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Centuries ago, the vampire race was almost destroyed.


Now, salvation rests upon one – the last true vampire.


For centuries, Jenner has been plagued by the shadows of his past. Now, a newly-turned vampire, he stalks the night like a wild predator, unable to satisfy his insatiable desires. Until a beautiful vampire sets his soul on fire. . .


Bria is pure innocence, hidden her whole life from a merciless enemy determined to hunt her down. When things become perilous, safety comes in the form of a fearsome bodyguard – Jenner.


One fateful night, Bria is saved by her vampire protector and a blazing connection is sparked. But surrendering to the powerful call of passion means breaking free from the shackles of their pasts. And with the war against the slayers more savage than ever, they must fight to survive. For the vampire race depends on it.


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


1


“Jenner . . . you’re insatiable.”


Wasn’t that the fucking truth.


He sealed the punctures in the female’s throat. A slow sigh slipped from between her parted lips as he rolled her limp body off of his chest and onto the mattress beside him. He hadn’t even bothered to get her name, but she sure as hell knew his. Came with the territory when you were one of only a few vampires in a sea of hopeful dhampirs.


Was it so bad that he’d used her body and taken her vein? As a dhampir, she nourished herself from his life force. Whether intentionally or not, she’d used him as well. Besides, he’d made sure she’d gotten off. A few times. He doubted she’d be complaining anytime soon. Hell, he doubted she’d be doing much of anything for a good, long while. Over the course of the night he’d exhausted her body and nearly drained it of blood. In hindsight, he should have gone easier on her, but there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot he could do about that now.


Jenner pushed himself up and swung his legs over the side of the bed as he cradled his head in his palms. The female reached out for him, her arm flopping onto the mattress beside him, hand groping lazily.


“Don’t leave. . . .” The words were barely coherent. “Spend the day with me.”


The day? Jesus. The thought of being trapped there with her past sunrise caused Jenner to break out into a cold sweat. He wasn’t a stay-over sort of male. And he didn’t want to give her the impression that what had happened between them was anything more than what it had been. Did that make him a heartless son of a bitch? Probably. He was already soulless. He couldn’t feel regret over his recent whoring ways if he’d wanted to. He fucked. Fed. Survived. There was little else to his existence at this point.


“Gotta jet, honey.” What the fuck was her name, anyway? He really needed to start nailing that shit down from the get-go. “Mikhail has strict rules about being away from home base once the sun’s up.”


That wasn’t entirely true, but she didn’t need to know that. Security had certainly become the king’s priority over the past few months. Especially with Gregor—the berserker warlord hell-bent on the vampire race’s destruction—still unaccounted for and Mikhail’s mate, Claire, at the end of her pregnancy. So yeah, he wanted Jenner close, but it’s not like he had a curfew or some shit.


“Mmmmm. You wiped me out, baby.”


At least, that’s what Jenner thought she said. With her muffled words she could have muttered anything. He glanced over his shoulder at her, all naked willowy limbs and bronze skin. Well, it’d been bronze when they’d started their play earlier in the night. Now her complexion bore an ashen pallor as a result of the amount of blood he’d taken from her. Gods-damn it. Jenner let out a gust of breath. Leaving her weak and helpless would be a class-A dick move. Feeding her from his vein would help to replenish her strength, and he hadn’t drained her to the point that doing so would trigger her transition. He really would have his ass in a sling if that happened. Mikhail had some very strict—not to mention archaic—rules about which dhampirs would be turned. Jenner snorted. By trying to keep the growth of their race under control, his king had inadvertently resurrected a classist system that was sure to enrage more than a few dhampirs. Not to mention rally others to Siobhan’s cause.


Siobhan. Fuck. He’d assured Mikhail that he’d drop in on the female before sunup. In his haste to fuck and feed from the female currently lounging beside him, he’d forgotten all about Siobhan. Time to GTFO.


Jenner leaned back on the bed and scored his wrist with his fangs. He brought his arm to the female’s mouth and her eyes drifted dreamily from his face to the four droplets of blood that formed on his wrist. A lazy smile settled on her lips before she sealed her mouth over the punctures and began to suck. Jenner’s cock stirred, and for a moment he considered doing as she’d asked and staying right there for the duration of the day. She moaned against his flesh and a shiver raced down his spine and settled in his balls.


Damn.


“Gotta go, sweetheart.” As much as he wanted to bury his cock in her one more time, he had things to do and pissing off Mikhail wasn’t on the list.


Her tongue passed over the punctures—gods, it felt good—and she pulled away with a sensual moan. “Your blood is like a drug, Jenner. Just a sip and I’m wired.”


He wished he knew what that felt like. His own addiction to blood and sex had been reduced to a base need that found no satiation or satisfaction. The thirst was an unquenchable fire in his throat, his body ached for release, and it didn’t matter how much he drank or fucked. The desperate need never went away.


He was empty. Soulless. And nothing he did served to make Jenner feel full.


“Get some sleep.”


Her bottom lip protruded in a pout. “Isn’t there anything I can do to convince you to stay?”


His eyes wandered down the length of her naked body, pausing at the swell of her breasts. Jenner swallowed down a groan and reached for his jeans. “Short of an order from my king, no.” He leaned down and placed a quick kiss on her cheek. “I’ll see you around.”


“Don’t be a stranger, baby,” she purred after he finished dressing and headed for the door.


Jenner paused, his hand on the knob. Stranger. She had it spot-on. He didn’t have a fucking clue who he was anymore. He made his way through the tiny apartment, closed the door behind him, and stepped out into the cool spring night. With a long, exhausted breath, he straddled his bike and reached for the handlebars when his cell rang. He fished it out of his pocket and answered, “I’m on my way to Siobhan’s now. Tell Mikhail to hold his horses.”


“That can wait.” Ronan’s tone was all business tonight. “Meet me at my office first.”


“I’ll be there in ten minutes.” Luckily, he was close to downtown.


“Good.” Ronan disconnected the call without another word.


Great. Looked like it was going to be a long night. Jenner took another deep breath and stretched his neck from side to side. He’d been reckless tonight. Taken too much of the female’s blood and let his control slip too far. A single thought resonated in his mind and he shuddered: Monster.


Jenner walked into Ronan’s office, half-expecting to see Mikhail there as well, intervention-style. Only Ronan knew the truth of Jenner’s worries, and the male would be stupid not to share in them. The past several months of his transition had only served to prove that Jenner was everything he’d ever feared he would become. For weeks, he’d been expecting the hammer to drop. For Ronan to confront him or for Mikhail to pronounce his death sentence. He wanted to feel relieved for yet another stay of execution, but as Jenner took note of the dhampir male sitting opposite Ronan a strange tingle of anticipation raced down his spine. The male gave Jenner a sidelong look and barely concealed the curl of his lip as he regarded him. Awesome.


“Now that we’re all here,” Ronan said in the down-to-business tone that made him the consummate professional, “why don’t we get down to brass tacks. Jenner, this is Thomas Fairchild.”


A coven master. Fucking great. That’s all Jenner needed. Some aristocratic asshole looking down his nose at him. Jenner opted to skip the formalities and gave the male a slight nod. Fairchild didn’t seem to notice—or care—as he straightened in his seat and adjusted the sleeves of his suit jacket. Straightlaced. Stuck-up. Obviously rich. And probably as classist as they came. Fairchild’s coven resided on the outskirts of Los Angeles and its members were secretive and reclusive. No one knew much about them. As far as the thirteen covens were concerned, Fairchild’s lot were outcasts. Some thought them zealots or separatists like Siobhan’s coven.


“As I told you on the phone, I’ve heard that you’re a male who solves problems,” Fairchild began in an equally crisp and haughty tone. “I have a problem. I assume that in your current condition, you can help me.”


“Current condition?” Ronan cut Jenner a look as he smiled wide enough to showcase his dual sets of fangs. Jenner swallowed down his amusement and folded his arms across his wide chest as he waited for Ronan to bring on the charm. “Are you uncomfortable with the term ‘vampire,’ Mr. Fairchild?”


The male cleared his throat nervously and Jenner’s mouth quirked at the corner. The scent of Fairchild’s anxiety and fear perfumed the air. It shouldn’t have pleased Jenner so much to see the aristocratic male in distress, but he couldn’t help himself.


“My niece,” Fairchild continued without responding. “She’s in need of protection.”


Again, Ronan glanced Jenner’s way, his brow cocked curiously. “From what?”


“A witch,” Fairchild replied.


A palpable wave of concern wafted from Ronan. His mate, Naya, was a witch. He scooted to the edge of his seat as he leaned farther over the desk. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to be more specific.”


Fairchild cast another glance Jenner’s way as though he couldn’t be trusted to hear the delicate details. Please. Jenner had been forced to suffer the prejudices of assholes like Fairchild his entire life. That he had to suffer them now—in his own place of employment—dug into his skin like a tick.


“You see that big, scary-looking vampire right there?” Ronan apparently sensed Fairchild’s distaste as well. “He’s the one who’s going to be protecting your niece. So I suggest whatever issues you have with him you get over. Quickly. Otherwise, you can take yourself out the way you came.”


Jenner appreciated the solidarity, but he suspected that Fairchild saw what Jenner saw every time he looked in the mirror: a creature that should have been put down a long damned time ago.


Fairchild gave an almost indiscernible nod. “A dark witch has been searching for my niece for centuries. I’ve kept her hidden—protected,” he amended. “But she’s headstrong and no longer content to accept that she must exercise caution at all times. I suspect that she’s been exercising her freedom, sneaking out of the compound at night. She’s quite resourceful, you see. I need someone who can track her. Watch over her and keep her safe.”


“So you want us to follow her around without her knowledge?” Ronan asked. “Provide personal security when she’s out and nothing else?”


“Not exactly,” Fairchild said. “I also want you to find the witch. And kill her.”


“For what reason is she hunting your niece?” Ronan asked, his eyes narrowed with suspicion.


“Reasons that I don’t care to share,” Fairchild remarked in his insufferably stuffy tone. “Surely someone in your line of work can appreciate discretion. All you need to know is that my niece is in danger. I want that danger eliminated if possible.”


“How do you expect us to do that?” Ronan said.


“If I knew how,” Fairchild remarked, “I wouldn’t have come to you for help, would I?”


“We can offer her protection,” Ronan said. “But until I have more details about this witch I can’t help you with finding her or killing her.”


Fairchild gave a thoughtful nod. “Trust has to be earned, I suppose. We’ll start our relationship with protection only. If I deem you trustworthy, I’ll explain more of the situation and we can move forward from there.”


“Fine,” Ronan replied.


Jenner swallowed down a derisive snort. Males like Fairchild were all the same. Stuck-up, self-righteous, covetous sons of bitches. Like he didn’t have enough on his plate, now Jenner was going to have to babysit some prim and snotty female who had more money than sense. She probably crawled out of her window at night and headed straight for the club district. He’d rather fall on a slayer’s stake.


“We’ll work out the details, and Jenner can start Monday.”


“Why Monday?” Fairchild’s tone hitched with annoyance. “That’s three days away.”


“Because Jenner has other responsibilities,” Ronan stressed. “Monday. Or nothing.”


“Very well.” The male reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out a checkbook.


Jenner didn’t need to be here for this part. He knew how his time would be spent after this week. Gods. As though his existence weren’t tortured enough. “You need me for anything else?” Jenner asked. “Otherwise, I can take care of that other bit of business we have.”


Ronan’s brow puckered as though he’d forgotten all about Siobhan. The lightbulb came on and his mouth puckered. “Yeah. Might as well get that out of the way, too.”


The idea of dealing with the female was as unsavory to Ronan as it was Jenner. She was a raging pain in the ass. One who had to be dealt with whether they wanted to or not. Would this night ever end? For once, Jenner couldn’t wait for the sun to rise.


“You look like shit, Jenner.” Siobhan never was one to mince words. The female’s tongue was as sharp as a well-honed blade. Jenner couldn’t disagree, though. It had been one bitch of a long night. “I can’t imagine that your king appreciates how much time you’ve dedicated to whoring your way from one end of the city to the other.”


Her disdainful tone didn’t go unnoticed. There was no love lost between the self-proclaimed dhampir queen and his king. If it was possible, she’d gotten even nastier since the race’s resurrection. No doubt she was attempting to bait Jenner with her insults, but he wasn’t biting.


“Have you managed to find out why the werewolf is so interested in you?”


For months a rogue werewolf had been tracking Siobhan’s every move. Jenner suspected he was on the Sortiari payroll and that the guardians of Fate were using Siobhan as bait to coax Gregor into the open in much the same way Mikhail had been. Jenner had no idea what the female’s history was with the berserker. All he’d been told was that it had been violent and bloody. He doubted the Sortiari knew any of the details, either. Where Mikhail had intimate knowledge of Siobhan’s history, the Sortiari used seers to guide them in the right direction. Fucking fortune-tellers and fanatics. The Sortiari were nothing more than a pain in the ass.


“As if I’d tell your king anything.”


She sat on her makeshift throne, legs tucked daintily beneath her. She painted a lovely image, prim and delicate. A convincing illusion, to be sure. There was nothing soft or helpless about her.


“What makes you think I’m not asking for myself?”


She answered with a derisive snort.


“Who is he, Siobhan?”


She deflected like a pro, “How much longer is Mikhail going to keep Chelle from me?”


“Mikhail isn’t keeping anyone from you.”


“Careful, Jenner. I can smell the lies on your skin.”


“I’m sure you like to think so.”


She smirked.


The truth was, Chelle was being kept from everyone, not just Siobhan. Ronan’s twin had been turned not by the bite and blood of a vampire, but through the power of a magical coffin that, according to legend, was the origin of the entire vampire race. Not even Ronan was convinced that his sister was harmless. Chelle was volatile. Her thirst still raged and her new vampiric existence was unnerving as hell. As was her disconnection from the Collective. She’d become secretive since her turning. No one but Chelle had any knowledge of the extent of her power, her physiology, or her abilities. Unleashing a variable like that on the world could be a dangerous thing indeed. Jenner knew that the only reason she’d allowed herself to be hidden away was because Ronan had asked her to cooperate. It wouldn’t be long, though, before she tired of captivity and left Mikhail’s guesthouse of her own volition.


Every vampire living shared in the collective memories of the race. Interconnected like a grove of aspen trees, their blood, their memories, were one. But Chelle appeared to be a species unto herself, an offshoot of the original line, and it served to reason that any dhampirs she changed would become as saplings to her bloodline. Not exactly something that Mikhail wanted to become common knowledge so early on in the race’s infancy.


Especially when Siobhan possessed the very chest that had transformed Chelle.


Ronan had traded the chest for his freedom from a blood troth made to the female and Jenner admired the male’s ingenuity. Knowing that Siobhan disdained all of vampire-kind, he’d been confident that by placing the chest in her safekeeping it would be hidden away where no other dhampir would find it or use it. Mikhail was dubious. Placing power like that in the hands of a female who might as well be his enemy was risky. Which was another reason why Jenner had been stuck to her like glue for months. Mikhail was determined to stay one step ahead of her at all times.


“I’ll make a deal with you.” Siobhan’s lips spread in a calculating smile. “Let me see Chelle, and I’ll be more than happy to share everything I know about the rogue with you.”


Intel on one rogue werewolf was going to cost Mikhail a face-to-face with Chelle? “That’s not going to happen.”


“Too bad,” Siobhan responded on a wistful sigh. “That is my condition for sharing information. Quid pro quo. Tell your king he can take my offer or leave it.”


Jenner didn’t have to offer her terms to Mikhail. He already knew what his king’s response would be. “Take care you don’t back yourself into a corner, Siobhan. An island is a lonely place to live.”


“I neither want nor need your counsel, Jenner. Now get the hell out of my sight before I have Carrig throw you out.”


Another useless conversation, and still chasing his tail. He would’ve been better off staying with the lusty female in her apartment. Jenner inclined his head to Siobhan ever so slightly. “May the day treat you well, Siobhan.”


“I’m sure it will,” she said with a dismissive flick of her wrist. “Sun’s about to rise; I suggest you run to your hole, vampire.”


Gods, she was bound to cause all of them a shitload of trouble.


Bria Fairchild balanced on the ledge of the high-rise and stared down at the city below. The wind whipped at her long ponytail and she pulled her dark hood up over her head to shield her not only from prying eyes but also from the chill. Under the cover of night, she was free to do as she wished without her uncle’s rigid rules and obsessive protection weighing her down. He’d gone out tonight, which was rare, but she’d used the situation to her advantage. Over the years she’d become an adept escape artist and could circumvent the locks, high-tech alarm systems, and high fences that protected his coven from a witch who had hunted their family for centuries.


Atop the high building, Bria didn’t fear a threat she’d never seen. She didn’t fear anything.


She tightened the backpack against her body and took off at a full run. The wind whipped her hood from her head and her eyes watered. She ran like the traceurs—the free-runners and parkourists—who used the urban cityscape as their personal playgrounds. Bria had studied their movements for decades, long before parkour became an Internet sensation. Her dhampir physiology was perfectly suited for free-running. She could jump high, run fast; her movements were agile and fluid.


These stolen moments in the dark of night were her only taste of freedom. Once per month she allowed herself to leave the confines of her uncle’s coven, and for that night she was free.


Bria negotiated a large roof vent. She braced her hands on the metal dome and launched her body over it in a graceful arch. Her feet came down silently and she whispered through the night as quiet as the breeze that stirred around her. With the edge of the building’s roof in sight, Bria pushed herself harder. Faster. Her arms pumped and her breath sawed in and out of her chest. A quick hop sent her up onto the ledge and she used her speed to propel herself into the air.


For a moment she was weightless. Floating. She soared across the space from one building to the next as though hopping over a puddle. When her feet made contact with the roof of the building she let her knees give out and landed in a roll before she came to her feet once again. The landing did nothing to slow her down. She continued to run, vaulted off of another roof vent, and propelled herself into a front flip. Bria ran, dove, twisted, and turned until her muscles ached and she was out of breath. But still, she didn’t stop. She’d achieved the flow state, where the parkourist’s confidence outweighed everything else. Caution, fear, doubt, no longer existed. Her body was perfectly in tune with her mind and focus. The world melted away.


Bria once again breached the space between one roof and another, and this time when she landed she came to rest. She pulled the GPS from her backpack and checked the coordinates. Perfect.


The members of their coven were forbidden outside relationships. It was too dangerous, the world too uncertain. Slayers had come to Los Angeles and attacks on dhampirs had become more common. The vampire race had reawakened and the slayers had taken up their ancient cause of eradication. Not even the dhampirs were safe. Of course, the slayers were the least of Bria’s uncle’s worries. What Thomas Fairchild truly feared was wielders of magic. Witches. They were the reason his coven lived in a nearly impenetrable compound. All for his and Bria’s protection. In all of the nights she’d ventured out over the centuries, she’d yet to encounter a single witch, let alone one who had a vendetta against them. Though, when leaping from rooftop to rooftop, Bria supposed the chances of running into another living creature—witch or otherwise—were slim.


She’d never had friends who didn’t belong to her coven. Had never known any other creatures but her own kind. But Bria had found a way to reach out to the outside world. The invention of the Internet had saved her from a life of desperate loneliness. And tonight’s outing was a part of one of her latest Internet obsessions.


She pulled a long metal tube from her backpack and unscrewed the lid. She tucked an ancient ring, a gold coin, and a length of antique lace inside along with a pencil and logbook before closing it. Bria tucked the tube behind an air-conditioning unit and logged the coordinates for the location of the container into her GPS. When she returned home, she’d leave the coordinates on the geocaching Web site’s message board for another treasure seeker to find.


A smile curved her lips as anticipation coiled tight in her stomach.


These stolen moments of freedom might not have been the life Bria had hoped to live, but she made the best of it. She’d thought about leaving the coven. Of finding another group of dhampirs to take shelter with. She still might, someday. Each time she left the compound her hunger for independence grew. It wouldn’t be long before her uncle could no longer keep her there whether it was for her protection or not.


The first streaks of dawn made their appearance in the eastern sky. Sunrise was an hour, maybe two, off and she needed to return home before anyone realized she was gone. She raced back through the city the way she’d come, across the rooftops where no one would notice her. When she reached the outskirts of the city she kept to the shadows and slowed to an easy jog. Miles melted away under her feet and in the space of an hour she’d managed to find her way back to the compound. Bria came to a halt just outside the chain-link fence that surrounded her home as the cacophony of frightened screams and the sounds of a fight reached her preternatural ears.


Bria’s heart leapt into her throat. The coven was under attack. Whether from slayers or witches she didn’t know, but she didn’t have time to consider her options. Her uncle needed her. Her coven needed her. She dug deep and found that place inside of herself where fear did not exist as she searched for a weak spot in the fence where she could circumvent the razor wire. She quickly scaled the links and vaulted herself to the other side, where she landed on her feet without a sound.


She would fight whatever creature awaited her inside the walls of her home. To the death if that’s what it took to protect those she cared about.




CHAPTER


2


“Help us! Please!”


Bria hung limp in her uncle’s arms. She didn’t share in his panic or desperation, which was strange considering she was the one who was dying.


“My king, I implore you. Save her!”


What if she didn’t want to be saved? True, the slayers’ attack on their coven had been both unexpected and horrific, but it had also been . . . fortunate. For her, at least.


Her lids cracked, and through the slits of her eyes Bria made out the shape of a tiny guard station, manned by three hulking males. One held a phone to his ear, while the other two tried to calm her uncle, who shouted not at the guards but into the lens of a camera that was mounted just to the left of a wrought-iron gate.


As though the vampire king would concern himself with one pathetic dhampir’s death.


“She’s not healing!” Blood, warm and sticky, trickled from the wound at Bria’s throat. She’d been cut by a slayer’s blade, likely infused with Sortiari magic. She might have healed otherwise. “She’ll bleed out in a matter of minutes. My coven is yours if you save her. You have my troth here and now!”


Let me bleed out. I want to die.


Before the slayer’s blade had pierced her flesh, Bria had felt truly alive. There was no greater honor than to die protecting others. Wasn’t that what her father had done? He’d died protecting his family from the Sortiari slaughters. Her uncle had ordered her away from the fight, told her to run and hide. But she’d refused to cower as member after member of their coven fell under the slayers’ blades. For all of her life she’d been sheltered. Kept. A bird in a cage and made a prisoner for her own protection. Forced to sneak out under the cover of night and steal every scrap of freedom she could find. She’d lived a lifetime in a matter of hours tonight, first as she’d run through the city and later as she’d hacked and stabbed at her attackers. None had fallen under the dainty leaf-blade sword, but she’d given it her all. And her valor would be rewarded with blissful death.


Freedom.


Bria’s world blurred out of focus and her mind drifted. The scrape of metal grated on her ears and her uncle rushed forward, jostling her in his arms. With any luck, the vampire king’s guards were about to escort them off the property. She wanted to make a plea of her own. To beg her uncle to let her go. She wasn’t in pain. To the contrary, she felt nothing.


I want this. The words formed on her tongue, but her lips refused to move. I can’t live this life anymore.


Her uncle’s step faltered and Bria’s eyes snapped open. A house so large it might as well have been a museum loomed above her, shadowed and foreboding in the gray light of dawn. A tall door swung open and Bria’s gaze came to rest on a female with long wheat-colored hair and brilliant gold eyes. Concern marred the female’s forehead as she ushered Bria’s uncle inside the house. No! her mind screamed. Send us away. I don’t want to be saved.


“Please, take me to the king!” her uncle’s panicked shout rang in Bria’s ears.


“Claire, step away.”


A deep, commanding voice that vibrated with power echoed in the large foyer.


That powerful voice was answered with an exasperated sigh. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Mikhail. Can’t you see that they need help?”


Bria didn’t need help. All was right in her world.


The female must have been the vampire queen. Only the king’s mate would have the audacity to speak to him in such a brazen way. Bria admired the fire in Claire’s voice, the fearlessness she exuded in her tone. Bria had always wished she could be a female like that: fierce and commanding.


“Claire, wait for me upstairs.” It appeared that the king wasn’t too pleased with his mate’s fire. Bria shivered at the chill in his tone. He was a male who would not be defied.


“The hell I will.” For a brief moment Bria willed herself to hold on to life. If only to hear how this power struggle would play out. “Look at them, Mikhail. This isn’t a trap or a trick. She’s bleeding to death all over your overpriced marble floors. If you won’t do something to help them, then I will.”


No! Of course, she admired the queen’s fire, but Bria didn’t want any favors from her. Not when she was so close to leaving this miserable world behind.


Silence stretched between the two and Bria’s uncle held her tighter against his chest, his own breath and heart racing with distress. He would mourn her, but in the end her death would be better for all of them. She would be free of his protection and he would be freed of having to protect her.


“Claire, I can’t help anyone if I’m worried for your safety.” Had Bria not been dying, she would have swooned at the king’s gallantry. To have a male love her like that! “So step away, love, and put me at ease.”


“Help her, Mikhail, and put me at ease.”


The vampire queen was obviously a female who didn’t know how to lose. Bria admired her.


“There’s only one way to help her,” the king responded.


“Yep. And the sun is going to rise in less than an hour. Time’s wasting, so let’s get her upstairs and get to work.”


Another stretch of silence followed and Bria drifted further toward darkness. Her uncle let out a shuddering breath, much too relieved for her peace of mind. It didn’t matter, though. She was fading quickly. She’d lost all sensation in her limbs and the chill of death settled over her skin. It wouldn’t be long now. Her body was jostled as someone helped her uncle to remove her pack from around her shoulders and off of her back, but Bria barely felt it. They could race her upstairs but it wouldn’t change the fact that her heart was about to beat its last. Blood no longer trickled from the wound at her throat. It was time to let go of this lonely existence once and for all.


Thank the gods.


Darkness penetrated the periphery of Bria’s vision as her heart stuttered in her chest. So close. So near that dark abyss that called to her. Her mouth went dry and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Her senseless hand flopped out and she managed to grip the queen’s arm. They had to let her die. “P-please . . .” The word died on her tongue and a soft smile curved her lips as she toppled over the ledge and into infinite darkness.


Death was painless. The fire that raced through Bria’s veins was anything but. A scream ripped from her throat as she thrashed against the sensation that she was burning from the inside out. What was happening to her?


“Try to stay calm, Bria. You’re almost past the worst of it.”


How long had she been in this state? The voice that spoke low next to her ear belonged to Mikhail, the vampire king. She remembered the commanding timbre and she stilled as the memories of what had happened came rushing back to her.


The queen. Her mandate that the king help them. It couldn’t be possible, could it?


Memories swirled in Bria’s mind, visions of lives that had been snuffed out centuries ago. Dhampirs in her coven whispered about the legends of a collective vampire memory. She’d always thought it was a myth. . . .


Scents reached her nostrils in an assault that overloaded her senses. The artificial light of the bulb beside the bed nearly blinded her and a riot of color swirled in her vision. Strength unlike anything she’d ever known surged within her and Bria choked as she tried to suck in a sharp breath. Her lungs refused to inflate with air and the sound of her own heartbeat was now absent from her chest.


As was any sense of herself. An empty, fathomless chasm opened up inside of Bria and she clutched at her chest as though she could somehow fill the void. Gods. The vampire king had turned her!


Not her soullessness, the assault on her senses, or her past isolation and loneliness troubled Bria in the wake of her transition and newfound strength. It was more than she could have ever imagined. Ever hoped for. Surely now her uncle wouldn’t keep her shut inside the compound. Not when she was so strong. So utterly capable of taking care of herself. She hadn’t found freedom through death. Instead, she’d been freed in her rebirth.


“She’ll need to feed soon.” A male whom she didn’t recognize spoke. The timbre of his voice was deep and rich and sent a pleasant shiver over Bria’s skin. Maybe they’d let her feed from him. He sounded good enough to eat.


“It’s taken care of.” Her uncle spoke, but his voice sounded different to Bria’s heightened senses. “I’ve called in a member of my coven.”


“Good idea,” the male said. “She might go easier on someone she knows.”


Were they worried about her? Surely she could feed without killing someone. Fire raged hot in her throat and Bria reconsidered her control. Her fangs throbbed in her gums and she was possessed with a need to sink them deep into yielding flesh and glut herself on blood.


“Bria? Can you hear me?”


“Claire, for the love of the gods, would you please stay clear of her fangs? There’s no telling what she’ll do in the grip of bloodlust.”


“Pfft. You worry too much, Mikhail.” A smile curved Bria’s lips. She liked this female. “Bria? Listen up; let’s show these boys that they have nothing to worry about. Whaddya say?”


When Bria turned on the mattress to face Claire, she was greeted by a feral gold stare that would have stalled the breath in her chest had she any to fill her lungs.


“Claire?” Bria asked.


“Yup. You got it. Now, do you know what’s happened to you?”


The events of how she’d gotten there were hazy. Bria remembered that she’d wanted to die. That her life balanced on a razor’s edge. “I’ve been turned.” Even her own voice sounded strange in her ears. It distracted her thoughts and would take some getting used to.


“That’s right. How are you feeling?”


“I think I’m all right.” The words rasped in her too-dry throat. “The thirst . . .”


“We’re going to take care of that,” Claire replied. Her gaze slid to the vampire king. “Think you can hold on and not bite anyone until your dinner shows up?”


Bria smiled at Claire’s teasing tone. “I can.”


“Told ya,” Claire said to Mikhail.


Bria searched the room for her uncle and found him tucked away in a far corner, watching her with a wary gaze. The fear that glistened in his dark blue eyes twisted her heart. Did it matter that she was no longer a dhampir? She was still his niece. Still the only blood relation he had left. That hadn’t changed. And now that she was stronger, she could protect them both. There would be no need to hide and cower in their coven. Surely he knew that?


A soft knock came at the door and the male whom Bria didn’t recognize crossed the room. “Looks like you don’t have to wait,” he replied as the door swung wide. “Dinner’s here.”


Claire snickered and Mikhail pinched the bridge of his nose as though he’d had his fill of the both of them. Bria had heard rumors of Mikhail Aristov’s temper. That he was withdrawn and prone to violence. Cold and unwilling to lower himself to interact with lowly dhampirs. She had no doubt that he was severe and that his very presence intimidated. But he’d saved her life. Given her the gift of his bite. There was nothing heartless about the vampire king.


“Bria?”


She shot an accusing glare in her uncle’s direction and he averted his gaze. He could have asked anyone else to come, but instead he’d summoned Lucas. This was not the time for a power play. Lucas was a formidable warrior and strong in his own right. But in their present company the male would be as helpless as a newborn babe.


“Whoa there, buddy. Slow your roll.”


The fair-haired vampire placed a sturdy palm on Lucas’s chest to stay his progress. A low growl rumbled in his throat and Bria sensed the impending violence as the tiny hairs pricked on her arms. Her uncle remained in his corner of the room, eager enough to have orchestrated this disaster and yet unwilling to do anything about it.


“If you have a care for your life, dhampir, you will be mindful of your behavior in the presence of your king.”


Claire rolled her eyes, the only one in the room who seemed unfazed. “There’s way too much testosterone in this room. Ronan, take a hike. Mikhail, behave yourself or I’ll bounce you, too.”


The handsome vampire called Ronan flashed an amused smile. “You’re the boss, Claire. Holler if you need me, Mikhail.” He gave Lucas a hearty smack on the back before he exited the room.


“Not much better,” Claire groused. “All right, Bria. Obviously, your friend has been brought here to feed you. It’s tricky the first couple of times. Tough to control all of that strength when you’re in the grips of burning thirst, know what I mean?”


Bria nodded. Already the scent of Lucas’s blood drove her crazy. So much so, she’d begun to doubt her ability to control herself.


“Mikhail and I are here to make sure that you don’t go all bloodlust crazy on your friend. This isn’t something to be taken lightly, Bria. You have to be gentle. Careful. Mikhail won’t have it any other way.”


Her gaze wandered to the king, who looked at his mate with love and respect. No matter what the others thought, Mikhail Aristov had to care for his people. All of them. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have cared how Bria fed from Lucas, who was nothing more than a stranger to him.


“I understand,” she replied through the fire in her throat.


“Good. Then I think we’re ready to roll, don’t you?”


Gods, yes. Bria needed blood in the way that she used to need air to breathe. As Lucas stepped toward Bria, Claire took several tentative steps back, tucking herself close to Mikhail’s side. For the first time Bria noticed the swell of the other female’s belly. The queen was pregnant. No wonder Mikhail had been so fiercely protective of his mate. It was a wonder that he’d allowed so many unknown dhampirs into his home at all. They were all lucky to be alive.


Lucas took a seat next to Bria on the bed. His blue eyes shone with wonder and not a little fear as he caught a strand of her hair between his thumb and finger. Bria sensed that had her soul still been intact she would have been filled with a resounding sadness. Lucas had been her closest friend since childhood. It had become obvious over the past few years that he’d wanted more than a friendship with her. But the continued absence of her soul only proved that Lucas was not meant for her or she for him. She’d learned enough about vampire-kind to know that only her true mate could return her soul to her. She and Lucas were not a tethered pair.


She wasn’t sad, though. She wasn’t anything, really. Her single-minded thought was focused on the vein that pulsed at his throat and how badly she wanted to sink her fangs into his flesh. It was forbidden, though. The first rule of their coven: Never take blood from the throat. Bria wanted to, though. Gods, she could think of little else. She wanted to feel ashamed for that wantonness, but there was only her need and gnawing thirst. Instead, she focused on Lucas’s wrist and took it in her grip.


“You’re stronger than he is, Bria. He might look unbreakable, but you could easily kill him.” She noted the warning in the king’s tone and gave a sharp nod of her head. She couldn’t think clearly, couldn’t force herself to speak when all she wanted was to drink. “Be gentle. And be mindful not to take too much. Do you understand me?”


Again, she nodded. The knowledge that she could easily kill her uncle’s most formidable warrior filled Bria with a sense of euphoria. The power she now possessed rushed through her, as heady as any drug. But she knew that if she disobeyed the king’s command her punishment would be severe and she had no intention of disrespecting his generous gift by accidentally killing her oldest and closest friend.


Bria wasn’t senseless. She could exercise self-control. But as her fangs broke the flesh of Lucas’s wrist and his warm blood flowed over her tongue she doubted everything. Most of all, her ability to stop.


Jenner leaned against the heavy oak door as he closed it behind him. Against his better judgment, he’d left Siobhan’s lair only to prowl the streets for a willing vein. Willing veins became willing flesh, and before Jenner had decided to come up for air three nights had passed. Three fucking nights without returning to Mikhail’s. Without at least checking in. The past seventy-two hours were a blur of blood and sex that barely registered in the recess of Jenner’s mind. He’d behaved like an addict on a bender. Worse. An animal.


After he checked in with Mikhail—and took the ass chewing he was likely to receive—he’d need to get ahold of Ronan. Tonight was supposed to be Jenner’s first night of playing bodyguard to Thomas Fairchild’s special snowflake of a niece. Jenner cupped the back of his neck as he tried to rub some of the tension away. The last thing he wanted to do was follow a spoiled, entitled little brat around the city while simultaneously taking care of business for his king. The things I do for money . . .


The ground level of Mikhail’s mansion was abandoned, and Jenner let out a sigh. He climbed the staircase slowly, hopeful that his king wouldn’t go too hard on him for going AWOL yet again. With slayers running rampant throughout the city it was still dangerous for a vampire to be caught alone and defenseless. Jenner needed to get a fucking grip on his lusts before Mikhail bypassed the slayers altogether and put him down for good. He was wild. The very monster he’d hoped never to become. It wouldn’t be long before he became rabid and out of control, too. His king would have no choice but to run a stake through his heart.


Jenner’s step faltered on the stairs and he gripped the banister for support as a delicious aroma hit his nostrils. It awakened his bloodlust with a ferocity he’d never known, and the fear of this new, desperate want shook him to his core. Jenner thought he’d experienced lust, but the primal need that rose up in him now paled in comparison.


Three stairs at a time, he raced up to the second-floor landing in search of the tantalizing scent. His secondary fangs punched down, throbbing in his gums, and his cock hardened to stone in his jeans. He clamped his jaw shut, puncturing his lower lip from the force. Blood welled in the seam of his lips and Jenner licked it away as a low, feral growl built in his chest. He’d gone mindless with need, wild with it. As though he had no control over his own body, he followed the path of the scent that called to him, pausing for the barest moment in front of one of the guest bedrooms before throwing open the door.


Mine.


Seated in a wing chair in the corner of the room, her legs tucked beneath her, she started as the door bounced off the wall from the force of Jenner’s entry, nearly dropping the book she cradled in her hands. Her eyes glittered like amethysts, fringed by dark lashes. Raven hair framed her face, the silky tendrils curling softly to caress her shoulders. Twin sets of fangs scraped the full swell of her bottom lip, coaxing the blood to just below the surface of her skin.


A vampire. Who was she? Who had turned her?


The deep flush on her skin only served to further awaken Jenner’s thirst and his gut clenched painfully as he took a step forward only to crash to one knee. Her scent enveloped him, and power that rivaled taking blood from the vein surged through him. The dark, empty chasm inside of him filled to bursting and Jenner dragged in a ragged gulp of breath as his soul slammed into the center of his being like trees bending to the will of a gale-force wind.


Gods. This female had tethered him.


A roar built in Jenner’s chest, and the female stared at him, wide-eyed. She’d fed recently; the sound of her heart thundered in his ears and her chest rose and fell with her quickened breath. The roar quickly transformed into a snarl. He’d tear the throat from any vampire or dhampir who’d dared to offer her a vein.


She belonged to him.


“You’re . . .” The word died on her tongue, but gods, the sound of her voice was a lick of heat down his spine.


He had to have her. To take her vein. Glut himself on the sweet blood that called to him while he pounded into her tight heat. Jenner’s thoughts clouded as a desperate growl built in his chest. “Mine.” He’d become a mindless animal without reason. A creature of raw lust and tangled want. Reason was impossible with her so close, her scent filling his nostrils and the sight of her so delicate and yet fierce, a temptation he couldn’t resist.


A temptation he didn’t have to resist.


Jenner pushed himself up from the floor and rushed at her. She scrambled from her perch in a blur of motion toward the bed. The predator in him surged. Driven by hunger and lust, his brain refused to comprehend her drawn brows and tightly pinched expression. His lack of reason refused to acknowledge the fact that her fear scented the air. That despite the tether, he didn’t even know this female’s name. Knew nothing about her or why she was here. The only thing that made sense was that he wanted her. Needed her. And he was going to have her.


“Jenner, have you lost your fucking mind?”


Before he could claim his prize, Ronan took him down in a full-body tackle that knocked the air from Jenner’s lungs. A snarl tore from his throat as he struggled to free himself. Ronan was like a brother to him, but Jenner would kill the son of a bitch before he let him get in the way of what he wanted. The female leapt up onto the mattress, her gaze wide and curious as she stared down at him.


“Mine!” he roared as he threw back an elbow and caught Ronan in the face.


“You broke my fucking nose!”


“What in the hell is going on here?” Mikhail shouted as he entered the room.


Not even the presence of his king could thwart Jenner’s efforts to get to her. He lashed out, fangs bared, as he freed himself from Ronan’s hold.


“A little help here, Mikhail?” Ronan grunted as he pinned Jenner’s arms in a bear hug.


Mikhail joined Ronan to crash on top of Jenner and a bellow of rage echoed in his ears as he fought to free himself.


“Jenner, control yourself or I’ll put you down!” Mikhail pinned him in place with a knee and wrenched one arm behind his back. “Jenner!” His commanding shout served to clear some of the lust that fogged Jenner’s mind, but his actions were still nowhere within his control.


“She’s mine!” he bellowed.


“He’s lost his mind, Mikhail.” Ronan struggled to pin Jenner’s other arm down and forced his face to the hardwood floor. “Mad with bloodlust.”


“We’ve got to get him out of here.”


No! Instinct spurred him and Jenner bucked against Mikhail’s hold.


“The two of us can barely subdue him,” Ronan grunted. “Bria, get Claire. Tell her to call the guard station and let them know we need some help up here.”


Jenner surged against the big bodies holding him down. No one and nothing was going to keep him from her. Mikhail could try to put him down. He’d like to see the male try.


The female scooted to the edge of the bed. She took her bottom lip between the dainty points of her fangs and Jenner roared. He had to take her vein. Claim her. Now.


“Don’t hurt him!” The female’s impassioned shout stilled three aggressive vampires in an instant. “We are tethered.”


“Holy shit,” Ronan said as he slumped fully on top of Jenner.


“Indeed,” Mikhail agreed.


“Get the fuck off of me,” Jenner growled. “The female is mine.”


Neither male obliged. Their combined weight further pressed Jenner onto the floor. He struggled beneath them and it was a long moment before he felt the weight of Mikhail’s body lift. Ronan took his time, exerting a little too much force as he shoved off of Jenner’s body. He grunted under the push and filled his lungs with air. His thigh muscles trembled with a rush of adrenaline, and when he could finally get his shit together to stand he listed to his left and didn’t fall over again only because Ronan had seen fit to brace him upright.


“Her uncle isn’t going to be happy to discover his sheltered, virginal niece is mated to this charmer,” Ronan murmured.


Her uncle? Who was this female who’d tethered his soul? Virginal? Christ. What had Jenner missed over the course of a few days?


“Take me away from her.” The words grated like gravel in his throat. Miles, hell, continents between them wouldn’t keep Jenner from her. What made him think a simple wall would prevent him from ravaging her? “Before I do something I’ll regret.”
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“Who is he?” Bria breathed.


“Eric Jenner,” Claire answered with a laugh. “But everyone just calls him Jenner.”


“Jenner.” Bria liked the smooth way his name rolled from her tongue. Enjoyed the soft sound of it. Though there was nothing smooth or soft about the vampire who’d burst into her room and rushed at her as if he dared anyone or anything to come between them. Bria’s heart raced in her chest and a riot of butterflies took flight in her stomach as they fought their way up her throat.


Her soul had been tethered by the wild male who’d fought to get to her with a ferocity the likes of which she’d never seen. Not even Lucas could compare, and his reputation was famed in their coven. Jenner was violent, hulking, stacked with muscle. Bria recalled the bright silver that lit his eyes when he looked at her, the way his full lips pulled back to reveal the sharp points of his fangs as his attention wandered to her throat. The intensity of his gaze, the deep rumble that vibrated in his chest, had frightened her. Frightened . . . and excited.


A thrill chased through Bria’s body, the sensation as foreign to her as her new vampiric existence. She belonged to this male. This stranger. “I can’t believe this is happening.”


“Trippy, isn’t it?” Claire stretched out on the bed and groaned. “I swear, this baby is trying to kick his way out.” She rubbed a hand over the swell of her belly. “He’s like a little karate master in training and he’s using my ribs to practice on.”


Bria smiled. “What’s going to happen now?” Bria’s uncle had been insistent that once she could control her thirst she return to their coven. She was too weak, too frail, to live outside of the protection of their walls. They were still in danger. Still threatened by an unknown witch with a vendetta against their bloodline. When he looked at Bria now her uncle didn’t see her as a vampire, strong and fierce. He still saw her as a helpless creature. A kept thing. And it soured Bria’s stomach to know that he continued to perceive her in such a way. Was that what Jenner had seen when he first laid eyes on her? Something fragile and breakable? Too pathetic to properly care for herself? Take me away from her. Before I do something I’ll regret. Bria’s cheeks grew warm with indignation and shame. She was not weak. And she wished that someone would give her the chance to prove it.


“I don’t know,” Claire replied. “But whatever happens, I doubt your uncle’s going to be thrilled.”


His overprotectiveness bordered on manic. It was a wonder he’d left the safety of the coven to seek the king out in the first place. “I never expected the tether to be so immediate.”


Claire snorted. “Takes the term ‘speed dating’ to a whole new level, doesn’t it?”


Bound for eternity to a male she didn’t know. It certainly was an extreme version of speed dating. Bria swallowed down the worry that gathered in her throat. “Is he a cruel male?”


Claire’s brow furrowed and she placed a comforting hand on Bria’s forearm. “No.” She drew her lip between her teeth and Bria studied the single set of dainty fangs. There were differences between the queen and other vampires. Her eyes, her fangs. Her very demeanor. She was indeed a mystery. “I’m not gonna lie, Bria. Jenner can be brutal. Not to mention intimidating.” Bria thought about his sheer size, the dark archaic tattoos that covered his skin. The sharp angles of his face, his chestnut hair, and the intensity of his dark brown eyes. He wasn’t simply intimidating. The male was overwhelming. “He’s loyal, though. Fierce. He’d die to protect Mikhail, or Ronan, or even me. We can add you to that list now, too. He’s not cruel. But to the wrong people, he’s definitely dangerous.”


Dangerous. The one word encapsulated Jenner.


“Does he frighten you?”


“No way,” Claire said. “And don’t let him frighten you, either.”


Easier said than done. Claire had Mikhail to protect her from dangerous males. Would Bria be safe with Jenner? Or was she destined to live in fear of the male who’d tethered her? “He needs to feed.” She’d seen the bloodlust in his gaze when he’d burst into the room. The pain that marred his brow when his gaze lingered on her throat. She swallowed and looked up to find Claire studying her. “I want to offer him my vein.”


“You sure about that?” Claire’s incredulous tone bristled and a growl rose in Bria’s throat. “Oookay, sounds like you are sure,” she said with a smile. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t. It’ll probably help to level him out. But you’ve only been a vampire for a few days, and from what I heard, Jenner was a little out of it when he busted in here. Do you think you can keep him from going off the rails?”


If she was going to prove to everyone that she was a capable female, Bria needed to start by taking charge of her own life. “Yes, I can.”


“That’s good,” Claire remarked. “You’ll need to keep that attitude if you plan on giving this a go.”


“My uncle expects me to leave with him when my bloodlust is under control.” Already Bria had begun to master her thirst. What would happen when her uncle returned to fetch her? Her voice dropped above a whisper. “I don’t want to go with him.”


Jenner was brutish, yes. But also strong. Fierce. Two vampires, both built like warriors, had barely been able to subdue him. Even her uncle couldn’t argue that she’d be safer in Jenner’s care than hiding within their coven. In Jenner, Bria saw a chance at freedom. That is, if the vampire would have her. Tether or not, he could reject her. She simply had to make sure that wouldn’t happen.


“You don’t have to.” Rumors had circulated for months about Mikhail Aristov’s mate. That she was a heartless ice queen whose thirst for blood rivaled that of the first vampire. And that she could walk in the light of day without burning to ash. Some said she was a goddess who’d come to resurrect the race; and others, a demon who heralded their destruction. Bria had seen the differences in Claire with her own eyes, but largely, the rumors were false. Claire was a kind, strong female and Bria hoped that they would be friends.


“Thank you,” she said. “But the king—”


“I’ll take care of Mikhail.” Claire flashed a conspiratorial grin. “You’ll learn soon enough that these big, bad vampires are nothing but teddy bears once they’ve been tethered. Well, as far as their mates are concerned anyway.”


To have power over a male such as Jenner would be a heady thing indeed. He looked to be the sort of male who would be mastered by no one. “I’d like to see him now. Can you arrange it?”


“Arrange it?” Claire said with a laugh. “I’m surprised he hasn’t knocked the door down again to get to you.”


“This is a monumental clusterfuck.”


Ronan wiped the remnants of blood from his nose with a damp cloth and Jenner groaned, the scent of it burning in his throat like cinders. He thought he’d known hunger, but that gnawing, insatiable need was nothing compared to what he felt now. He was weakened by his want. Crippled by it. Convinced that he’d shrivel up and die if he didn’t take the female’s vein. Her vein and her body—


“Hey!” Ronan snapped his fingers in front of Jenner’s face, shaking him from his reverie. “I need you square.”


Square? He wasn’t going to be close to having his shit together until he fed, and Jenner had no intention of feeding from anyone but the female in the next room. “Who is she? What’s her name?”


Ronan looked to Mikhail. The king shrugged his shoulders as if to say, The damage is done; why keep anything from him now?


“Bria Fairchild.”


Jenner’s eyes went wide. “Fairchild. As in . . .?”


Ronan nodded. “His niece.”


Jenner rolled his shoulders in an effort to release the tension that pulled his muscles taut. He’d been tethered by the very female they’d been paid to protect. This went far beyond clusterfuck proportions. “How was she turned?”


“Thomas brought her here just before sunrise, three days ago.” Mikhail did nothing to hide the accusation in his voice and Jenner cursed his own foolishness for staying away for so long. “She’d been injured in an attack on their coven and she was bleeding out.”


Jenner’s gut bottomed out as a rush of adrenaline raced through his veins. She’d been attacked the same night he and Ronan had met with her uncle. Coincidence? Had she died, Jenner’s soul might have remained in oblivion for an eternity. While he’d been on yet another bender, glutting himself on blood and eager flesh, his mate had been on the verge of death. He was a fucking bastard. A lowlife son of a bitch who didn’t deserve the honor of being tethered to any female, let alone one so seemingly delicate and beautiful.


“I’ll gut the slayers responsible.”


“Easy,” Ronan replied. “We don’t need you going all Hulk smash on anything quite yet. You know as well as I do that Fairchild is a twitchy bastard. We’re investigating his claims about the attack, though for now they seem legitimate and Bria corroborated her uncle’s story.”


“We know the slayers haven’t left the city,” Jenner replied. “L.A. reeks with the stench of berserkers. Do you think it was something else?” The witch, perhaps? “What reason would he have to lie?”


“He has his secrets,” Ronan said with a shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine.”


Ronan had that right. Hell, Fairchild wanted protection for his niece but hadn’t been willing to divulge the details of why. He could’ve lied about the slayers. Hell, he could have lied about the witch. Gods, if only he weren’t so preoccupied with his thirst, Jenner might be able make sense of all of this. For months they’d been vetting dhampirs, rallying covens to swear fealty to Mikhail. The Sortiari had backed off, leaving them in relative peace, so what reason would they have to unleash their berserkers to wage war on the vampires once again? Thomas Fairchild’s coven had yet to be contacted, but not for lack of trying. In fact, his meeting with Ronan had been the first contact anyone had had with the male in decades.


“Stop growling,” Ronan complained. “It’s off-putting.”


“I’ll remember that the next time someone looks at Naya sideways.”


Ronan grumbled under his breath but didn’t bother to argue. The male was as fiercely protective of his mate as Mikhail was of Claire. So why condemn Jenner for a reaction that was as much biological as it was . . . what? Emotional?


For fuck’s sake, he didn’t even know Bria.


A knock came at the door and the hairs stood up on the back of Jenner’s neck. He was wound so fucking tight he might spring through the ceiling at any moment. Claire peeked her head into the study, her golden eyes alight with mischief. “How’s it hangin’, fellas?”


Mikhail gave her a look. “How’s Bria?”


“Right as rain,” Claire replied. “She’s worried about big, bad, and broody over there, though.” She jutted her chin in Jenner’s direction and he scowled. “For some reason, she’s under the impression that he’s starving to death and she wants to do something about it.”


“She’s offered to feed him?” Ronan choked.


Jenner glared a hole through the other male. Was it so far-fetched that she would be concerned for him? They were tethered after all. “She asked for me?” Ronan’s incredulity aside, Jenner couldn’t help but be surprised. He’d all but attacked her not an hour ago.


“Uh-huh,” Claire said with a grin. “Think you can behave long enough for a snack?”
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