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

He is the last of his race. King of the vampires. Michael Aristov roams the nightclubs of LA after dark, haunted by his past and driven by hunger. The sole Ancient One to survive the slayers’ obliteration, only he can resurrect the vampire race. But he’s unable to reclaim his world without the woman who can return his soul . . .

Claire Thompson is mortal, yet her intoxicating blood draws Michael like a moth to the flame. Sassy and seductive, only she can satisfy his insatiable cravings, their first fiery kiss igniting an irrevocable passion.

With the future of the vampire race now at stake, Claire has the power to seal Michael’s fate – forever.

This unforgettable new series continues with The Warrior Vampire – return to the dark, deadly, and deliciously sexy world of the Last True Vampire.





For Nancy. My very first reader and the ultimate vampire fan.
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CHAPTER

1

The vampire knew of no one on the face of the earth that he despised as fervently as the Sortiari. Mikhail wondered if his torture somehow assuaged their guilt as the self-proclaimed influencers of Fate? Perhaps it justified the murders they’d tasked their lapdogs to commit? Because as far as Mikhail was concerned, the only thing the slayer had accomplished was to further enrage an already-rabid beast. Careful in his technique, the false priest took great care as he made a show of purifying Mikhail’s flesh. A torch burned bright in the dark dungeon, the fire casting inhuman shadows as though revealing the slayer’s true face. He touched the flame to Mikhail’s skin again and again as he absolved the vampire of sin in preparation for the killing blow.

Mikhail’s fangs punched down from his gums and a feral growl erupted in his chest. Pain fueled his rage and gave him strength as he fought to free himself from the bonds that restrained him. The silver chains were woven, it was said, with strands of hair from an archangel’s head. Those lies might have worked on the simple folk who lived in the villages, but Mikhail knew that the Sortiari were nothing more than butchers hiding behind the cloister of the Holy See and the church’s myths. The slayer wore an elaborate gold crucifix around his neck, which complemented his black and red robes, giving him the appearance of a man of God. But this creature was no priest and neither were the Sortiari holy. No, the members of this secret society were nothing more than zealots with the resources they required to further their cause thanks to the wealth of the church.

Weakened from a fortnight of torture and starved of blood, Mikhail swayed on his feet, the silver chains the only things holding him upright. Once a proud warrior, he’d been reduced to a bloodied mass of flesh and raw nerves. How he wanted to sink his fangs into his enemy’s throat and rejoice in the warmth of the slayer’s blood as it flowed over his tongue. He ached for vengeance, for the opportunity to deliver justice to the bastards who’d all but annihilated an entire race. Mikhail thrashed against his bonds, strained at the heavy length of silver that weighed him down and stole his strength. Endless black swallowed the whites of the slayer’s eyes until no color remained and he laughed. A sound that grated in Mikhail’s ears like the scratch of metal on metal.

The slayer paused in his ministrations, a silver dagger dripping with Mikhail’s own blood clenched tight in his fist. “By the will of Fate, we have rid the world of your kind.” The words were spoken as nothing more than a whisper, yet they resonated with the force of an angry shout. “The Sortiari have killed your females, ripped the wombs from their wretched bodies, and burned the abominations growing inside of them in sacred flames. Your warriors are gone, torn limb from limb, their black hearts speared, and the pieces buried in consecrated ground.”

His breath hot and reeking of rancid flesh, the slayer spoke close to Mikhail’s face. A monster stood in this cold, dank dungeon, but it wasn’t the vampire. As the creature in the guise of a human sliced the blade across Mikhail’s torso, cutting away great sheets of his flesh, he saw a glimpse of the beast that simmered beneath the slayer’s skin. Berserker. He could almost laugh at the folly of the church for allying themselves with the Sortiari. Employing the very creatures they sought to vanquish. As pain clouded his mind and stole any sense of reason, Mikhail refused to cry out. He would not show weakness.

“I killed your sire with my own hands, you soulless wretch,” the slayer said with pride. “Your whore as well. And as the last of your kind, you are nothing more than the heir to death. The entirety of your race will end with you.” He dropped the dagger somewhere at his side and from his robes produced a long wooden spike, tipped with silver. “The future waits to do the Sortiari’s bidding. We are Fate.” Holding it in both fists, the slayer held the weapon high above his head, raised to the sky as though in prayer. “May God have mercy on your evil soul,” he snarled as he drove the spike into the vampire’s chest.

Michael Aristov came awake with the setting sun, clutching at his chest. His fingers found the familiar star-shaped scar, burned there by the wooden spike infused with Sortiari magic. Another inch to the left and he would have joined the entirety of his race in whatever afterlife awaited the immortal. Would there be a day of his existence that he didn’t relive that wretched night of torture in his dreams? He collapsed back on his pillow as he attempted to rub the ghost of pain from his sternum. Tonight wasn’t the first night he’d wished the assassin had been better at the job. Death would have been a welcome respite from the pain of isolation and the promise of an eternity of soulless existence.

He swung his legs over the edge of the king-size bed and let his head hang between his shoulders. How many nights had it been since he’d fed? Twenty? Thirty? Too damned many at any rate. His body ached with hunger, his throat raw and his gut pulsing with a hollow yet acidic burn that damn near brought him to his knees. With effort, Michael reached for his cell on the bedside table. He scrolled through his contacts and hit “send.”

“What’s on tap for tonight?” a man answered on the other end.

“I’m going out. Bring the car.” Michael’s own voice was gravel spinning in a cement mixer, and speaking did little to soothe the fire in his throat.

“Ten minutes?”

Michael’s head spun. His thoughts clouded. If he didn’t feed soon, instinct would overtake him and he’d be unable to control his compulsion to feed. “Make it five.”

“Five minutes, then” came the reply before the call disconnected.

Arms braced at his sides, Michael pushed himself off the bed. He wobbled on his feet for a moment, light-headed. The collective hunger of an entire race exhausted his strength and he wondered, if he allowed them all to perish, would he too finally see his end? The slayers hadn’t managed to do the deed four centuries ago; surely he was doomed to the torture of this empty existence for all eternity.

A few stumbling steps took Michael to a control panel on the wall. He pushed a button and the blackout blinds retracted from the floor-to-ceiling windows, revealing the gray twilight that draped the sky as though with the haze of a mourning cloak. Michael gazed out at the gardens beyond his window, and the tension constricting his muscles eased by slow degrees. He didn’t miss the sun. The sun was hot, and bright, and punishing. He had no desire to feel the warmth of it on his skin or see the ocean in the daytime, bright and blue in its reflection, like the vampires did in the movies. Michael didn’t secretly yearn for a time when he would meet the accursed yellow orb in a glorious display of morning light. The thing he feared—truly resented—was that he had to shut himself up in a tomb to block out those deadly rays. Even in his spacious house, miles from the congestion of the city, he felt suffocated once the blinds went down. And he had that Sortiari bastard to thank for that.

True to his word, Alex pulled up to the front door just a few minutes later. The human was worth every cent of his considerable paycheck: prompt, discreet, and efficient. He never asked questions and he did whatever was required of him. And in a city where gossip paid very, very well, he was a valuable commodity indeed.

“Where to?” Alex asked as he opened the door of the sleek black town car.

A nice open field in Siberia might be nice. “Take me into the city. Club district.”

Alex inclined his head. “Anywhere in particular?”

Michael should have found a dhampir to supply a willing vein—that blood would surely sustain him longer—but he didn’t have the patience or energy to deal with his own kin. Keeping company with dhampirs would dredge up too many painful memories for him to stomach. “Wherever’s hot right now. I don’t care about the specifics.”

“Can do.” Alex closed the door and took the driver’s seat. “You do realize things won’t heat up at the clubs for a few hours yet. Tongues will wag whether you’re fashionably late or way too early.”

True, but at this point it hardly mattered. “Like you said, they’ll talk either way. Let’s just get this over with.”

“You’re the boss,” Alex replied as he put the car into gear and began the long trek down Mulholland toward the city.

Michael leaned his head back on the rest as he relaxed against the supple leather interior and closed his eyes. His control was slipping as the thirst mounted, his sanity on the precipice of collapse. The memories of the Ancient Ones assaulted his mind, remnants of lives extinguished by Sortiari slayers. Once he fed he’d be strong enough to keep the memories at bay, but right now his mind roared with myriad voices, thoughts, and events of lives in a time long since passed.

“Not much farther,” Alex remarked from the front of the car. “Just hang on.”

Awareness spiked for the briefest moment and a desperate snarl tore from Michael’s throat. The scent of the driver’s blood invaded his nostrils, tempting him beyond reason. His fangs slid down from his gums and it took every ounce of willpower in his control to keep from attacking the man speeding through the city in an effort to see him properly fed. Michael pierced his tongue with one sharp tip. It had been so long since he’d last fed, he didn’t even have a drop of blood in his own body left to spare. His heart was silent in his rib cage, his lungs still. Chest unmoving with breath. He had nothing with which to keep the frenzy in check.

Michael Aristov was the last of the Ancient Ones, untethered and soulless, the lone remaining carrier of the collective memory, and the sole guardian of an orphaned race.

And if he didn’t feed soon, he would be the death of them all.

Claire Thompson spread the wad of bills out on the table, smoothing the crumpled edges, and put them in order, largest to smallest. She promised herself this would be her last hustle, just this once until she picked up more hours at the diner. Without the three hundred dollars she’d won off those guys at the pool tables, she wouldn’t have been able to make her rent. And there was no way in hell she was living out of her car again.

Truth be told, there was nothing like easy money. The hours at the diner were hard. Her feet ached every day, she was always tired, and half of her customers were filthy letches or undertipping assholes. She was good at hustling and it took a hell of lot less effort than balancing five plates of eggs and hash browns in one hand while trying not to spill the pot of coffee in her other. But she’d made a vow to herself that she was going to walk the straight and narrow from here on out. Well, from tomorrow on out. Tonight was about making her rent and getting the cash she needed for at least a week’s worth of groceries. Los Angeles was a jungle. Survival of the fittest, kill or be killed, all of that law of the wild crap counted here, and she wasn’t about to be culled from the herd because she couldn’t take care of herself.

Claire stared across the street, observing the circus that had begun to set up camp at Diablo, the newest hot-spot nightclub. The neon sign glowed bloodred in the encroaching darkness and the lineup of party girls waiting to go inside were a spectacle in and of themselves. What in god’s name would possess a woman to leave her house dressed like a sexy stuffed animal? Tall furry boots, shorter-than-short micromini skirts, and bikini tops weren’t enough for these hard-core partiers’ outfits. Nope. They topped it all off with pointy-eared furry hats and little fluffy tails that stuck out from the backs of their too-short skirts.

Gag.

However … with the drum and bass EDM party scene came a set of recreational drugs that would make a lot of them easy prey for a skilled pickpocket like Claire. And this wasn’t the usual down-and-out crowd you came across in the Valley. The clientele who frequented Diablo tonight consisted of overprivileged, spoiled-rotten daddy’s girls and unambitious trust fund boys. None of them would miss a diamond tennis bracelet or gold watch. They probably had drawers full of them at home. A single score would set her up for a couple of months. It was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up. Besides, after tonight she was going straight.

She looked down at her worn skinny jeans, simple black tee, and cheap Payless heels. Not exactly the type of grade-A hottie who made it past the velvet rope, especially when she was contending with a horde of plushies, all sucking on pacifiers—probably laced with Molly—in a way that would tempt Freud from the grave. Ew.

There were other ways to get into a nightclub, though. She didn’t need to look like a teddy-bear hooker to get past the gatekeepers. That’s what back doors were for. Claire stuffed all but a hundred bucks of her cash into her pocket and headed out of the pool hall and across the street. She passed up the line of clubbers at the front entrance and strolled to the back of the building as though she belonged there. That was the trick to sneaking around: Never look like you’re sneaking. A twenty-something guy in a red T-shirt with Diablo scrawled across the front in black script was standing outside the rear exit smoking a cigarette. He eyed Claire with suspicion, taking her in from head to toe. She smiled as though she’d known the guy for years, and tucked the two fifties against her right palm. Indecision gave her pause, and her step faltered as she headed up to the door. If she didn’t score inside, she’d be out a hundred bucks and she’d have to go out tomorrow night to make up the extra cash. Which would totally shoot to shit her vow to make tonight her last night.

“Hey,” she said to the guy at the door. “Sup?”

“The line to get in is around the corner,” he replied on an exhalation of smoke.

Claire kept the friendly smile plastered on her face no matter how badly the smell made her stomach lurch. Scent and memory were closely tied, unfortunately, and Claire had a lot of shitty memories to dredge up. “Oh, I know,” she said, and stretched out her right hand. “I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Janae.” Rule of the hustle number one: Never give your real name.

“Paul,” the guy said, reaching out to shake her hand.

She slipped the bills against his hand and, though his eyes showed a hint of acknowledgment, he didn’t give any other sign that she’d placed the bills into his palm. Apparently this wasn’t Paul’s first rodeo. He tucked his hand in his pocket without so much as a glance at the money. Like he knew that she’d tipped him well. Then again, Claire had always had this strange trustworthy quality about her. It was like she could project an aura of honesty and people just bought it. It’s what made her so good at the con. And likewise, she always knew when someone was lying. Like a tingle that spread through her body. Intuition like that was a godsend when you grew up on the streets.

Paul toed the back door, easing it open to allow just enough room for Claire to pass through. He didn’t budge from his spot, just took another drag and expelled the smoke. “See ya around, Janae.”

“You’re one of the good ones, Paul,” she said as she slipped through the door.

He responded with an amused snort.

Once through the stockroom and in the club proper, Claire was reminded of why she didn’t hang out at places like this. It always surprised her how high-class debauchery was so much more accepted. This place had the same sex, drugs, and dirty dealings on display as you’d find in a dive bar in the Valley. But in the morning everyone who’d been here would skip along their merry way like nothing had happened, as though money absolved them of all sin, whereas the stigma of bad behavior followed the less fortunate wherever they went. The wealth and privilege here was a painful reminder that these people were the haves while she was a have-not. She mused, as she took in her surroundings, that by midnight the accumulated net worth of the club patrons could probably pay off the national debt.

Acting as though she belonged in this crowd was tough when she felt so out of place. Her shoes were the most expensive part of her sad wardrobe. She’d saved up tips for two weeks to afford the thirty-dollar black heels, and to tell the truth, they pinched her feet so badly she was considering going barefoot. Dirty floors be damned.

From the corner of her eye she caught sight of a group of girls taking selfies with their top-of-the-line smartphones. Claire couldn’t even afford a cheap prepaid burner phone. If she had to make a call, she used the phone at the diner. Besides, it’s not like she had anyone in her life who might be interested in talking to her. For several minutes she stood there, staring as the trio made the standard pouty duck-lip faces, then switched to screwed-up gazes with their tongues lolling out of their mouths like deranged poodles. Which, considering the fact they were all wearing fuzzy hats and tails, wasn’t too far off.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

Claire turned to the guy who’d sidled up beside her. Rule number two of the hustle: Free is always better. Especially at a high-end club like this, because a glass of white wine probably ran about twenty-five bucks. “Sure. Thanks,” she said, flashing a winsome smile. “I’ll take a bourbon and Coke.”

As he led the way to the bar, Claire sized up her first potential mark of the night. He wasn’t bad looking, a typical Cali guy: blond, blue-eyed, and built. From the looks of his True Religion jeans and Ed Hardy tee, he was comfortable, though not too well off. His watch was okay, Fossil, but not worth more than a couple hundred bucks, which equated to a thirty-dollar pawn. He tucked his cell in his back pocket, looked like an early-generation iPhone, and a little banged up at that. Nope, this guy wasn’t what she was after. She hadn’t risked a hundred bucks of rent money for chump change. Claire was hunting bigger game tonight.

She accepted the proffered drink and pretended to sip. Rule of the hustle number three: A sloppy drunk makes for a sloppy con. Keeping her wits about her while still looking like she was having a good time was essential. Once you got someone to let down their inhibitions, they made a much easier target.

“What’s your name?” Cali Boy shouted over the heart-stopping bass of the electronic dance music. The twenty-foot display screen behind the DJ booth flashed: BassNectar. Dude was certainly living up to his moniker.

“Suzette!” she shouted back. “Thanks again for the drink!”

“No problem.” He gave her a smile and leaned in. “I’m Steve. So … what brings you out tonight?”

“Just livin’ the dream, Steve.” While he yammered on about whatever it was he did for a living—something in sports management—Claire scanned the crowd for her mark. The dance floor undulated with a mass of bodies, arms raised high, glow sticks clenched in their fists, and heads thrown back, grinding their asses against anything within touching distance like cats in heat. Strobe lights flashed with each thump of bass and lasers shot out from the DJ booth, projecting neon pink and yellow shapes on the walls and ceilings. Through the mass of bodies and constant movement Claire narrowed her focus. In addition to her built-in lie detector, she possessed an uncanny concentration that she could narrow down to almost a pinpoint. Each distraction melted away until it felt like everything moved in slow motion, giving her the time she needed to make her assessment. Like the eyes of a hawk searching for a mouse in tall grass, her gaze roamed the crowd until she zeroed in on a man headed to the back of the club where the VIP tables were.

Bingo.

Dressed in sleek black slacks and a dress shirt that probably cost more than a couple of months of Claire’s rent. Swaying on his feet as though he could barely keep himself upright, he looked as out of place with the nouveau-raver crowd as she did. He stood about a foot taller than the tallest guys there and made Steve’s sculpted body look puny in comparison. He wasn’t there for the music. He was at Diablo because this was an “it” place and he was an “it” guy. She’d have to get a little closer to properly assess him, but that wouldn’t be a problem. If her initial impression was correct, whatever she managed to lift from this guy would feed her for a few months. Hell, maybe she’d spring for the name-brand mayo this time.

“So, do you maybe wanna get out of here and grab a bite to eat?” Steve looked at her expectantly, setting his own drink on the bar as though positive he was about to score.

“Sorry, but no. Thanks again for the drink, Stevie!” Claire shouted over the music as she headed toward the VIP room.

“It’s Steve!” he called after her.

She lifted her hand in acknowledgment but didn’t turn around. It was time to hunt.


CHAPTER

2

Murmured voices followed Michael through the club, so much louder than the music or the roar of the crowd. He pushed the myriad sounds to the back of his mind, refusing to let the assault of sensory overload further disable him. Eyes tracked him, flashing silver in the darkness, keen and curious. He kept his distance from most dhampirs, and in turn they regarded him with the wariness of a pack in the presence of their alpha. Their draw on his meager energy stores caused his step to falter as he pushed through the crowds to the VIP lounge. His self-inflicted starvation punished them all. In his untethered state, he couldn’t be bothered to care.

Michael was an Ancient One. The last of the true vampires. Dhampirs were a product of birth. The only way for a dhampir to become a vampire was to drain the body of blood and replenish it by taking the vein of a vampire. Due to the fact that he was untethered—his soul lost to oblivion until he found his mate—Michael didn’t have the strength to turn any of them. Perhaps he wasn’t the only one condemned to a state of inertia.

Every vampire had been descended from a single creature. Like a grove of aspen trees were interconnected, the blood that created them tied them to one another. And there was just enough of that ancient blood flowing through every dhampir’s veins to connect them all to Michael. Fate could indeed be a cruel master at times.

In the two and a half centuries since the vampires had been all but exterminated, class divisions separated the dhampir covens, pitting them against one another. Some wanted Michael gone from the face of the earth while others waited eagerly for him to step up and fully claim his role as their leader. They craved the gift he could give them, the bite that would transform them from beings that lived between the human and vampire realms into the creatures they were meant to be.

Without being tethered, he was helpless to do anything for them.

Michael’s own raging thirst was paltry in comparison to that of the collective mass of dhampirs in the vicinity. Many of them were in the club now, watching, waiting to share in his strength. They saw a savior, while Michael saw himself as nothing more than a soulless creature destined to fall through time in a state of perpetual emptiness. Perhaps that was why he’d persisted in this state of near starvation for the past century. To punish himself for his inability to save his brethren now as well as when the Sortiari had begun their quest to exterminate the vampires centuries ago.

“Hi. Alex sent me. Mind if I join you?”

He looked up to find a woman gazing down at him and once again Michael was reminded why he paid Alex such a hefty salary. He opened his palm in greeting. “Please. Sit.”

She smiled seductively and her too-white, veneered teeth were the perfect horrid complement to her collagen-injected lips and unnaturally large breasts. Why would any woman want to defile the soft curves she came by naturally by replacing them with something unyielding and artificial? No matter. He didn’t want to fuck the human after all, just feed from her. And whereas her appearance did little for his lust, the scent of her blood set his throat ablaze.

Bide your time. If he didn’t get a grip, he’d tear into the woman’s throat. “Can I buy you a drink?” It was the least he could do. After all, she was about to supply him with one. “Champagne?” Wasn’t that what humans wanted in these ridiculously overpriced clubs? He motioned to one of the waitresses who serviced the VIP room, appropriately outfitted with devil horns and a long red tail that seemed to grow from the back of her short black skirt. Michael reached into his pocket and produced a matte black credit card from his wallet and handed it to the waitress. “Bring us a bottle of Clos d’Ambonnay.”

The waitress smiled appreciatively and spun on a heel, no doubt anxious for the tip that would accompany a thirty-five-hundred-dollar bottle of champagne.

“Oh. My. Gawd!” the woman beside him squealed. She stuck out her hand, wrist bent as though he should kiss it. “I’ve always wanted to try that! I’m Jasmine, by the way.”

He looked down at her hand but didn’t move to take it. Charming. Michael’s patience was wearing thin, as was his control. With each second that passed, his thirst mounted. It didn’t help that the human was now stuck to him like a strip of duct tape, rubbing her ridiculous fake breasts against his arm in a way that he assumed was supposed to be arousing. She’d been chattering on for at least twenty minutes, about what Michael had no idea. How the fuck long did it take to retrieve a bottle of champagne anyway?

She ran a palm up the inside of his thigh but stopped short of his cock when the waitress showed up with the champagne. Finally. Thank the gods. He signed the receipt, adding on a hefty tip for their server before he poured two glasses of the pale bubbling drink. His companion’s eyes rolled back into her head as she drank, a low moan that was more reminiscent of a wail issuing from her throat.

Humans like her were a prime example of how easy it could be to hunt in the city. It was also a sore reminder that he had no excuse—other than sadistic self-torture—for starving himself. As Jasmine drank and giggled and drank some more, the scent of her blood pushed Michael’s need past reason. Around him he sensed the anticipation of the dhampirs, and he almost reconsidered piercing the woman’s throat just to punish them for violating his privacy. For the briefest moment he welcomed the pain of madness and starvation. His instinct to feed was far stronger than his will to die, however. Michael nuzzled the woman’s throat and brushed his lips against her jugular, causing the dual set of fangs to throb in his gums.

“Oh yeah, baby,” the woman moaned as she tilted her head to expose her throat. “Put your mouth on me.”

Gladly. Michael sealed his lips over her throat, sucking gently to coax the vein closer to the surface. Her skin tasted of cheap perfume and she reeked of acrid, chemical-laced smoke. At the moment his fangs punctured her flesh, she melted into his embrace, her high, mewling moan inaudible to anyone but him over the pounding bass of the DJ’s music. Her head lolled back on her shoulder and Michael gripped the back of her head to support her. Blood, warm and tinged with something foreign—a narcotic of some kind—passed over his tongue. Human drugs had no effect on him. Michael’s eyes drifted shut as he joined his prey in the bliss of feeding.

With each swallow he was infused with strength; her scent, her taste, the feel of her in his embrace, enhanced as his senses sharpened. His heart began to beat once again, his metabolism awakening as living blood coursed in his veins. The air around him became charged with a static tension, like the approach of a violent storm, and he felt the utter relief of the dhampirs who shared in what he’d taken from this woman.

With a sudden, shattering impact a scent the likes of which had no equal invaded Michael’s senses and he pulled so violently from the human’s throat that he nearly tore her flesh. His brain roared with an instinct too strong to resist, but if he didn’t close the punctures in the woman’s neck she’d bleed out in a matter of seconds. She slumped against his body and Michael quickly scored his tongue, lapping at her throat and healing the bite. He laid her down in the booth without another thought to her welfare as he was inexplicably drawn to the scent of blood that called to him in a way that he’d never felt before in all of his centuries upon the earth.

Want. Need. Hunger. Desire. Lust.

Raw, untamed emotion exploded inside of him, something so deep and primal that he was helpless to fight it. The empty void that had opened up inside of him upon his turning filled to bursting and Michael rubbed at his chest as though the change were a physical thing. His mind raced as he tried to make sense of what he felt, the sensation so foreign and shocking. It had been so long since he’d last fed, perhaps his dormant body simply wasn’t used to being rejuvenated. Or maybe it was the sheer fierceness of the anticipation of the dhampirs that sent him into a frenzy. His muscles bunched and flexed with every step, as though they’d gone decades without use. The soulless void evaporated, and in the center of his being something secured itself to him as though with a length of unbreakable chain. The past two hundred years of solitude melted away in this moment, his quest for the exotic scent that drove him past reason, and for the first time since the slayer had entombed him all of those years ago Michael experienced the vitality of the warrior he once was. The powerful vampire. The hunter in search of prey.

But beyond that, he felt alive. Truly alive, as he had been before he’d been made into a vampire. Before he’d made the decision to trade his soul for an existence as one of the untethered. If he didn’t find the source of that delicious scent, the sweet blood that entranced him like a siren’s song, he’d go mad.

Through the hordes of humans he swathed a path with one long arm, brushing them aside as though they were nothing more than blades of grass and his arm a broadsword. The dhampirs watched with curious yet fearful expressions, their irises reflecting silver in the low light, giving him a wide berth as they bowed their heads, afraid to meet his feral gaze. He had finally come alive this night, and though his heart beat anew, it wasn’t the whore’s blood that had brought him from his soulless stupor. No, as Michael’s eyes lit on a female not twenty feet away he knew without a doubt that it was her blood that called to him and her scent that had awakened him.

This female had tethered his soul and returned it to him.

As though she sensed him, too, her eyes met his. She looked nothing like the overdone, overused, and utterly underwhelming human females who seemed to frequent these sorts of clubs. Rather, she stood out among them. A breath of fresh air in a stale environment.

Her lips curled into a flirtatious smile. A sly, seductive expression that caused his cock to grow hard and the blood coursing through his veins to warm. She turned from him, winding a path through the VIP lounge toward the less populated area at the back of the club. Didn’t she realize that running only made him want to give chase? Or was that what she wanted, to be captured in a shadowy corner where no one would hear her moans of pleasure as he took her vein?

Michael’s step faltered. Of course, she couldn’t possibly know what he wanted from her, how her scent drove him to the frenzy that made his earlier thirst a mere annoyance in comparison. If she thought to find an exit in this part of the club she was about to be disappointed. In a matter of moments she’d be trapped, and a thrill of excitement coursed through Michael’s veins at the prospect.

Claire found herself facing a black wall with Diablo painted in giant red script above her. She put her back to it, palms bracing her as though she’d made a fatal error. Oops! she had nowhere left to go. Rule of the hustle number four: Let the mark think he’s running the show.

He was high as a freaking kite; of that she was positive. Too bad, too. He was much too hot to waste his looks—and probably his wealth—on the life of a burnout. Claire took a moment to observe him as he stalked toward her. Any woman would be tempted to fall to her knees and thank the lord for his creation when she got a look at the one-two punch this guy was bringing. Tall and sculpted without looking like one of those muscle-beach meatheads. She was willing to bet he pretended to be some sort of fitness junkie when he wasn’t high. She saw it sometimes in addicts. They looked fit and portrayed a healthy lifestyle to cover up for their illegal extracurricular activities. He probably worked in the film industry. Not on-screen talent, but she figured he was a lawyer or producer. Maybe a moneyman. Or, more likely, private security. An aura of importance surrounded him as if he knew he was the shit and everyone else should, too.

Full, dark hair brushed his brow in a casual style that was meant to look like he’d hopped out of bed and into his clothes. A straight nose, sharp cheekbones, and the most amazing dimple in his chin only lent to his aura of strength. And his eyes … holy shit, were they beautiful. A bright turquoise blue that reminded her of a picture she’d seen of the waters off the coast of Cozumel. She felt an instant connection with him. Something deep and obsessive that stole her breath. She’d never felt such an intense spark of interest before. Shame, too, since she was about to rob the poor sucker blind.

Good looks or not, she wasn’t here to flirt. Besides, she didn’t waste her time on addicts and users. He was mere feet from her now, each step he took a predatory swagger that sent a thrill through her body. Claire’s breath returned, quickening in her chest as she sized him up: much bigger up close. For a moment she had the feeling that she might be in way over her head with this one, but then her gaze landed on the gorgeous Patek watch on his left wrist. With the right fence that watch could cover six months or more’s worth of rent. Not to mention cupboards full of groceries. She’d hit pay dirt with this guy. Ka-ching!

Claire fixed a flirtatious smile on her face, which, considering the guy was a superhottie, wasn’t too tough. He closed the remaining feet between them in a couple of long strides and braced himself against the wall with one strong arm, leaning down as he buried his face in her hair. Was he smelling her? Okay, that was sort of weird.

“What are you?”

His voice was a low, hungry rumble in her ear that caused chills to break out over her flesh. Dude was trippin’ balls, no doubt about it, but oh man, he could use that voice on her any time he wanted. “What do you want me to be?” The suggestive banter was meant to invite physical contact. He was so out of his mind, it wouldn’t be tough to lift his wallet or that amazing watch once the heavy petting began. Claire’s gaze landed on his full lips and she almost sighed. If she had to, she could sacrifice a kiss or two, if it meant ensuring his distraction.

“Don’t play with me. I’m not in the mood for games. You’re not simply a human female.”

Simply a human? She’d underestimated just how far gone this guy was. “Now, why would I play games with you?” She looked up to meet his gaze. Those turquoise eyes—the dark pupils blown—burned with something she couldn’t identify, the intensity of his expression bordering on pain. She reached up and threaded her fingers through the silky soft strands of his hair. Claire almost felt bad for the guy. He was so out of it, he was practically begging to be ripped off. “If you’re not interested, I’m pretty sure there’s someone waiting for you back at your table.”

A thought occurred that he might be a pimp for top-of-the-line call girls. The woman slumped over in his booth sure looked like one. And how awesome was he for just leaving her passed out and alone like that? Creep. He was drop-dead gorgeous, but that was the thing about sin: It was always seductive.

“What’s your name?” Good lord. Wasn’t anyone interested in an anonymous hookup? She was running out of creative responses.

“Amy,” she answered. “Yours?”

“Michael.”

“No, it isn’t.” The words left Claire’s mouth before she could stop them from escaping. She didn’t usually call people out on their bullshit, just used it as leverage. But it seemed she couldn’t help but point out his lie.

He canted his head to the side and pinned her with a stare that was much too lucid for his drugged-out state. Something silvery glinted in the depths of his dark pupils and Claire gave herself a mental shake. Maybe she was getting a contact high? “Why would you say that?”

Yeah, Claire, why would you? She was supposed to be inviting his trust, encouraging him to lower his guard, not put him on high alert. Eye on the prize. Get your hands on that watch and get the hell out of here.

Rule of the hustle number five: Never break character. She was in a club, surrounded by drugs and alcohol. It would throw up all sorts of red flags if she was the only woman in the place who wasn’t at least rocking a buzz. She couldn’t turn off the hookup vibe she’d been sending his way just because her internal lie detector was flashing. Besides, who was she to judge?

“You just don’t look like a Michael to me, that’s all.” Claire wrapped her fingers around his large forearm, braced against the wall beside her. Holy shit, the guy must have been chiseled from marble. She caressed a path to his wrist and brought his hand down so it rested on her hip. At this angle, she should be able to flip the clasp on the watch. Once it was good and loose, he wouldn’t even notice when it slipped off his wrist.

His nostrils flared when their bodies connected, and he stepped in closer, so close that Claire had to crane her neck up to look into his face. A shiver raced across her flesh. Was it the rush of the con or the thrill of that large palm cupping her hip, his fingers squeezing her as though barely restrained? “Your scent is maddening.” His voice was a ragged, desperate growl in her ear. “And I want nothing more than to taste you.”

Okay, she’d heard weirder. But the way he spoke—his voice slightly accented in a way that made it hard to pinpoint a region—coupled with the formality of his words piqued Claire’s curiosity. Who in the hell was this guy, anyway? And just what would tasting her entail? As she contemplated the possibilities, she couldn’t deny that the prospect of having his lush mouth anywhere on her body made Claire’s brain go a little fuzzy. Rule number six of the hustle: Never lose control.

Keeping her wits about her was a must right now and she couldn’t let his sexy voice or GQ good looks distract her. The whole point of this game was to keep him so occupied that he wouldn’t notice that she’d lifted his watch. Her goal had been to get him all hot and bothered and then move in for the kill. Dude was already pretty worked up. So it was time to get on with the show.

“I have to admit, I’ve been watching you all night.” Claire made sure to keep her voice nice and breathy. “Imagining what it might be like to kiss you.” She licked her lips as she stared up into those endless blue eyes and let out a sigh that ended on a moan. His brow creased at the sound, and he rolled his hips into her. Holy shit. Is that a redwood in your pocket or are you just happy to see me? Her lips parted on a silent oh. Okay, she’d definitely gotten a contact high from someone smoking weed nearby. Because she had to be hallucinating her mark’s good looks and raw sensuality.

Michael shifted, cupping her ass with his free hand. Claire couldn’t help the gasp that escaped her lips as he hoisted her up as though she weighed nothing and braced her back against the wall. She really had no choice but to wrap her legs around his waist, and when her core brushed up against the erection straining against the fly of his high-priced designer slacks every nerve in her body ignited with awareness. His gaze burned with desire and a lucidity that frightened her. Maybe he wasn’t as high as she’d given him credit for.

So much for being the hunter. Claire had a feeling that she’d just become his prey.


CHAPTER

3

Not human. How could she be? The thought resounded over and again in Michael’s mind as he fought to maintain an ounce of self-control. A vampire had never been tethered by a human as far as he knew. It simply wasn’t possible. And yet his soul burned bright at his center, filling the endless void. He wanted to strip her naked and lay her out on the floor. Run his nose over every inch of her exposed flesh and hold her scent in his lungs before he fucked her. A scrap of memory buffeted his subconscious, not his memory, though it belonged to him just the same. It spurred an instinct that he couldn’t fight: an urge to take this female, sink his fangs into her throat, drink of her, claim her body, and make her his forever. To turn her.

Impossible.

And yet he was frozen in place, unable to tear himself away from her. In fact, merely using her and walking away seemed too great a feat. And why would he? Their souls were tethered. It could all be a lie, though. Perhaps the instinct he thought he felt was merely an echo of memory brought on by his recent feeding. It would pass, as would the madness he felt for this human. He was kidding himself if he believed she was anything but mundane. Once he took her vein, the spell would be broken.

He lifted her in his arms and pinned her against the wall. She wrapped her long legs around his waist and he rolled into her hips, his cock so hard it ached. His bite would give her pleasure, but perhaps she would want more? He’d like nothing more than to fuck her while he drank from her, and he doubted anyone would notice if he yanked her jeans down around her thighs and took her right here against the wall.

It had been so long since he’d felt the tight warmth of a female’s soft flesh.

Her lips parted as though in a silent moan, and Michael’s stomach clenched with lust. Her eyes were wide, limpid pools of amber and her warm golden hair cascaded over her shoulders in straight, silky sheets. Her skin was delicate porcelain, so refreshing in this city of fake, painted-on tans. He let go of her hip and traced his thumb over a jagged scar on her left temple, just above her brow, and a predatory growl rumbled in his chest. He’d kill whoever deigned to harm her.

She reached up and caught his hand in hers, bringing it to her lips. When the heat of her mouth made contact with his skin, the low rumble intensified, and she smiled.

“I’ve never made a man purr before,” she said in a voice as smooth and rich as fresh cream. “I kind of like it.”

How could a human hear anything over the sound of the music and roar of the crowd? Then again, did he really care? She laid his palm flat against her ribs and guided him down her torso and back to her waist. A slow, secretive smile crept onto her lips as she pulled his hand away from her body, but only for a moment as she slipped it beneath the hem of her shirt. The skin-on-skin contact spurred him past reason and he pressed his body against hers as he seized her mouth in a desperate kiss.

She threaded her fingers through his hair, fisting the locks as she held him tightly to her. Her tongue thrust into his mouth, and if the scent of her could snap his restraint, the sweetness of her lips was enough to send him to the brink of insanity. As though she was as starved for him as he was for her, she slanted her mouth across his, her kisses bordering on violent, as if a lifetime had separated them and she was punishing him for withholding himself from her for so long. In his fervor, one fang nicked her bottom lip and the taste of her blood on his tongue sent him toppling over the ledge of his meager control.

Ah, gods! He pulled away from her mouth with a lustful snarl, grinding his cock against her sex as he buried his face against her throat. She arched into him, a low moan issuing from her lips as he latched on to her vein and sank his fangs into her flesh.

“Michael!”

She cried out as he pierced her skin, clinging desperately to him as she held his head to her throat. But that was not the name he wanted on her lips, not the Americanized version of his name he’d adopted, but his true name, the name the slayer had stolen the night the bastard tried to put his existence to an end once and for all. Her blood flowed warm and thick into his mouth and Michael held her fast as he took her vein. She was unlike anything he’d ever tasted: sweet and intoxicating. As the frenzy swept him up, Michael shoved his free hand between them, tearing at the button on her jeans and forcing the metal zipper down until he had no choice but to rip the heavy denim to get to what he wanted.

His only thought was of taking her.

A long-forgotten sense of elation swelled in Michael’s chest, his heart thundering for the first time in months. He forced the distraction to the back of his mind. Aware of the eager attention of the dhampirs, they drew on the burst of unparalleled strength this woman had given him. Hell, every last person in the crowded club could have stopped what they were doing to watch him and he wouldn’t have given a fuck-all about it. He cared only for this moment, the human in his arms, and the blood that was like an elixir of life to him.

She whimpered in his embrace and he plunged his hand past the elastic waistband of her underwear. As his fingers found her slick center, she bucked against him, nearly breaking the seal of his mouth on her throat. Gods, but she was ready for him. Her heat enveloped him, her sex nearly dripping and swollen with want. As he drew on her vein, he slid his fingers through her swollen flesh and against the tight knot of nerves at her core. Her hips rolled in time with each pull of his mouth and her legs tightened around his waist. She pushed herself from the wall and her breath was hot in his ear as she moaned, “Don’t stop until I come.”

She’ll come for me now with my mouth at her vein? His balls grew tight at those desperately whispered words, so close to begging that it tempted him to stop, if only to hear her beg again. The tension in her arms slackened and her head lolled back against the wall. Panic chased the high of feeding and by sheer force of will he disengaged from her throat. Her lids were heavy with passion and her eyes glazed over as though she’d lost focus. Michael cradled her head in his palm as he pierced his own tongue on one fang and laved at the punctures until they closed.

He’d taken too much from her. The slow thrum of her heart echoed in his ears, thready and weak compared to how it had rushed over his tongue while he drank from her. Michael froze with fear. Caught up in his lust for blood and her body, he’d forgotten himself. And now this beautiful woman would pay the price for his carelessness.

“Please, don’t stop.”

She gripped his hand with both of hers and urged him to resume where he had let off. The lazy rhythm of her heart increased in speed, no longer weak but rivaling the heavy bass that reverberated throughout the club. How? He’d drained her almost to the point of death, yet somehow she endured.

“Michael, touch me.”

He slid one finger and then another inside of her, all the while working the swollen bundle of nerves with the pad of his thumb. She shuddered against him, gripping his shoulders in her hands until her nails bit into his skin through his shirt. He seized her mouth in a hungry kiss as his own lusts mounted to the point that he wasn’t sure how much longer he could withhold himself from her. Hips thrusting in time with his fingers, he could only imagine how tight and warm she’d be when he buried his cock inside of her. She sobbed her pleasure as he stroked her, and her sex constricted, squeezing tight around his fingers. Her body went rigid and she cried out, her core pulsing around him as she went limp in his arms. A rich, sweet scent bloomed around them, permeating his senses and awakening an instinct that Michael had never experienced before. Again, he was assaulted by the others’ memories, visions of a bond that he couldn’t explain nor had ever known. And still, he recognized it in an instant; as inexplicable as it may have seemed, he was tethered. His soul had found its twin and this human belonged to him.

Her breath heaved in her chest as he planted featherlight kisses to her brow, cheeks, and lips. She uncoiled her legs from around him, sliding to the floor, and he pulled her against his chest, his fist wound in the golden length of her hair.

“We’re not done here,” he growled against her ear. “You’ve had your pleasure; now give me mine.” She had to know that she was his now. How could she think of leaving him? She pulled away and he locked his hand around her upper arm. “Did you not beg for me to touch you? To taste you? Your cries of pleasure were not false. Don’t withhold yourself from me, Amy.”

Her expression darkened as a shadow passed over her bright amber eyes. The briefest flicker of fear crossed her face and it sliced through him with the fiery pain of a silver blade. “Let me go,” she whispered.

She pulled free of his grasp and ducked under his arm before he could take hold of her again. Through the crowd she ran, weaving and ducking this way and that until he lost sight of her. But Michael didn’t need eyes to know the direction in which she’d fled. They were connected by an inexorable bond that she couldn’t escape.

After centuries of pain, the unending torture of his existence, he’d found the only creature who could wake him from his stupor and return his soul to him. Immeasurable strength fueled every movement, and he was no longer the shade of the vampire he’d once been. The world melted away until there was only her. He’d found the one thing he needed to survive in this gods-forsaken world. He took off after her, his speed surprising even to him. It would be nothing to catch her, and once he did, he would never let her go. Her blood was the very essence of life, calling to him in a way that no other had in four centuries of existence. Stranger or not, she belonged to him now, and he would not rest until he tasted her again.

Hands reached out, voices calling out to him, rejoicing. He dodged, unwilling to let the eager dhampirs deter him from what he wanted. If they kept him from the female, he’d rip them apart with his bare hands.

“I swear, Mikhail, if you take another step, I’ll stake you myself.”

A familiar voice caused Michael to halt and he cursed under his breath. The only dhampir who could stop him in his tracks just so happened to be in this club. Coincidence? Not a chance.

“Ronan.” Michael turned, his teeth clenched to keep him from snapping his jaws around the other male’s throat, and faced the fair-haired dhampir. “Your timing is—”

“Perfect?” Ronan ventured with a cocky grin.

“Unfortunate.” Bodies pressed in as every dhampir in the club converged on him. Very unfortunate.

Claire burst through the doors of the club gasping for breath. She could feel him close behind, pursuing her like a beast on the hunt. She gripped the Patek tight in her fist as she kicked off the too-tight stilettos and raced down the sidewalk, ducking into the nearest alley. Thoughts of tetanus, or worse, threatened to send her back for her shoes, but she pushed the fear of cutting her feet and contracting something nasty to the back of her mind. She had to get the hell out of there. Now. Before he caught up to her. The last and most important rule of the hustle: Get while the gettin’s good.

Truth be told, it wasn’t the fear of being caught that had Claire’s heart thundering and her breath racing. She’d never let things get so out of hand with a mark before. Especially one as shady as Michael. There was more to him than met the eye and she should have been wary, but instead, she threw herself at him like some kind of sex-starved coed looking for a Saturday-night hookup. Classy.

Despite the prize she tucked into her pocket for safekeeping, she didn’t feel any sense of accomplishment. Instead, shame flushed her cheeks at the memory of his kisses, the sting of his teeth at her throat, and the soft touch of his skilled fingers as he drove her crazy with want. She ran out on him not because she had the watch and wanted to make a speedy getaway but rather because she was afraid that she’d shuck her pants right there in the middle of the club and let him do wicked things to her whether they had an audience or not. The truth hit her like a baseball bat to the forehead as she dashed across Sunset toward Clark and another back alley.

No man had ever given her an orgasm like that, and she and Michael had barely revved their engines.
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