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 Centuries ago, the vampire race was almost destroyed.


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


Chelle is not your typical vampire. Turned not with a bite but an age-old magic, she’s the only one of her kind – and more powerful than most. Still adjusting to her endless thirst and lethal fangs, she’s desperate to discover what sets her apart. When she encounters a brutally virile alpha werewolf, she soon learns that she’s not immune to the mating call – and her own primal longing . . .


The leader of the ancient Forkbeard pack, Gunnar is stunned by Chelle’s lush beauty. The wild wolf inside him howls for her, but unions between vampire and werewolf are strictly taboo – even if their clans weren’t on the verge of war. Desire has never been so dangerous . . . but, as a malevolent new power rises, Chelle and Gunnar face an even more frightening threat. Together, they must find a way to save their clans. But can they claim their passion . . .


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 and The Dark Vampire.
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CHAPTER


1


“I want to see Siobhan.”


Chelle Daly waited as Mikhail Aristov, the vampire king, studied her. The unnerving quiet, the penetrating intensity of his cool blue gaze sent a ripple over her skin. Mikhail was powerful. But did his power rival hers? That was the point of today’s meeting. Chelle needed answers and the first step to getting them was a face-to-face with a dhampir she’d been forbidden to visit. It had been months since Chelle had seen Siobhan and the female had something she needed.


“Why?”


The one word hung in the air. No inflection gave away Mikhail’s mood. Figures. He loved to keep people guessing. Chelle was no exception. In fact, he kept her more in the dark than most. Chelle wasn’t a member of Mikhail’s coven. She wasn’t connected to the Collective. The memories of vampires long since dead didn’t float around in her noggin like they did Mikhail’s. Chelle was different. Other. Made a vampire through magic and not by the bite and blood of another vampire. Chelle was a dangerous variable and Mikhail knew it.


“She has something I want.” Giving Mikhail too much information was sure to end with him shutting Chelle down completely. But not giving him enough would cause him to be suspicious. It rubbed Chelle the wrong way that she had to ask for permission at all. The words You’re not my dad! came to mind and Chelle swallowed down a snort.


“What?”


Apparently Mikhail was only capable of uttering monosyllabic words today.


“A key.”


He leaned back in his chair and regarded her. “To what?”


Jeez Louise! One more clipped response from him and she was going to tear her hair out. “Nothing.” As far as Chelle was concerned, Mikhail was on a need-to-know basis. “It’s just a useless relic. But I stole it and gave it to her for safekeeping. I want it back.”


Mikhail’s gaze sparked with silver and his eyes narrowed. “A key that unlocks nothing? Why do you want it, then?”


That silver stare might have been intimidating to some, but Chelle wasn’t fazed. She flashed him a feral grin. “Sentimental value.”


Mikhail’s lips thinned.


Chelle let out a sigh. “Look, it seriously doesn’t even unlock anything. It’s completely useless.” That part wasn’t exactly a lie. The relic was one part of three. Without the other two pieces, the key was essentially useless. “I’d think you’d want me to get whatever relics I could out from under her.” Using Mikhail’s rivalry with Siobhan might be dirty pool, but Chelle was grasping at straws at this point. The vampire king’s expression remained inscrutable. Her voice dropped a couple of decibels. “You can’t keep me a secret forever, Mikhail.”


Mikhail looked away. Finally an emotional response from the stoic vampire. His guilt pricked her skin. He’d kept her a virtual prisoner for months. He’d forced her into a state of solitude so unbearable that Chelle had accidentally turned a dhampir with her overzealous bite. Lucas was the only member of her dysfunctional little coven and she was grateful for his company. Without him, she would have gone mad a long damned time ago.


“Siobhan has been asking about you.” The admission took Chelle aback. “For a few weeks now. She has the chest.”


Set’s Chest. That fucking box was the very magical relic that’d made Chelle a vampire. A power-hungry panther shifter had shoved her inside, and when Chelle emerged, she’d been changed. The memory of her time in that dank, dark basement twisted her stomach into knots. She could still smell the moist earth, the mildew. Could still feel the cloying touch of magic as it crawled over her skin. A chill slithered down her spine. She’d known her twin, Ronan, had given Siobhan the chest after they’d recovered it from the shifter. She’d failed to consider the dhampir would connect the chest to Chelle’s continued absence.


“I have no loyalty to Siobhan,” she told Mikhail. “Not anymore.”


She might have been a member of Siobhan’s coven at one point, but her allegiance ended the day Chelle became a vampire. She was the mistress of her own coven now—small as it may be—and her loyalty was to Lucas.


“I’m not concerned about your loyalty.” Mikhail was careful to mask his emotions, as well as his thoughts. Chelle couldn’t help but wonder how much he knew about her unusual powers to take such precautions. “I’m concerned about Siobhan’s agenda.”


Siobhan desired one thing above all others: to be independent of the vampires. And that would never happen. Dhampirs needed vampires to exist. No matter how much Siobhan wanted it otherwise.


“A magic coffin isn’t going to give Siobhan what she wants.”


Mikhail gave Chelle a dubious glance. “No? You’re separate from the Collective, therefore separate from every other vampire and dhampir in existence. How can that not be attractive to Siobhan?”


Mikhail had a point. Damn. Siobhan might not even realize it yet, but that damned coffin might just be the answer to her prayers.


“I’m not separate from Lucas,” Chelle pointed out.


Mikhail gave a swipe of his hand as though that little tidbit of information were inconsequential. “Ronan thinks the chest is safe in her care. I’m not so sure.”


Of course Ronan would. Chelle couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “I’m not as trusting as Ronan,” Chelle said. “But I do know the last thing Siobhan will do is climb inside the chest to see what it does.”


Mikhail cocked a brow. “What about after she sees you?”


“Siobhan hates vampires,” Chelle replied. “All vampires. She’d die before she’d allow herself to be turned. By anyone or anything.”


Mikhail rested his elbows on the armrest of his chair and steepled his fingers in front of him. “You’ve been incredibly cooperative considering your situation. You’ve been patient despite your restless nature. Thank you for that.”


Chelle hiked a shoulder. “I haven’t been that well behaved.” She’d turned Lucas after all. And no one needed to know about her secret late-evening Starbucks runs. She might’ve agreed to a temporary life of captivity, but she’d never agreed to go without caramel macchiatos.


A corner of Mikhail’s mouth hitched in a half smile. “Have you met you?”


When the haughty king let his guard down he could actually be quite charming. She supposed that considering her track record before her turning, Chelle had been pretty damned well behaved lately. “How are Claire and the baby?”


Mikhail’s mate had given birth to their son about a month ago. Mikhail had kept close to home during that time, not letting either one of them out of his sight. Chelle couldn’t blame him. Not as long as the Sortiari and their lapdogs still ran rampant across the city. The secret society had waged war against the vampires centuries ago, nearly eradicating the race. Over the past year, they’d abandoned their cause, but the rumor was that their berserker foot soldiers hadn’t gotten the memo. Either way, Mikhail wasn’t taking any chances.


“They’re well.” His bright smile conveyed every ounce of love he felt for his mate and son. “Both are healthy and happy.”


“That’s good.” A twinge of emotion tugged at Chelle’s chest. Would she ever know that sort of love? Would her soul ever be tethered and returned to her? “I’m glad to hear it.”


Mikhail’s gaze burned through her and a few quiet moments passed. Chelle tried not to squirm, but damn, the male had a way of making someone feel downright uncomfortable in their own skin.


“Siobhan is a variable I can’t afford to turn my back on, but neither do I have the time to keep an eye on her.” Mikhail swiveled in his chair and his brow furrowed in thought. “Go see her. Get whatever relic it is you want. Gauge her mood and the climate of her coven. But Chelle”—a sizzle of power sparked the air—“don’t make me regret the decision to cut your strings.”


The prospect of getting her hands on the relic far outweighed her annoyance at being treated like a child who’d been given permission to cross the street alone for the first time. She gave Mikhail what she hoped was a reassuring smile. Besides, it’s not like he wasn’t getting anything out of the deal. In so many words, he’d requested that Chelle spy on Siobhan for him. A bold request considering she’d been a loyal member of Siobhan’s coven for over a century. Ronan’s alliances had shifted easily enough; perhaps Mikhail assumed that Chelle’s would as well.


Mikhail wasn’t far off in his assumptions. In truth, Chelle was on only one side: her own.


“I’ll get a read on her.” What Mikhail didn’t know was that Siobhan’s thoughts would be bare to Chelle if she wasn’t careful. Chelle’s powers were unlike those of any of the vampires in Mikhail’s coven. The scope of her abilities frightened Chelle. Distracted her focus. And drove her to find answers to the mysteries of her newfound vampiric existence. Siobhan was formidable, but the dhampir’s strength was nothing compared to Chelle’s. “If she’s up to anything, I’ll let you know.”


Mikhail smiled, showing the tips of his dual sets of fangs. “Good.”


Hopefully her visit with Siobhan would prove to be good for Chelle, too.


*   *   *


“Gunnar, we need to talk.”


Gunnar Falk looked up to find his second standing in the doorway to his office. Aren’s stern countenance and the set of his jaw was a clear indicator that whatever Aren was about to tell him, Gunnar wasn’t going to like it. No surprise. With the reemergence of the vampire race, the supernatural political climate was rapidly changing. And Los Angeles—a mere thirty minutes from their compound—had become the epicenter for all of it.


“What is it?” As the Alpha of the Forkbeard pack, Gunnar dealt with petty squabbles and disagreements all the time. Werewolves were volatile by nature. Living in close quarters didn’t do anything to tame that. The pack functioned more like a monarchy, with Gunnar playing judge, jury, and executioner to the petitioners who laid their grievances at his feet.


Aren walked into the office and closed the door behind him. He took a seat opposite Gunnar and fixed him with a serious stare. Gunnar massaged his temple, already feeling the onset of a tension headache. What is it now?


“Rumors are beginning to circulate about an uprising.”


In the three hundred years he’d been Alpha, Gunnar had yet to be challenged by a member of the pack. One brow arched curiously as he regarded Aren. “Who?” In the recess of his psyche, a low, territorial growl resonated. Any male who sought to challenge him would meet a swift end.


Aren’s brow furrowed. “No. It’s not within the pack. Ian Gregor is planning a coup against the Sortiari.”


Gunnar settled back in his chair as he regarded Aren. The berserker warlord’s infamy spanned continents and centuries. He’d been the Sortiari’s right hand for as long as Gunnar could remember. The berserkers’ history with the guardians of fate was a tangled mess of treachery and dysfunction. It served to reason that Gregor would turn on the ones who held his leash eventually. In truth, Gunnar was surprised it hadn’t happened sooner.


“The berserkers’ quarrels with the Sortiari are none of our concern,” he replied after a long moment. “It’s not pack business.”


Aren’s lips thinned. “Don’t be so sure.”


Gunnar’s wolf scratched at the back of his psyche, agitated. With the full moon only a couple of weeks away, that animal part of his nature had been quiet while the moon was on the wane. But now that the lunar cycle brought the waxing moon, the wolf became restless, anxious to be let out to play. And something about Aren’s demeanor agitated the animal.


Aren’s dark brows came down sharply over his light golden eyes. Gunnar scrubbed a hand over his shaved head and blew out a breath. Apparently his wolf wasn’t the only one on edge. “It might not be pack business now,” Aren began. “But how long do you think we’ll be able to stay out of it?”


Gunnar pushed out his chair and rounded the desk. His wolf wanted to pace and Gunnar shared in the animal’s restlessness. His muscles were taut and twitched with every step. They needed the full moon and to be free to run and hunt. Over the next fourteen days, that need would only intensify.


“As long as I can manage.” Gunnar fixed Aren with a stern expression. “The last thing I want is to incur the wrath of either Gregor or the Sortiari.”


The Sortiari were as old as recorded time. A secret society that infiltrated every aspect of civilization, the self-proclaimed guardians of fate took it upon themselves to guide the course of history as they saw fit. Two hundred years ago, they’d attempted to eradicate the vampire race. As evidenced by the race’s resurgence, that particular directive hadn’t gone as planned. Some considered it a sign that their power and influence had begun to flag. Still, Gunnar had no intention of drawing their attention.


“Why not strike while they’re weak?” Aren shrugged a casual shoulder. For a moment Gunnar remembered his friend as he’d been centuries ago: a warrior clad in leather and fur. Unapologetic. Fierce. Viking. A feral grin lit his sharp features. “And reap the spoils of war.”


Gunnar let out a snort. Modern warfare was a far cry from the time and world he’d been a warrior in. “What spoils do you think we’ll reap?”


Aren’s eyes flashed with a golden light as his wolf rose to the surface of his psyche. “Power for starters.”


Aren was an ambitious fool if he thought it would be so easy. “What do you think, Aren? That Ian Gregor would simply bite the hand that feeds him and walk away?”


“I think Gregor is interested in vengeance and little else.”


It was true that vengeance motivated every move that Gregor made, but Gunnar wasn’t convinced. “If Gregor manages to depose Trenton McAlister, may the gods help us all.”


A growl rumbled in Aren’s chest. “You overestimate the berserker.”


Gunnar fixed Aren with an icy stare and held it until the male was forced to look away. “And you underestimate him.”


Aren shifted in his seat, slumping down. He knew better than to be at eye level with his Alpha. “The Highlanders are hotheaded and rash. There’s no way they could run McAlister’s empire. It was our legends that gave those beasts a name. All they’re good for is fighting.”


It was true that the Norse legends had given a name to the Highland beasts: berserkers. And Aren was right that their talent lay in violence and little else. Still, it would be stupid to discount Gregor’s calculating mind. The male was much smarter than anyone—Trenton McAlister included—gave him credit for.


“What do you suggest, Aren? Side with the berserkers to overthrow the Sortiari and then turn on them as well?”


Aren smiled and his gaze shone with bloodlust. “Why not?” The male didn’t lack for ambition, that much was certain. “Think of it, Gunnar. You’d be the most powerful male in the country. Hell, the world. The legacy of Sweyn Forkbeard would live on in a new kingdom and you would be its king.”


Grandiose plans to be sure. Gunnar’s great-great-uncle, Sweyn Forkbeard, had indeed been a king worthy of fear and respect. He’d usurped his own father’s throne and ruled Sweden with an iron fist for almost thirty-three years before his death.


“The king of Pasadena?” Gunnar asked with a sardonic chuckle. “Or better yet, high king of California? I think the local governments would have something to say about that.”


Aren brushed the quip aside. “You know what I mean. We’re not subject to the laws of mankind. There would be no supernatural power in the country that would rival yours. Especially if you managed to knock McAlister off his metaphorical throne. The pack’s supremacy would never be called into question.”


Gunnar leveled his gaze. “It isn’t now.”


The wolf growled in Gunnar’s psyche and the sound echoed in his chest. Aren’s suggestion that his power would be called into question even now further stirred his annoyance.


“There’s no need for that sort of reaction.” Aren relaxed his posture and let his gaze drop once again. “I’m only saying you should consider the possibilities.”


Gunnar stroked his fingers along his bearded jaw. “With the berserkers and Sortiari engaged in battle, the vampires will have a prime opportunity to come into power.”


It was rumored that their numbers were still small but that didn’t mean their population wouldn’t quickly grow. Gunnar didn’t admit to know much about the vampire race, but like werewolves, a bite was all it took to make one. A few vampires could easily become a few hundred in a single lunar cycle.


“Do you really think Gregor doesn’t have his sights set on them as well?” Aren met Gunnar’s gaze for the barest moment to drive his point home. “If he can manage it, he’ll take out all of his enemies in one fell swoop.”


On that they could agree. There was no way, after centuries of strife, Gregor wouldn’t finish what he’d started and wipe every vampire—and dhampir—from the face of the earth. “None of this matters.” Gunnar rounded his desk and settled into his chair. “All of this is nothing but conjecture.”


“Possibly.” Aren moved to stand but waited for a nod of permission from Gunnar. Only with his consent could a member of the pack stand taller than the Alpha. “But every rumor is founded in truth.”


Could be. Gunnar wouldn’t discount what Aren had told him today, but neither would he jump to action or side with any party. Gunnar’s only responsibility was to serve the best interests of the pack. So far, Aren had told him nothing to convince him that taking sides in a centuries-long war would benefit the Forkbeard pack in any way.


“Keep your ear to the ground,” Gunnar said. “And notify me if there are any more rumblings of uprising on the wind.”


Aren gave a sharp nod of his head and said, “Of course,” before taking his leave.


Gunnar let out a slow breath and relaxed back into his chair. His wolf continued to fret just under the surface of his psyche, disrupting Gunnar’s thoughts. The animal was on edge. Antsy. It didn’t bode well for what was to come.


Change was on the wind and Gunnar feared it wouldn’t be for the better.




 


CHAPTER


2


“Siobhan will see you now.”


One thing was certain, Siobhan’s coven had become more formal since Chelle belonged to it. She followed Carrig, Siobhan’s most trusted confidant and protector, through the ruins of the dilapidated building that served as the coven’s home. Security seemed to be more of a concern than it had been in the past, with dhampirs standing guard at various points throughout the building, most of them armed in one fashion or another. Had the coven’s numbers grown? Chelle certainly couldn’t remember there being so many dhampirs in Siobhan’s fold, even though hers had already been the largest coven in the city.


It was possible another coven had merged with Siobhan’s. Los Angeles was home to thirteen dhampir covens. It served to reason that with the vampire race’s rebirth, there would be those who would side with Siobhan in seeing that rebirth as a threat.


She’s turned … 


Two sets of fangs. The better to tear out the throats of her prey.


Dangerous.


She doesn’t smell like the other vampires. Not like Ronan at all. What is she?


Chelle turned her head as she caught wind of that last thought and her gaze met that of a dhampir thirty or so feet away who studied her with intense curiosity. The female’s dark brown gaze locked with Chelle’s and her lips curled into a wan smile. That the dhampir recognized the difference in Chelle’s scent piqued her curiosity. She committed the female’s face to memory. One to keep an eye on for sure … 


Chelle turned forward and kept her gaze focused straight ahead as she did her best to block out the thoughts of the dhampirs who didn’t know any better than to project them right at her. Her skin pricked as their curious gazes followed her, the scent of their fear both repelled her and ignited her thirst. Chelle was a predator and they were her prey. She swallowed against the dry fire in her throat and focused instead on the sound of the thick soles of her boots as they made contact with the cracked industrial flooring.


It wouldn’t do to lose control on her first official outing. Especially when there was so much at stake.


Siobhan looked very much like a queen holding court, perched atop an elaborate chair on a high dais. She waited for Chelle to approach, a pleasant but not altogether friendly expression affixed to her beautiful face. Her emerald-green gaze narrowed as Chelle came to a halt a few feet away. A hiss issued from between Siobhan’s teeth.


“Vampire.”


The one word was spoken with open hostility and disgust. Chelle bristled and a warning growl gathered in her chest. One dark brow arched over Siobhan’s eye, a silent challenge, daring Chelle to become hostile.


Chill out, Chelle. Play her game, get what you need and GTFO.


She’d never minded playing to Siobhan’s ego in the past. But now, it caused Chelle’s hackles to rise. Chelle answered the dhampir’s hostility with a pleasant smile. Not too wide, though. She didn’t want to appear antagonistic by revealing her new set of fangs.


“I am a vampire,” Chelle replied. “But that’s the only thing that’s changed.”


Siobhan let out a soft snort. “You treat the absence of your soul with such triviality, Chelle. Your physiology isn’t the only thing that’s changed.”


The reminder of her untethered state might have caused Chelle pain if not for the absence of her soul. Siobhan thought to rattle her, but Chelle was too numb for deep emotion. Too empty to be anything but indifferent. Upon her turning, her soul had been sent into oblivion. The only way it would be returned to her was the moment her soul tethered itself to her mate’s. Fat chance of that happening anytime soon. “Oh, come on, Siobhan.” The formality between them was beginning to make Chelle twitch. “We’ve known each other for too long to play the whole frenemy angle.”


Siobhan’s haughty façade dropped for the barest moment and a corner of her mouth hitched into a half smile. “Frenemies. Is that what we are, Chelle?”


Chelle laughed. “Not by a long shot.”


Siobhan’s gaze once again became serious and shrewd. “Mikhail is not your maker.”


A statement of fact. Chelle knew what Siobhan suspected. She couldn’t find any point in trying to deceive her. Siobhan was much too cunning for that. “No.”


“Then the legends are true.”


Chelle gave a slow nod of her head.


Fear chased across Siobhan’s expression. “I should take an axe to that coffin. Chop it into a million pieces and burn it to ash.”


Chelle hiked a shoulder. To be honest, she wouldn’t mourn its loss. Anything with the power to transform dhampirs to vampires and humans into demons probably wouldn’t be so easy to get rid of, however. “You won’t, though.” Siobhan would no more destroy a relic than she would cut off her own arm. She might have reviled the vampire race, but she recognized her heritage and sought to preserve their history just like Chelle. It was one thing they’d always had in common. History was meant to be remembered. The second you allowed yourself to forget, you were doomed to repeat the mistakes of those who came before you. Besides, knowledge was power. Siobhan collected relics and studied their history for exactly that reason.


“No,” Siobhan said as a matter of fact. Storm clouds gathered behind her eyes. “I won’t destroy it.”


And I’ll probably live to regret it.


The thought rang loud and clear from Siobhan’s mind as she pushed herself from her makeshift throne and approached Chelle. Chelle sensed the dhampir’s unease. The slightest bit of fear that soured her scent. Chelle did her best to remain calm and unassuming. Nonthreatening. It wasn’t easy. Her very nature urged her to capitalize on Siobhan’s unease. To make her prey. To sink her fangs into the creamy flesh of the female’s throat. The fire of thirst ignited in Chelle’s throat and she willed the flames to die. She’d feed from Lucas when she got back to the cottage. Until then, she could keep her shit together.


She had to.


Siobhan’s eyes lit with mischief. “I suppose Mikhail will think that allowing me to see you proves he’s a magnanimous king?”


Chelle let out a gentle chuff of breath. “You really think he’s responsible for me being here today? He hasn’t wanted me to leave the house, let alone come and see you. He doesn’t want me here. I insisted.”


Siobhan studied Chelle for a brief moment and took a measured breath. Scenting the air for any sign of a lie. She must have been satisfied by what she smelled because she smirked. “I knew you wouldn’t fall to your knees and pledge allegiance as easily as Ronan did.”


It was true that Chelle hadn’t exactly pledged loyalty to Mikhail. But only because her agenda didn’t run parallel to his. She had more important business than the fate of the race to weigh on her. There were other, more pressing mysteries that needed to be solved before Chelle could pledge her loyalty to anyone or anything other than herself and Lucas.


“I came for the Alexandria key.” She didn’t see any point in beating around the bush. Time to get down to business.


Siobhan’s eyes widened a fraction as realization dawned. She’s found the other two thirds. Chelle forced away the amusement that threatened. No one could ever say Siobhan wasn’t sharp as a tack.


“I’d forgotten about that…” Siobhan purred. Chelle could practically hear the gears cranking away in the female’s brain. “You wouldn’t be asking for it if you didn’t already know where the other two pieces are.”


Siobhan had in her safekeeping only one third of the key. If the legends were correct, the key wouldn’t work unless all three pieces were joined.


Chelle allowed a wide smile this time. She leveled her gaze on Siobhan. “Exactly.”


Siobhan’s own expression became hungry. No doubt Chelle would have to strike a deal to get the key back even though it was technically hers to begin with. Whatever the price, it would be worth it.


Siobhan’s smile grew as well. “Tell me more.”


*   *   *


The clean scent of freshly cut grass invaded Gunnar’s nostrils as he filled his lungs with the cool night air. His bare feet moved silently over the immaculate lawn that stretched out beyond the mansion that housed the pack. Pasadena was far enough from L.A. to offer him respite from the political turmoil stirred up by the vampires and Sortiari, and his estate was close enough to national forest land to allow the pack a place to run and hunt when the moon was full.


Apparently, though, Pasadena wasn’t far enough to avoid being drawn into a war he wanted no part of. Despite Aren’s advice that they choose a side, Gunnar knew that forming any alliance would only lead to disaster. He didn’t trust Ian Gregor. But neither did he harbor any love for the guardians of fate. It seemed only logical that the vampires would be forced to side with their enemies and fight alongside the Sortiari if the berserkers declared war. Whatever happened would have a ripple effect that would spread throughout the supernatural community. In the end, would any creature be left standing?


What a clusterfuck.


A blur of movement caught Gunnar’s eye. Almost too quick to track. The breeze shifted and he brought his nose up to sniff. A delicious scent wafted over him, waking the wolf that slept in his psyche. The animal tugged at Gunner’s consciousness, anxious and on edge. It urged him to investigate, damn near howling with impatience.


His cell buzzed in his pocket and he pulled it out to find a text from Aren.


Motion detectors tripped. North end of the property. Nothing on the cameras, want me to investigate?


Gunnar’s fingers moved over the screen as he typed a quick response. I’m outside. I’ll look into it. For some reason, instinct urged him to go it alone. It could have been his wolf’s arrogance. The pack Alpha shouldn’t need backup. But he sensed there was another reason for exercising caution and not alerting the pack to the possibility of an outsider being on the property. Gunnar only wished he knew what that reason was.


His phone vibrated again. I’ll join you.


A warning tremor raced down Gunnar’s spine. No need. He fired the text off quickly. I’ll call you.


Aren replied, 10–4. Gunnar rolled his eyes. Did his second have to channel his inner long-haul driver?


With silent steps, Gunnar stalked across the vast lawn toward the north end of the property and the mysterious streak of movement that had caught his eye. His heart picked up its pace, pounding against his rib cage. The scent that drove his wolf wild intensified, clouding Gunnar’s thoughts. The full moon was still two weeks away and yet he found himself give way to the animal in a way that shouldn’t have been possible.


He suspected magic might be in play. In which case, he’d need Aren and the entire pack to combat it. A witch or mage powerful enough to sway his wolf was to be treated with a certain amount of caution. And yet, Gunnar exercised none. He let his senses guide him as he tracked the intruder, past the south-side patio, the pond, and the garden. Gunnar whipped around as another flash of movement drew his attention and he looked up at the towering, three-story main house looming above him. The place was downright ominous in the low moonlight, its windows gazing over the property like watchful eyes. Whoever was brave enough to break into this fortress must’ve had a death wish as well. Because there was no way the intruder would make it out of here alive.


A warning growl gathered in Gunnar’s chest. But that cautionary sound wasn’t meant for any potential threat. No, Gunnar’s wolf was warning him. The suspicion that foul magic was at play grew within him and a chill raced down his spine. In all the centuries he’d walked the earth, Gunnar had never encountered a force that could create such divisiveness in his dual nature. He and the wolf lived in synchronicity. And yet he felt like an outsider in his own skin. As though he were the usurper of his form, and not the wolf.


Quiet the fuck down.


As though the command would carry any weight at all with the animal. Gunnar needed to get his shit together. Someone was on the property and not by any stretch of the imagination was the intruder friendly. Berserkers were fast. Faster than a werewolf. As fast as a vampire. And a single berserker in full battle rage could easily take out several foes without expending an ounce of effort.


Gunnar’s phone buzzed. He glanced down at the screen to see another text from Aren. Motion sensors, attic.


“Shit.” The word escaped from between clenched teeth. The only thing on the attic level was the safe. Someone thought to steal from him? Gunnar would rip the thief’s arms out of their sockets.


Gunnar didn’t bother with the front door. He scaled the trellis to the second story in a single leap and propelled himself onto the balcony. From there, he jumped up and grabbed the wrought-iron ladder on the third-story fire escape. His body swung in a graceful arc as he propelled himself onto the wide ledge of the bay window. The damn thing was latched but Gunnar didn’t waste any time putting his fist through the pane. The alarms on the property were programmed at a frequency that only a werewolf would hear. Pack members would be alerted to a forcible entry, but their thief would assume no one was the wiser.


Until Gunnar showed up to tear the fucker’s throat out.


Steal from him? Another growl rose in his throat. Gunnar willed his wolf to the back of his mind. He’d show the son of a bitch how he dealt with those who tried to take what belonged to the Forkbeard pack.


Gunnar climbed through the broken window. A jagged edge of broken glass caught his biceps and slashed the skin open. The pain barely registered through the haze of anger that washed over him. He’d heal. One of the benefits of being a werewolf. A warm trickle of blood ran down his upper arm and dripped from his elbow, marring the ancient tattoos that marked his skin to his forearms.


Gunnar’s bare feet padded with silent grace over the hardwood floors as he made his way to the safe room. The door was cracked, a sliver of light cut through the darkness like the slash of a well-honed blade. That delicious scent he’d tried to ignore slammed into him and Gunnar’s wolf howled in his psyche. The damned animal practically ran circles in his subconscious, eager as a pup on its first hunt.


Gunnar didn’t know what annoyed him more, that someone had the audacity to steal from him, or that his damned wolf refused to settle down.


Adrenaline dumped into his bloodstream as he neared the room. He eased open the door, and his anger flared as he noticed the thief had already managed to crack the safe door. Gods damn it. First thing tomorrow, he was replacing the entire unit. The pack owned too many invaluable assets to lose one because a crafty burglar could crack the safe. Fort Knox would have nothing on this place by the time he was done with it.


The safe door had been left wide open. Stupid mistake. The slender form of his thief, clad from head to toe in black, searched through the drawers, discarding one treasure after another. A frustrated sigh rent the quiet and Gunnar used the momentary distraction to pounce. He took the thief to the floor, slamming the bastard’s beanie-clad head to the floor. A grunt of pain answered the blow but it didn’t faze the asshole. No. This one was damned strong.


He lifted the bastard up again, prepared to put his dome through the gods-damned floor. His wolf rose up with a snarl and Gunnar froze. His nostrils filled with the sweetest aroma, like a summer meadow after the rain. He snatched the beanie from the thief’s head to reveal long flowing locks of tawny hair. Deep green eyes that swirled with cold silver stared back at him.


Her eyes went wide and her jaw slack before she replaced her expression of awe with one of aggression. “Get off me, werewolf. I haven’t eaten today and it won’t take much to convince me to drink you dry.”


By the gods. A vampire. And female.


His wolf yipped in his psyche and a single word resonated in Gunnar’s mind: Mine. A worse omen, he couldn’t conceive of.
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Shock froze Chelle in place. She stilled beneath the werewolf’s hulking form, her back arched as her soul slammed back into her body, filling her full to bursting. She sucked in a gasp of breath and choked on the exhale. Power flooded her, made her dizzy and giddy. Her throat burned as though she’d chugged a fifth of bourbon. The scent of the werewolf’s blood called to her. Overrode any sense of reason. Her secondary fangs punched down from her gums and Chelle began to struggle beneath him, prepared to put the werewolf on his back so she could sink her fangs into the tender flesh of his throat and glut herself on his blood.


He’d tethered her. How?


The werewolf pinned Chelle’s wrists high above her head. He bent over her, a snarl building in his chest. The intensity of his icy blue stare sent a chill over Chelle’s skin. He made a show of sniffing her and she cocked her head to one side, curious. In the recess of his mind, she heard the contented purr of an animal followed by a low growl. She’d never heard a werewolf’s thoughts before and it fascinated her to learn that it seemed the animal lived within the male’s psyche. Another low, pleasant rumble sounded, followed by a single thought:


Quiet.


His command to that part of his mind was as clear as if he’d spoken it out loud. The animal quieted, but that low, pleasant purr continued in the background of his thoughts.


Chelle met his gaze to find that the werewolf studied her with the same intense curiosity. She bucked her chin up a notch, unwilling to show anything but strength. “Let me go.”


A feral grin split his full lips. “Not a chance, vampire. Who are you and what are you after?”


The slightest accent flavored his words. Hinting at a language that hadn’t been spoken in a long while. Whoever he was, the werewolf was old.


Power emanated from him in a vibration that danced over Chelle’s flesh. Her gaze roamed from his head, shaved on either side of his scalp with a wide swath of golden hair left long down the center. Her gaze traced his strong jaw, covered partially by a longish but well-kept beard. Chelle wanted to laugh. A hipster, lumbersexual werewolf. The funny thing was, he probably hadn’t changed his look in about ten centuries. Ancient tattoos decorated his head, his neck, and disappeared under his T-shirt before reappearing on his heavily muscled arms. Her gaze fixed on the trail of crimson that marred his left arm and her thirst intensified a hundredfold. She’d never thirsted for anyone as she did this male. The urge to pierce his vein and glut herself stole Chelle’s focus and she lost her train of thought.


“Answer me!”


The werewolf gave her a gentle shake and Chelle snapped out of her reverie. She’d tell him what she’d come to steal when hell froze over. Tethered or not, he’d get nothing out of her. Chelle locked her jaw down tight and returned his stare with open defiance.


“Go to hell, furbag.”


The male’s smile grew arrogant as he leaned in closer. His grip tightened, though not painfully so, and she realized there was no way she’d be able to overpower the male. Chelle had never gone toe to toe with a werewolf before. Stronger than she’d anticipated. Or maybe it was just this particular one who seemed to overpower her with ease. Either way, it didn’t sit well with her. She’d be damned if she let him get the upper hand. She had a reputation as a badass to uphold, damn it!


His voice dropped to a menacing murmur. “You knew what you were looking for.”


A low growl echoed in his chest. In the back of his mind, Chelle sensed a conflict between the male and his inner animal. He conducted what sounded to Chelle like a one-sided conversation, giving the animal orders to stand down. What had the beast wanted to do? she wondered. A smile threatened to surface but she swallowed it down.


A golden light shone behind his irises and he ran his nose along her jaw as he inhaled deeply. His beard tickled her neck and it made her stomach do a pleasant flip. Did a werewolf recognize its mate in the same way a vampire felt the tether? If so, did this male know what he’d done to Chelle? Maybe that’s what he argued with his inner animal about. She wanted to kick him in the nuts for the distraction. She couldn’t worry about a tether—or a mate—or anything else right now. She needed answers to the mysteries of her turning. This was a complication she couldn’t afford.


A complication for sure. But … could she use it to her advantage?


Guilt tugged at her chest but she forced the sensation away. The sudden return of her soul brought with it a flood of emotion she wasn’t quite ready to deal with. She couldn’t let a conscience stand in the way of what she wanted. Not when she was so close to getting it. When life handed you lemons … 


“Do you know what I am, werewolf?” Chelle let her voice go soft and breathy.


“Vampire,” the werewolf replied from between clenched teeth.


“No.” His eyelids drooped a fraction at her softly spoken word. Chelle almost felt sorry for him. He was no different than any other male. So easy to manipulate. “I’m yours.”


The male stilled. A tremor of anxious energy coursed through Chelle’s veins. His grip on her wrists tightened yet again and she forced herself not to show any outward discomfort. Maybe her celebration had been a little premature. Damn it.


“You’re mine, all right,” the werewolf growled. “Do you know what I do to thieves, vampire?”


Chelle opted not to answer.


“I rip out their arms and leave them to bleed out.”


Charming.


Diplomacy obviously wasn’t the male’s strong suit. Chelle focused her attention on his thoughts. The animal had begun to growl and yip, as though in warning. The golden light behind the male’s eyes grew brighter, nearly swallowing every bit of blue. It transformed his face, turning him into something wild, and a hot rush of excitement coursed through Chelle’s body.


The male paused. His eyes grew wide, pupils dilated. He lunged toward Chelle as though about to capture her mouth with his when a voice shouted from somewhere in the lower levels of the enormous house.


“Gunnar!”


Gunnar. Definitely Scandinavian. A Viking werewolf? This time, Chelle’s lips curled before she could stop herself. She’d always been fascinated with Norse legends and myths and it seemed the male who’d tethered her stepped right out of one of those stories.


Focus, Chelle. This isn’t the time to geek out.


In an instant, the gold drained from his eyes and once again reflected icy blue. He released his grip on her wrists and pushed himself up to stand. “Go.” The command rang with authority that brooked no argument. “Now.”


A warning? Chelle might have been a virtual treasure trove of knowledge, but she didn’t know everything. Obviously. She hadn’t studied anything about werewolves or pack mentality, but from Gunnar’s tone, she sensed if his pack caught her there, she’d be as good as dead. Though it pained her to escape without the prize, in this case Chelle surmised that tonight, caution would be the better part of valor.


Chelle propelled herself up in a flash of movement. She headed for the open door but Gunnar caught her by the wrist. He hauled her against his wide chest, cupped the back of her neck. His mouth met hers in a hot, wet, crushing kiss that left Chelle’s knees weak and her brain buzzing.


He broke the contact and gave her a none-too-gentle shove. “Go!”


Shell-shocked, she raced out the door and down the hallway. She searched for the broken window she’d heard shatter moments before Gunnar caught her and dove in a graceful arc through the vacant pane. Chelle tucked her knees to her chest and flipped forward. Her booted feet made contact with the ground with barely a sound. She turned to look back up at the house to find Gunnar watching her from the window.


Well, she guessed that kiss answered the question of whether or not a werewolf recognized its mate.


Things were about to get interesting. Good thing Chelle never backed down from a challenge.


*   *   *


Gunnar watched as the vampire turned away from the house. Her movement was nothing more than a graceful smear against the dark backdrop of night as she ran with preternatural speed to the edge of the property and disappeared. His wolf gave a forlorn howl in the back of his mind and, not for the first time, Gunnar wished he could muzzle the damn thing.


Gods. How could this have happened? Nonwerewolf pairings were seldom heard of. Those matings that did occur outside of the various packs were considered taboo. A bad omen that had to be dealt with swiftly and without mercy. It wouldn’t have taken much for Aren—or any other member of the pack—to recognize the bond between Gunnar and the vampire. And if that had happened, they would have run a stake through the female’s heart, right before they’d put a silver bullet through his.


He didn’t know a damned thing about her. Hell, he didn’t even know her name. And yet, Gunnar knew that had she died, it would have gutted him. His wolf never would have recovered from the loss and he would have gone mad. He’d seen it happen before. And the thought that he’d been so close to experiencing that madness sent a rush of adrenaline through his bloodstream.


“Gunnar!”


His head whipped around to find Aren and three other pack members scrambling up the staircase to the third-story landing. They were armed to the teeth and ready for a fight, and he knew he’d made the right decision to send his mate away. No matter what his wolf thought to the contrary.


“What in the hell is going on?” Aren came to a skidding halt a foot from the broken window. “Sensors are being tripped everywhere.” He glanced out the window to the grounds and Gunnar fought to hide his relief that his mate had disappeared into the night. “Someone broke the window?”


Gunnar’s jaw clenched. “I broke it.”


Behind Aren, the three others stood at the ready. Sven, his mate, Jillian, and Jaeger were all battle ready, eyes glowing gold and muscles tense. Gunnar knew of no other pack in either the north or the southwest territories that rivaled the Forkbeard pack in strength. They were certainly a formidable lot. And there wasn’t a single one of them who wouldn’t have killed the vampire on sight.


“What in the hell is going on?”


Gunnar met Aren’s concerned gaze. He scrubbed a hand over his head and flipped his straight hair to one side. “I climbed the fire escape to get to the third story. Broke the window to get in. Someone cracked the safe. I interrupted the thief before anything was stolen.”


Aren’s eyes went wide. “Well…? Who—or what—in the hell was it?”


Gunnar’s wolf issued a warning growl in his mind and he urged the beast to silence. It took a sheer act of will to force his muscles to relax. He hiked a shoulder. “Ski mask, nondescript black clothes. Could’ve been anyone.”


Aren looked as though Gunnar had lost his mind, which probably wasn’t too far from the truth. “What did the fucker smell like?”


It wouldn’t do any good to lie. A werewolf could smell deception from miles away. Gunnar turned to look out the window. “A vampire.”


“Själlös tjuv.”


Soulless thief. Gunnar let out a soft snort. Aren’s sentiment was certainly appropriate given the circumstances.


“What do you think the bastard was after?” Jaeger asked.


Gunnar turned his attention to the male whose dark brows gathered over his deep brown eyes. The male was older than Gunnar by twenty years. Strong. Smart. But had never had any aspirations to become Alpha. Levelheaded in a conflict and reasonable, Jaeger might be the only member of the pack who’d understand Gunnar’s situation. That didn’t mean he was ready to divulge anything.


Gunnar headed to the safe room and the others followed. Curiosity burned to discover exactly what his mate had been after, but he didn’t want the others to be privy to that information just yet. As soon as he diffused the situation and everyone calmed down, he’d investigate. Until then, he had to do whatever he could to keep the pack in the dark.


“Your guess is as good as mine.” The vampire hadn’t really disturbed much of anything in her quest. A smart thief. Obviously not her first rodeo. Gunnar’s lips twitched, threatening a smile. A crafty female. Smart. It rankled that he didn’t even know her name.


“There are countless antiques and relics in the pack’s possession that are priceless,” Jillian chimed in. “Maybe the vampire was looking for something to fence?”


“More likely looking for something to use as leverage,” Aren interjected.


So they were back to this? Gunnar let out a sigh. Aren would no doubt use the attempted break-in as leverage himself. To convince the pack to ally with the berserkers in their war against the Sortiari and vampires.


Sven, usually the quiet one, spoke up. “You’re sure nothing was stolen? It might be a good idea to do a full inventory.”


Gunnar intended to do just that, but he’d be doing it alone. “I’m sure. But you’re right, it’s a good idea to double-check.”


“Jillian and I can do it,” Sven suggested.


Jillian was unofficially the pack’s curator. She cataloged their priceless possessions, transferred centuries’ worth of history and records to digital formats. The female was the youngest member of their pack at sixty-five years old, though she didn’t look a day over twenty-five. She’d been attacked by a rogue and left for dead. The Forkbeard pack had taken her in and Sven’s wolf had recognized its mate in an instant. At the time, Gunnar had found himself disdainful and mistrustful of such an instantaneous bond. No longer. His wolf had taken one look at the beautiful vampire and laid claim.


Mine.


“Gunnar? Did you hear me?”


Gunnar shook himself from his thoughts and met Aren’s suspicious gaze. The male had been on edge for weeks. Tonight’s break-in wasn’t going to do anything to calm him. Gunnar’s brow arched in question. Whatever the hell point Aren was trying to make, he wished he’d get the hell on with it.


“I said we need to increase security on the property until we know exactly what the vampire was after.”


“There are military bases with less security,” Gunnar remarked. Truly, it was a wonder the vampire had managed to breach their security with such ease. She was obviously agile and quick. The warrior in Gunnar appreciated that. “Besides, the vampire will be expecting it.” Of that Gunnar had no doubt. Intelligence shone behind her forest-green eyes. Cunning. She was far too smart to be thwarted by a mere boost in surveillance.


She’d be back, no doubt about it. And Gunnar wasn’t about to go out of his way to keep her out.


“You’re suggesting we set a trap?” Aren asked.


Of course that’s where he’d go. Not that Gunnar hadn’t been thinking the exact same thing. Their motives might have been different, but Aren was Gunnar’s second because their minds tended to work in the same way.


“Not necessarily.” Gunnar wanted the pack placated with his plan, but not overly bloodthirsty. From here on out, he’d have to tread on eggshells. Wolves tended to steamroll over things. They acted on instinct and executed with brute force. Finesse wasn’t exactly Gunnar’s thing.


“But you do think the vampire will return?”


Of that he had no doubt. A tremor of anxiety vibrated from the top of Gunnar’s head and traveled the length of his spine. Aren was ambitious, but was the male traitorous?


“I think anything is possible,” Gunnar said after a moment. “And I plan to keep my guard up and my eyes and ears open until I get to the bottom of whatever the hell is going on.”


A murmur of agreement spread through the small group.


Jaeger moved toward the hallway. “I’ll get a hammer and some plywood to cover up the window until we can get it fixed.”


“Good idea,” Gunnar replied. “Jillian, if you wouldn’t mind putting the safe back in order? I’ll deal with the inventory in the morning. Sven, we’ll need something to temporarily secure the safe since the vampire managed to destroy the tumbler.”


He gave a sharp nod of his head. “I’m on it.”


“Aren, reset the motion detectors and the security system. We’ll need to run a test on the system as well to make sure everything is online and functioning properly.”


Aren’s gaze narrowed as he studied Gunnar with an intensity that made his skin crawl. How he wished he could climb into the male’s mind and hear his thoughts. “Want me to do a perimeter check as well?”


Gunnar’s wolf gave a warning yip but he disregarded it. “Yeah.” Right now, he needed to keep up appearances even though he worried the vampire had left a trail to track. “Take backup and check in.”


His answer seemed to satisfy Aren. “Will do.”


The group dispersed and Gunnar returned to the broken window to stare out at the property. The vampire had damned near stilled the breath in his lungs. Sharp, precise features, high cheekbones, eyes that reflected the forests he loved to run and hunt in, and tawny hair that shone like gold.


Beautiful.


And she belonged to him.
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Despite only two hours’ sleep, Gunnar was up with the sun. His wolf was restless, and not simply because the moon grew fuller. The wolf wanted its mate. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot Gunnar could do about it.


Maddening.


He hadn’t planned to kiss the vampire moments before shoving her out the door. But gods, her full lips had practically begged for the favor and Gunnar never was one to turn a lady down. Her mouth was as honey-sweet and heady as mead. The kiss had gone straight to his head. Made him drunk. And he’d barely had a sip. What would it be like to taste her fully? To savor her at his leisure? Gunnar’s cock stirred at the thought and he willed the bastard down. The vampire was a variable. Dangerous. His wolf recognized her as its mate, but did vampires bond in the same way? Their kind had always been so gods-damned secretive, little was known about their ways and customs. After the Sortiari had waged war on the vampires and attempted to eradicate them in their crusade to change the course of fate, vampires had become an inconsequential piece of history. Forgotten.


Gunnar let out a soft snort. They were all fools to think any part of history could—or should—be forgotten.


Jillian had done a decent job of cleaning up the safe. Everything was in order and back in its rightful place. There was no need to inventory anything at this point. Gunnar didn’t plan on leaving this room until he knew what the vampire had been after, though.


Curiosity ate at him. Worked his wolf into a damned lather. The animal didn’t want to be cooped up in the tiny room and he made his wishes known with a low snarl. Last night, Aren and the others had caught the vampire’s scent. They’d tracked it to a mile from the borders of the pack’s property until it disappeared. Which meant she hadn’t come on foot. Gunnar’s wolf wanted to track its mate, but the animal refused to listen to Gunnar’s reasoning. The closer they got to the full moon, the more in sync the dual parts of his nature would become. Until then, they existed as two separate entities inhabiting a single body. It frustrated the fuck out of him.


Rumors of Mikhail Aristov’s ascension to power had spread quickly. Over the course of almost a year and a half, he’d managed to find his mate and replenish the vampire race. But it was also widely known that the process so far had been slow. How many vampires could there be? A handful at most, Gunnar surmised. And all of them would belong to Aristov’s coven. The female would be easy to find. All Gunnar had to do was drive to L.A. and request a meeting with the vampire king. He let out a chuff of disdainful laughter. He’d as likely get an audience with the king as he would sprout a pair of tits. Besides, Gunnar wasn’t interested in using political machinations to find his mate.
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