, his very sanity, depended on it.


A shiver of anticipation raced down Cerys Bain’s spine as she crossed East Denny and headed north on 10th Avenue East. She gave a quick look over her shoulder. Nothing. Electricity charged the air and caused the fine hairs along her forearms to stand on end. Fatigue tugged at her eyelids and weighed down her limbs. Gods, she could sleep for a year if only Rin would give her the opportunity to rest. A soft snort escaped her lips. There was no rest for the wicked, and Rinieri de Rege was as wicked as they came. Cerys supposed that as his property, and under his command, that made her wicked by default. She’d certainly carried out enough wicked deeds for him over the millennia to warrant the opinion. Too bad she didn’t have a soul to gauge the severity of her offenses one way or the other.


At least tonight’s errand wouldn’t take too much out of her. True, Rin wanted retribution from the shifter that had cheated him, but the mage must have been feeling magnanimous tonight. When she found the shifter, he’d walk away with a few scratches, maybe a broken bone or two, which was much better than the alternative. Cerys would say he could thank her later, but in truth, it would be Rin who would receive the shifter’s gratitude.


Cerys guessed she could say she hated her job, but that would require her to get the benefit of an actual paycheck from the wily mage in order to make the complaint in the first place. Slavery had its benefits she supposed. Sure, she didn’t have cash in her pocket, but she didn’t have to worry about things like covering her rent, paying her bills, grocery shopping, car insurance . . . Rin took care of everything. She was his collared pet, his property, the tool that carried out his will. She was certain her position seemed a hell of a lot more prestigious than it actually was.


It wasn’t like he kept her in a kennel or chained her up in a basement when she wasn’t being put to good use. On the contrary, Cerys lived a fairly lavish lifestyle. Rin provided for her. Fed her, put a roof over her head, made sure she had clothes to wear and outfitted her with the finest weapons. But even a prized poodle ate filet mignon every now and then. Cerys knew her place, knew what was expected of her, and Rin had made certain a long time ago that she would never bite the hand that fed her.


Another tingle of anticipation danced over her skin. She was much too seasoned for nerves. Too hardened for anxiety of any kind. Something was coming. And Cerys had a feeling that whatever it was would stir up all kinds of trouble.


She stopped on the sidewalk and looked up at the sign that read The Caged Canary. She snorted. The name was sort of fitting considering her situation. The club was primarily a supernatural hangout, which meant Cerys wouldn’t have to operate with too much discretion. Fine by her. Duplicity had never been her thing. She threw her shoulders back as she walked through the entrance. The bouncer, a rough-looking werewolf she’d seen around, gave her a once over and took a cautious step back. Most every supernatural creature in Seattle knew she worked for Rin, but that’s not why they tended to give her a wide berth. No, it was because Cerys was an enaid dwyn, a stealer of souls, and that’s why she was regarded with a certain level of fear. The notoriety should’ve been a nice boost to her ego. Instead, it only made Cerys long for autonomy.


From across the bar she spotted the shifter hanging out at the pool tables near the back of the building. As if he sensed her eyes on him he looked up and met her gaze. He stood up straight and dropped the pool cue to his side. His eyes darted from one end of the club to the next as though looking for a route of escape.


Sorry buddy, there’s only one way out and that’s through me.


Cerys made a beeline for the pool tables. She was tired and not a little hangry. She just wanted to get this business over with, scarf down a burger, and go to bed.


“Cerys, what’s up? I was just getting ready to go see Rin.”


She rolled her eyes. Sure. That’s what they all said when they were caught. “I don’t have the patience to deal with your bullshit tonight, Derek. You know what Rin wants.”


Derek shifted his weight from one leg to the other. He was getting ready to bolt. It wouldn’t do him any good. There wasn’t anywhere in the city he could go that Cerys wouldn’t find him. “I need a few more days. I can pay him interest.”


“No interest. No leeway. You owe Rin thirty large, due immediately. You have it or not?”


Derek’s fear thickened the air. It settled on the back of Cerys’s tongue, thick and cloying like honey. She knew what he thought. What he assumed she was here to take. Cerys didn’t have friends, hell, she didn’t even have acquaintances. No one could stomach her company for more than a few minutes because they were too busy being afraid of what she had the potential to do. That, coupled with the notable absence of remorse, made what she was about to do to Derek that much easier.


So fast the movement was a blur, she grabbed Derek by the wrist and pinned his hand to the pool table. She might have been nothing more than a diminutive fae, but Cerys’s strength surpassed even the most stalwart of males. Derek cried out, the sound high pitched and frantic.


“Don’t do it!” he screamed. “I’ll pay Rin tomorrow! Every damn cent! Don’t take my fucking soul!”


Cerys reached for the dagger sheathed at her hip. In one fluid motion, she pulled the blade free from the scabbard and stabbed down, severing Derek’s pinky finger at the second knuckle. She released her hold on his wrist and he fell backward to the floor. He cradled his injured hand, his frantic, sobbing breaths reaching her ears over the din of the dated nineties music. A smirk curved her lips as she scooped up the severed digit and tucked it into her pocket. He was damn lucky to be walking away tonight having only lost a finger.


“Tomorrow.” Cerys pointed the dagger at Derek to drive her point home before cleaning the blood off on her pants and sliding it back into the sheath. “Thirty-thousand, delivered to Rin, in person. If you don’t show up by midnight you’ll be seeing me again and it definitely won’t be a pleasant experience.”


She took Derek’s incoherent blubbering as a positive affirmation. She gave him one last appraising look before turning on a heel and leaving.


Cerys paused at the door. She waited for a string of profanity, angry shouts, the threats that should’ve inevitably followed her out the door. The only sounds to fill her ears were that of the retro dance tracks pulsing around her and the murmur of voices as she walked past. She pulled open the door with a derisive snort and stepped out into the cool spring air. The scent of rain filled her nostrils as she took a deep breath and held it in her lungs before letting it all out in a rush.


Just once she’d like to see someone treat her with open hostility and disdain rather than cower in fear. Or perhaps have someone look upon her fondly, offer up a genuine smile, or treat her as a friend for no reason other than they enjoyed her company. Over the course of her existence, Cerys had learned there was nothing more hurtful than being feared. But as long as she remained Rin’s property, she would never be regarded as anything other than a creature straight out of a nightmare.


Soul stealer.


Reaper.


And thanks to Rin, she deserved every bit of it.




CHAPTER
2


“Vampire!”


“What is he doing here?”


“They are expanding their territory.”


“Mikhail Aristov is power-hungry. He won’t stop until he controls the entire West Coast.”


“He looks dangerous. His eyes are wild. Steer clear of him, or he’ll tear your throat out.”


Saeed tucked away his amusement as he sauntered down Summit Avenue and negotiated the crowded sidewalks of Capitol Hill. This particular district of Seattle was heavily populated with supernatural creatures, though none of them like Saeed. In his world, he wasn’t gawked at for the color of his skin, his features, or nationality. In the supernatural world, Saeed was a topic of conversation because of his dual fangs. His thirst for blood. The fact that he was only one of a handful of vampires to walk the earth. Perhaps prejudice was inescapable for him no matter who he kept company with.


For decades, the entire dhampir population—including Mikhail Aristov, the last vampire—had been confined to Los Angeles. But Mikhail’s ascension to power and his ability to turn dhampirs into vampires afforded their species the opportunity to wander farther from the epicenter of their population. Something they’d been unable to do for over two centuries. Their newfound freedom was bound to cause a stir.


It had been over a week since Saeed arrived in the city. He’d managed to rent a condo close to Capitol Hill, and every night was spent in search of the fire-haired fae. Dry heat scratched at the back of his throat. It wouldn’t be long, five days at the most, before his heart quit beating, lungs quit breathing, and his thirst became unbearable. Saeed refused to take any vein but his mate’s. No other’s blood would sate him.


If he didn’t find her soon, he might lose his mind completely.


The Collective pushed at Saeed’s consciousness. Voices called to him, distant memories entreating, seducing, begging him to join their company. Gods he was tempted. So far, he’d been unable to find the fae in the city, but he’d become astute at tracking her throughout the Collective. He could stay there forever, watch her, covet her. But never touch. Never taste. It would be the type of torture impossible to survive.


The tingle of magic drew Saeed’s attention as he walked past the open door of a dive bar. Goosebumps rose on his arms, and he brushed the sensation away as he stepped through the door and into the stuffy, crowded space. The air was hot. It weighed him down and seemed to coat his lungs. A fine sheen of sweat slicked his skin as he maneuvered his way past the crowds of humans and supernaturals alike and made his way to the bar.


For the benefit of the humans here, he could pass as mundane in this place. Whether or not he could pass as sane was yet to be seen.


Saeed bellied up to the bar. He asked the bartender for a glass of water and offered up a five dollar bill to temper the human’s disdain. Saeed rarely drank alcohol aside from the occasional glass of wine. It annoyed him that bars had become the central gathering places for those out at night. So pedestrian. So unimaginative. But if Saeed had any hope of finding the fae, he had no choice but to suck it up and linger in these carbon copy, crowded, stuffy hotspots.


“Not often you run into a vampire in the city. In fact, can’t say I’ve ever seen one in the flesh.”


Saeed sipped from the lip of his glass as he cast a sidelong glance toward the source of the gruff voice that spoke beside him. “You must not be very old then,” he remarked. “Because the world used to be peopled with vampires.”


“Europe maybe,” the male went on as though Saeed hadn’t spoken. He took a slow breath and determined the male was some sort of shifter. Maybe a werewolf. His scent was canine in nature. “Not in the states though.”


Obviously the male knew little of vampire history. Or anything for that matter. “And yet, here I am.” The myriad voices of the Collective whispered in Saeed’s ears. He muttered a curse under his breath. Commanded them to leave him be.


The shifter’s eyes widened a fraction of an inch as he studied Saeed closely. “Well, you’re the only one I’ve ever seen. Lots of talk about you around the city.”


“Really.” Saeed knew his presence in Seattle wouldn’t go unnoticed but that had been his hope. If he couldn’t find the fae, perhaps word of his presence would reach her and she would come to him.


“Yeah.” At least Saeed could count on the shifter to be easy to bait. “Somebody like you could make a killing here.”


Saeed turned to fully face the shifter. One brow arched curiously as he asked, “How so?”


The shifter’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed nervously. He brought his hand up to his throat and massaged the flesh there as though to guard it. A corner of Saeed’s mouth hitched in a half smile as the bitter tang of the shifter’s unease reached his nostrils. It was better the male feared Saeed. It would prompt him to be forthcoming with information without Saeed having to pry it from him later.


“I heard the rumors.” The shifter’s use of language was enough to make Saeed want to bite him and drink him dry. Good gods. “You’re out hunting every night. Killed a warlock last night after the bastard jumped you. Magic wielders, man.” He shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong,” the male added quickly. “Dude probably had it coming. My buddy Randy said the warlock wanted your blood for some dark shit. Ain’t no one gonna put up with that. But you’re getting a reputation. If you’re looking for work, might as well start at the top.”


Among those old enough to remember, Saeed already had quite the reputation. But to the ignorant pup standing before him, Saeed was considered formidable because he’d purportedly killed a warlock who’d attempted to attack him. This male had no idea who Saeed was or what he was capable of. If he did, he wouldn’t be so foolish as to stand here and run off at the mouth.


“And where is the top?” Saeed took another slow sip of ice water that did nothing to quench the burn in his throat. He’d be surprised if the shifter did little more than point him in the direction of a low-level crime ring. His chest tightened with impending disappointment. Tonight was likely to be a continued waste of his time.


The shifter leaned in close. The scent of his fear intensified and Saeed felt a small amount of respect for him that he’d get so close to Saeed’s fangs in order to share the secret. “Rinieri de Rege, man. You think warlocks are trouble? They got nothing on mages.”


The breath stalled in Saeed’s lungs. He’d never been afforded the opportunity to hear the mage’s name. What the Collective had offered him was frustratingly generic. A tease. Breadcrumbs in a dense forest he’d been forced to follow. And though the name had sent a shiver of anticipation down Saeed’s spine, it didn’t mean this Rinieri was the one he was looking for. Still, it was the most credible lead he’d gotten in a week. He let out a soft snort of amusement that the information would come from a brainless shifter.


“And where can I find this mage?” Saeed asked.


The shifter gave a nervous look around. “He owns a place over on Broadway East called Crimson. He’s there every night, the bastard thinks he’s pretty fucking special.”


Saeed pinned him with a calculating stare. If the male meant to intentionally mislead him or draw him into a trap, Saeed would hunt the son of a bitch down and end him. “Why share this information with me?” he asked. “I’ve done nothing to warrant the favor.”


The shifter shrugged. “Hey, I do you favor, maybe you do me a favor someday. Never a bad thing to have powerful friends. I’m Wes, by the way.”


He suspected the shifter wanted more than just a favor in return, though. More likely, he saw an opportunity to move himself up the food chain. Saeed would let him assume whatever the hell he wanted to as long as it got Saeed what he wanted. Nothing mattered more to him than the fae and he would do anything to find her.


Saeed reached into his pocket. He pulled out a money clip and took a hundred dollar bill from the fold and slid it across the bar to Wes. A satisfied smile curved the shifter’s lips as he palmed the bill and tucked it away. Saeed smiled wide in turn, making sure to showcase the wicked points of his dual fangs. He drew on his power, held the shifter’s gaze. “Tell me, Wes, are you being truthful with me?”


Wes’s eyes glazed over as Saeed compelled him. He gave a slow nod of his head. “I wouldn’t bullshit you,” he replied. “I don’t have a death wish.”


Saeed released his hold on the shifter’s mind. Wes let out a gust of breath and gave a violent shake of his head, giving Saeed a glimpse of his animal nature. He took a cautious step back as though putting a couple of extra feet between them would protect him from Saeed’s ability to compel him.


“Thank you for the information, Wes.” Saeed was anxious to get out of here and investigate this promising new lead. “If your information proves fruitful, I will indeed owe you a favor.” He turned and left without another word. Seattle was vast, but the supernatural community was relatively small. He had no doubt Wes would find him again and expect payment for services rendered. Whatever he asked would be well worth it if Saeed found his mate.


Every freaking night.


Cerys held in a frustrated sigh. Rin was a total attention whore, and he insisted on going out every night to soak up the fear-fueled accolades of those stupid enough to hang around. They sat in the VIP section at Crimson, as usual, with Rin front and center and Cerys hanging out in the back corner trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. She wasn’t interested in attention, didn’t want anyone’s simpering compliments. Honestly, she just wanted to go home and go to bed.


No such luck, Rin was on a roll tonight.


“Cerys! Come here.”


She rolled her eyes. When Rin had first enslaved her, she’d treated him with open hostility and welcomed his punishments. As the decades turned to centuries and centuries to millennia, they’d settled into a reluctant camaraderie. It did no good to fight him. Cerys’s only option had been to learn to tolerate him. Which, on nights like this, was hard enough.


The crowd of would-be worshipers parted as Cerys made her way to him. She wasn’t merely feared, she was reviled. Others were loath to touch her, worried the simplest contact would leave them bereft of their souls. If only it were that easy.


Rin clucked his tongue at Cerys’s grim expression. “Gods, have a drink, would you? You look like you’re at a damned funeral.”


Cerys pursed her lips. She was in a sour mood and no amount of alcohol was going to change that. “Haven’t you had your fill of adulation for one night?”


Rin’s robust laughter rang in her ears. Obviously he hadn’t. And as his bodyguard, she was required to stay by his side until he was ready to tap out for the night. He reached for the bottle of Tito’s and pulled it from the bucket of ice. He poured a shot and slid the glass across the table toward Cerys. His dark gaze leveled on her and his lips thinned. “Drink.”


A knot formed in the pit of Cerys’s stomach. His serious expression told her he wasn’t about to suffer her snarky attitude tonight. Her jaw clenched so hard her teeth ground. She snatched the glass from the tabletop and threw back her head as she downed the shot in a single swallow. “Happy?” she asked without an ounce of humor before slamming the glass back onto the tabletop.


Rin’s expression softened and he gave her a wan smile. “Sit with me,” he said. “I hate it when you skulk in the corner.”


Rin had made her an assassin. Skulking sort of came with the territory. She took a seat beside him and propped her legs up on the opposite chair before folding her arms across her chest. She’d sit with him, but she’d be damned if she looked like she enjoyed his company.


“You still look pissy.”


Cerys shrugged, unconcerned. “I’m hungry. And that makes me cranky.”


Rin snorted. “You’re always hungry.”


Cerys gave him a pointed look. “And whose fault is that?”


Rin looked away as though bored with the conversation. The absence of her soul left Cerys feeling perpetually empty. Hungry. If not for her supernatural metabolism she’d weigh five-hundred pounds by now. Food did little to fill the void. She’d tried alcohol centuries ago but all it managed to accomplish was to make her feel even emptier. So yeah, food was her vice. She stuffed her face, filled her stomach, and for a while it made her feel as though she were more than just an empty shell. Gods. She was a total shit show.


Rin brought his hand up into the air and snapped his fingers. A server rushed over from across the building and bent over Rin’s left shoulder. “Cerys is hungry,” he replied. “Have the kitchen whip her up something.”


The server, a sylph with long, wild blond hair turned her attention to Cerys. “Sure,” she said. “What do you feel like tonight?”


“A burger and fries will work.” What she really wanted was a hot fudge sundae but that wasn’t exactly bar food. “Can you bring me some mozzarella sticks too?”


“Can do,” the sylph said with a bright smile. “I’ll bring it out to you in a few.”


“There. I’ve fed you.” Rin seemed pretty damned pleased with his magnanimous gesture. “Now cheer the fuck up.”


Magnanimous, but never kind. Indulgent, but never selfless. He wasn’t suggesting that Cerys adjust her attitude. It was a command. One she’d best obey, or be prepared to face the consequences if she chose to blow him off. She sat up straight in her seat and unfolded her arms. Rin retrieved her discarded shot glass and poured another jigger of vodka before sliding it back to her once again. Cerys forced a pleasant smile to her face as she picked up the glass and brought it up in a silent toast before tipping it back and letting the liquor burn a path down her throat into her stomach. She knew what was expected of her. Knew how to play the game. And she knew all too well what would happen to her if she misbehaved.


While Cerys waited for her food, she made exhausting small talk with the members of Rin’s fan club that littered the private lounge. Out of respect for Rin, they were all friendly with her but beneath that façade Cerys tasted their fear and it nearly stole her appetite.


“Vampire!”


Cerys’s head whipped around toward the witch who’d issued the surprised word from behind her. She followed the female’s line of sight across the bar toward the entrance. Vampire? In Seattle? It had been centuries since Cerys had laid eyes on a vampire. For some unexplained reason, Rin had always kept the company of vampires. But after the race’s near annihilation, he’d found new acquaintances to entertain him. Cerys had found herself fascinated by vampires as well. She wondered if their thirst for blood rivaled the hunger she felt on a daily basis. She’d always sensed a kindred connection to vampires even though they couldn’t have been more different.


Cerys scanned the crowded bar for a glimpse of the creature that had caused such a stir. The curious murmurs reached Rin’s ears and he sat up a little straighter in his seat, his expression serious. “Where?”


Yes, where? Cerys forced herself to remain nonchalant when what she really wanted to do was launch herself from her chair and comb the bar herself. She’d heard the rumors. That the vampire king had come out of hiding and resurrected his race, but she’d paid the gossip little attention. It had little to do with her world as it was. But now that a vampire had come to their very door, Cerys couldn’t help but be intrigued.


Rin leaned back in his chair, angling his head toward the witch. “What have you heard?”


Her eyes went wide and an excited smile grew on her slender face. She was pleased as punch to have Rin’s full attention and eager to keep it. “The rumors have been circulating for days,” she said. “Of course I didn’t believe it at first, but now . . .”


Rin urged her on with a flourish of his hand. “Go on.”


She leaned in conspiratorially. “He’s mad.” A wild glint lit her eyes with the words. “And quite violent from what I’ve heard. He wanders the streets night after night muttering to himself and lashes out at anyone who dares to cross his path.”


“His name?” Rin ventured.


The witch worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “That I don’t know.” She leaned back in inch or two as though concerned she would stir Rin’s ire. “Others speculate that he’s old. Perhaps older even than Mikhail Aristov. A Saracen and quite a frightening specimen.”


Cerys’s heart raced in her chest. She glanced over at Rin, knowing the witch’s words would only serve to pique his interest more. A Saracen. The antiquated, and not altogether favorable term gave her pause. Supernaturals had a tendency to live in their pasts and that included their vocabularies. It indicated his heritage but hardly reflected the gods he’d worshipped. The witch wouldn’t have referred to him as such, however, if he hadn’t been incredibly old. Almost as old as Rin. And likely, just as threatening.


She scanned the crowd once again and near the entrance she spotted him. The familiar anticipation she’d felt earlier in the week danced over her skin and Cerys shivered. He was a male unlike any other. Magnificent. Flawless dark skin, dark flowing hair, eyes like midnight. He stood head and shoulders above most of the patrons there and every inch of him was defined with lean muscle. An aura of wildness surrounded him and his gaze remained unfocused as though his mind were a million miles away from this moment. If it were possible, the vast chasm in Cerys’s chest opened even wider, threatening to suck her very existence into oblivion.


He was soulless. As an enaid dwyn, she could see souls, and where his should have been there was a colorless void. Something tugged at her chest and she reached up to rub the sensation away. Already the two of them had something in common . . .


She’d been right that something was coming, and the vampire definitely looked like trouble.




CHAPTER
3


Saeed swayed on his feet. Memories latched onto him, wound themselves around his limbs, through his body and mind, like tendrils of seaweed grabbing hold to pull him beneath the ocean’s surface. The room swam in and out of focus, blurring between memory and reality. He needed to feed. He needed clarity. But until he found her, until she tethered his soul, he was condemned to madness. Saeed cradled his forehead in his palm as he drew a cleansing breath. It had been a long night and an even longer week, and his continued search for his mate was beginning to take its toll.


He just had to keep it together until sunrise. After that he could collapse into blissful oblivion. He would persevere. The Collective would not get the better of him.


Saeed shook himself free of the hold of memories and walked further into the club. In most cases, the blaring dance music would’ve annoyed him, but instead Saeed welcomed the pounding bass into his ears and let the lilting, electronic tones distract his mind. He focused on the sound of the high trills and deep basses, the steady rhythm that thrummed like a heartbeat, and the tempo that built to a crescendo before calming once again.


An enticing scent hit Saeed’s nostrils and cleared his mind in an instant. The fog of the Collective evaporated, leaving in its place a laser sharp focus he hadn’t felt in months. His thirst ignited, burning through him like a fire through dry kindling. The scent of blood called to him and he let his senses lead him as he ventured deeper into the building.


All thoughts of the Collective vanished as Saeed tracked the scent of blood. His predatory instincts took over, his singular thought that of pursuit. Near the back of the club in the VIP section, he spotted a male holding court. Magic sparked the air and Saeed’s gaze narrowed. The mage. The male was everything Saeed had seen of him in the Collective: proud, powerful, menacing. And at the mage’s side, Saeed caught a glimpse of fire-red hair. He’d found her. The one thing he’d coveted for months.


Without a thought to his own safety or actions, Saeed advanced. His singular focus was the female who stood not thirty yards away and her inviting scent that beckoned him closer. He barreled into the VIP lounge, pushed his way past the mage’s supernatural entourage, toward the object of his obsession. Any creature that dared to try and stop him would meet a swift and violent end.


His actions were immediately interpreted as an act of aggression. The very female he sought to possess kicked out her chair as she stood. Light glinted off metal in a flash of motion as she drew a dagger from a sheath at her side. Her arm whipped around in a backhanded motion as she spun the dagger in her grip. She lunged toward Saeed and he came to a stop, the razor sharp edge of the blade pressed tightly against his throat.


Do it.


Even in his madness the thought made little sense. He wanted her to cut him. Wanted her to draw his blood. He raised his chin, inviting the slice of her blade, and her brow furrowed as she studied him.


“If you have a care for your life, vampire, you won’t move another inch.”


Gods, the sound of her voice. It resonated through the hollow cavern of Saeed’s soulless chest creating a deep, throbbing ache that nearly brought him to his knees. His eyes drifted shut as he waited for the moment of their tethering. Anticipation skittered through him and yet, he remained bereft of his soul.


Nothing.


If it were possible, Saeed felt even emptier. The tether should have been immediate. He’d witnessed it enough times in the Collective to know. Fear and despair choked the air from his lungs. The blood ran cold in his veins and icy fingers of dread speared Saeed’s heart. She was his mate. It was the only truth he’d known throughout these months of madness. Something was wrong. Saeed refused to believe otherwise.


“I meant no offense.” Saeed’s eyes came slowly open with his words. Maintaining composure seemed near to impossible while his world crumbled around him, but at the moment, it was his only choice. “I simply wanted to introduce myself to your master.”


A deep groove cut into the flawless skin above the bridge of her nose. Certainly she wondered how he would know such a thing, and it pained Saeed to have caused her any hurt or distress by pointing out she was nothing more than property.


“You’ll have to forgive Cerys,” the mage said with a smirk. “She takes her job pretty damned seriously.”


Her job. As though she had any choice in the matter. Saeed’s fangs throbbed in his gums as he was possessed of the urge to sink them deep into the mage’s throat and tear out the vein there. Giving in to that violent urge would only lead to ruin however, and so Saeed was forced to maintain his composure.


“Indeed.” Saeed pushed the word from between his teeth. “And who could blame her when she serves someone as powerful as yourself.”


The mage graced Saeed with an indulgent smile. He flung a casual arm over the back of his chair and regarded Saeed with a narrowed gaze. “What could a newly turned vampire possibly know about me to make that sort of assumption?”


Saeed knew how to play the game. How to play to the mage’s ego, lull him into a false sense of security. Had the fae tethered him as Saeed had expected, the arrogant male would be dead by now and Saeed would be escaping the city with his prize. Saeed was adaptive, however, and had learned long ago that things rarely went according to plan. He returned the mage’s smile and adopted a relaxed posture despite the fact his mate still held her dagger to his throat.


Tether or not, she was his mate. Saeed refused to believe otherwise.


“I know that Seattle’s supernaturals bow to Rinieri de Rege and wait to do his bidding.”


The mage broke out into raucous laughter that grated on Saeed’s ears. “I’d hardly say they wait to do my bidding. And please, call me Rin.”


The invitation for casual familiarity was a good sign. Saeed had expected open hostility and that Rin had so easily let down his guard was one less obstacle for him to surmount. He gave a slight nod of his head which was still hampered by the blade pressed to his throat as he offered up his own introduction. “Saeed Almasi.” His eyes slid to the alluring fae, and Saeed tried not to stare. She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever beheld and her mere presence shook him to his foundation.


“Cerys Bain, meet Saeed Almasi.”


Cerys. Finally knowing her name after so many months was a gift Saeed cherished. He couldn’t wait to say it aloud, feel the roll of it off his tongue, hear the sweet sound of it in his ears. His eyes met hers, and Saeed was once again struck by the notion that the ghostly images of her ingrained in his mind hadn’t done her justice.


“Cerys,” Rin said with a flippant flourish of his hand. “Sit down and give our guest the opportunity to relax.”


Gods, but she was beautiful. No one could ever mistake her for anything other than a preternatural creature. Her hair truly was like fire; wild tangles of curls, multifaceted in their many shades of red and gold, framed her delicate face and made her body appear even more delicate and lithe. Her eyes were like starlight, unlike any color he’d ever seen. Indescribable. Like all of the fae, she was tall and thin—delicate—but he knew she possessed a ferocity and strength that fascinated him. She was beyond description, and worthy only of his awe and admiration.


“Cerys!” Rin snapped. “I said sit down.”


A violent urge spiked inside of Saeed and his hands balled into fists at his side. Anyone who spoke to her with such blatant disrespect should’ve been punished for the offense. Instead, Cerys shot a murderous glare Rin’s way before lowering the dagger to her side and dropping back down into her chair.


“She gets cranky when she’s hungry,” Rin offered the explanation with an air of boredom. “And she’s always hungry.”


The snickering that came from Rin’s entourage told Saeed the issue of Cerys’s mood and hunger must have been a running joke. One she obviously didn’t appreciate, and neither did he. His own thirst burned in his throat. It was a need Saeed knew all too well and it certainly wasn’t a laughing matter.


“Then I suggest you feed her.” He kept his tone light despite the indignant rage that continued to burn through him. “It seems prudent to keep a creature as deadly as her as happy as possible.”


Rin laughed. He held out a hand toward the empty chair beside him in invitation. Saeed lowered himself into the chair and forced himself to relax though he felt anything but calm. After so many long months, he’d finally found his mate. And she had failed to tether his soul.


Cerys watched the vampire from beneath lowered lashes, careful not to give him her undivided attention. If she showed any interest in him at all, Rin would find a way to exploit it. The last thing she wanted to give him was more ammunition to use against her.


“It seems unfair you know so much about me while I know nothing about you,” Rin remarked.


The bastard wouldn’t waste any time in learning as much about the vampire as possible. Cerys had been with Rin long enough to know the games he played and why he played them. Saeed seemed unconcerned with Rin’s curiosity. A lazy, indulgent smile spread across his full lips, revealing the wicked points of his dual fangs. Cerys’s stomach did a backflip before slowly settling back down into place. The reaction was unexpected, but not at all unpleasant.


Interesting.


“Like I said, I am Saeed Almasi,” the vampire replied. “Newly turned by Mikhail Aristov, and a former master of one of the thirteen covens.”


Dear gods, his voice. Smooth and indulgent like a molten chocolate cake. Cerys would’ve never imagined that a sound could be delicious but Saeed’s voice had managed to make her even hungrier than she already was. He kept his attention focused on Rin with only an occasional glance her way. But when they managed to make eye contact a thrill chased through her that took Cerys’s breath away.


“Former master?” Rin ventured. Saeed had managed to pique his curiosity. If only the vampire realized what a horrible mistake that was. “And why is that?”


Saeed gave a shrug that was meant to be casual. Cerys wondered if he’d realized how miserably he’d failed. There was nothing casual about the dark, deadly vampire. His wild gaze, lean, yet heavily muscled form, and the menacing air that surrounded him betrayed his attempt to appear unassuming. The male was deadly. Obviously a killer. Only a fool would let their guard down around him. She could only hope the vampire would realize early on that Rin was no fool.


“The vampire race is reborn,” Saeed said. “There is no reason for any of us who’ve been turned to remain in L.A.”


A corner of Rin’s mouth hitched in a half smile. He studied Saeed for a quiet moment and Cerys could practically hear the gears grinding away in his calculating mind. “I have to admit I’m pleasantly surprised to learn the rumors I’ve heard are true. The world has gone too long without the presence of vampires. But why abandon your coven? You could’ve brought them with you.”


Someone as power-hungry as Rin could never fathom why anyone would relinquish power. It would only make Saeed more appealing to him. Saeed’s dark gaze slid to the side once again and held Cerys immobile. Rin wasn’t the only one fascinated by this stranger. Her own curiosity was a very dangerous thing that could land her in a boatload of trouble.


“I have minded my flock for centuries,” Saeed said. “Protected them from the threat of slayers until such a time as Mikhail would rise from his ashes. I have done my due diligence, and my reward is my freedom.”


Eloquent. And old. Whoever Saeed was, he’d walked the earth for quite some time, confirming at least part of the rumors they’d heard upon his appearance. His words resonated with Cerys. His need for freedom echoed her own longing and it only served to further hollow out her chest. If only she could sever her own ties so easily.


“Besides,” Saeed added. “Mikhail Aristov holds the only true power in L.A. The entirety of the race bows to him.”


Uh-oh. Cerys sensed a move would be in their future. The combination of vampires and power would be too much for Rin to resist. He’d be drawn to the vampire king like a moth to a flame. No doubt it would bring them nothing but trouble.


Rin smiled. The son of a bitch was happy as a clam to have this new and very welcome distraction. It hearkened to the good old days—or the not so good old days—when they’d spent night after night making their way from one coven to the next. Rin had been even more ruthless back then than he was now. Cerys could only hope the vampire wouldn’t reawaken that ruthless bloodlust time had managed to temper, albeit little.


“Do you not wish to bow?”


Saeed let out a chuff of laughter. “On the contrary. I don’t mind swearing my allegiance, I’m simply eager to spread my wings. I won’t be the only one to leave Los Angeles,” he said. “The thirteen covens containing every dhampir alive have been forced to live within miles of the last vampire for centuries. Now that he is no longer alone in his existence, our shackles have been broken.”


Rin listened, rapt. “Is it true that Mikhail’s mate is extraordinary?”


Saeed’s jaw squared, a motion so quick and subtle that Cerys wondered if Rin had noticed at all. “She is,” Saeed conceded. “But to what extent I know not. Mikhail keeps her well protected and covets her secrets.”


Strike two. The vampire was either incredibly stupid or working an angle. That information was like catnip to Rin. Vague as it might’ve been, it was enough to entice him. If Saeed didn’t shut his trap, they’d be on the next redeye to Los Angeles. Cerys wasn’t interested in relocating, and she certainly wasn’t interested in seeing Rin revert to his old ways.


“How many of you are there now?”


Wow. He wasn’t beating around the bush. Saeed seemed unconcerned with Rin’s straightforward line of questioning and hiked his shoulder once again as he feigned disinterest.


“A handful or so.” His noncommittal answer earned him a couple of points. Maybe he wasn’t as stupid as Cerys had given him credit for. “It’s none of my concern anymore.”


“I see.”


Rin would play this close to the hip. No way would he show his hand so soon. As intrigued as Cerys was by Saeed, she said a silent prayer he’d come to his senses and leave Seattle as soon as possible. But why did the prospect of him leaving make her feel even more empty than she’d ever felt before?


“Then tell me, what brings you to Seattle?” Rin leaned forward in his chair and fixed Saeed with a serious stare. His lips curled upward with a hint of a smile. “Besides your desire for freedom.”


“You do,” Saeed said without an ounce of humor. Strike three. Ugh. The hard-core ego stroking Rin was currently getting would no doubt make him even more insufferable. “Me?” Rin never could pull off humility convincingly. “I’m nothing more than a mage among many.


Surely not as noteworthy as one of a handful of rare vampires.”


Saeed grinned, once again showcasing the wicked points of his fangs. “It all depends on your perspective. In Seattle, you are a legend.”


Cerys’s eyes rolled so hard she worried she might lose them in the back of her head. Give me a break. Rin was a lot of things, but legendary sure as shit wasn’t one of them.


“I’m humbled by the compliment.” No he wasn’t. “What can I possibly offer you, Saeed that you don’t already have?”


Now they were getting down to business. Saeed turned and looked at Cerys fully. The hunger in his midnight eyes froze her in place. The color gave way to a flash of bright silver and she shivered. The moment lasted far too long and her heart beat a wild rhythm against her rib cage. The intensity of his attention unnerved her and at the same time, she craved it.


“Employment for starters.” When Saeed finally tore his gaze away from Cerys to look at Rin once again, she let out a slow and shaky breath. “I might no longer be under Mikhail Aristov’s thumb, but that doesn’t mean I’m not interested in making a name for myself on my own.”


Rin chuckled. “Believe me, you’re very existence gives you notoriety.”


Saeed inclined his head ever so slightly as though to acknowledge the compliment. “Then allow me to put that notoriety to work for you.”


Rin settled back into his chair. He regarded Saeed for less than a second before he said, “How can I possibly refuse?”


Cerys’s gut bottomed out. A sense of dread welled up within her to the point that she found it hard to swallow. Nothing but ruin would come to the vampire by associating with Rin. He destroyed everything he touched, her included. The loud bass of the imposing club music drowned out her thoughts as their server stepped up to their table, a large round tray resting on her right palm. Cerys’s stomach growled as she let the food adopt her undivided attention. Some people ate their feelings. Cerys ate her lack of feelings.


“Thank the gods.” Rin’s dramatic tone made her want to sock him in the face. “Maybe now that you’ve got some food your mood will improve. You’ll see,” he said as an aside to Saeed. “Cerys is always hungry; she’d eat all day long if I let her.”


If she could feel embarrassed, Cerys was certain her cheeks would be flame red by now. But she couldn’t muster up the energy or the emotions to care one way or another what the vampire thought of her. His hungry gaze slid to her once again and Cerys suppressed the urge to let out a slow sigh. If it didn’t matter what the vampire thought of her, why did he evoke such a visceral reaction? And why did she sense his coming here had awakened something in her she thought long since dead? The vampire’s presence was like the promise of . . . something. And Cerys knew the only way she’d find out what that promise was, was to keep the vampire as close to her as possible.




CHAPTER
4


Saeed came awake with the setting sun. Dry heat scorched his throat and panic choked the air from his lungs as the unfamiliar surroundings of his Seattle penthouse came into focus. He clawed at his chest as a deep, hollow ache opened up inside of him. An ache that should’ve been banished the moment he laid eyes on his mate.


Gods, why had he not been tethered?


It was impossible. Inconceivable. And he had no explanation for it. By all rights, Cerys’s inability to tether him should’ve been a clear indicator that her soul had failed to anchor his. Saeed refused to believe that truth, however. He refused to believe anyone other than the beautiful fae would tether him.


The myriad voices of the Collective pushed at Saeed’s consciousness. He pressed the heels of his palms to his temples and clenched his jaw. His fangs pricked his bottom lip and his tongue flicked out to swipe the blood away. Cerys’s blood had called to him. Her scent had beckoned him like no other’s. Only his mate could have accomplished such a feat. There had to be an explanation as to why his soul hadn’t been tethered, and Saeed planned to get to the bottom of it.


The low, pleasant tone of his doorbell went off, and Saeed let out a groan as he pushed himself up from the bed. He pulled on a pair of loose workout pants and padded through the bedroom to the front door. The doorbell rang again, this time more insistent. He’d show whoever was on the other side how he felt about being rushed.


He pulled open the door with a jerk, lip pulled back in an angry snarl. The growl that rose in his chest died in an instant as he came face-to-face with Cerys.


A smirk tugged at her full lips as she placed a hand on her cocked hip. Her light eyes raked him from his toes to his head before she fixed a disinterested expression on her lovely face. “Rin wants to see you.”


Right down to business. Saeed expected nothing less. He propped one arm high above his head on the door jam and leaned on it as he adopted an equally disinterested posture. He could play her game, and play it better. “So he sent you here promptly at sundown to fetch me?”


“Rin doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” she replied without inflection.


“I don’t doubt it. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to jump every time he snaps his fingers.”


She cocked a brow. “You should’ve thought of that before you asked him for a job.”


She’d grown colder over the years. Saeed might not have known her, but he’d learned much about her through the Collective. There was a hardness to her that hadn’t been there before and disappointment welled within him that he hadn’t been able to experience that softer, more vulnerable side of her.


It had been a week since Saeed had struck his bargain with Rin in the dark back corner of the club. A week of longing. A week of unfulfilled want. A week of questions he couldn’t answer. A week of gnawing thirst. His heart barely beat, his lungs barely moved with breath. He hadn’t eaten in two days and could no longer stomach even water. The only thing that would sate him now was blood. Her blood. And her sweet, inviting scent and proximity to him made her a temptation almost too great to resist.


Cerys’s brow furrowed. The hand that rested on her hip twitched and she gripped herself harder as though resisting the urge to reach out. “Hey.” The slightest concern flavored her tone, momentarily banishing the hardness that made her seem so cold and unfeeling. “Are you okay? You’re not gonna pass out on me are you?”


Saeed swayed on his feet. There was no point in lying to her. “I haven’t fed in two weeks.” The admission was harder than he’d thought it would be to make.


She fixed him with an appraising stare. “Are you really as crazy as everyone says you are?”


Saeed let out a rueful bark of laughter. Crazy. How banal. Had she called him mad there would have at least been an elegant ring to it. The way she made it sound, he might as well be wearing a straitjacket.


“I wouldn’t know,” Saeed replied without humor. “I rarely concern myself with what others say about me.”
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