
Chapter One 

			Timberwolf Compound, somewhere in the Adirondack Forest

			Sylvan, silent and stealthy, slipped through the shadows, her wolf within watchful, on full alert, and ready to rise between one breath and the next. The heartbeats of hundreds of wolf Weres inside the Compound walls resonated in her depths—the warriors standing post on the fortifications and the inner buildings or asleep in the barracks, the maternals overseeing the young in the nursery, and the Pack members who had returned from their lives in the outside world to renew their connections with Pack. Even the distant sentries on perimeter duty miles away beyond the safety of the encampment shared a place in her consciousness and were never far from her protective reach.

			All appeared quiet to any without the heightened sensitivity of an Alpha wolf intimately linked to their territory. She’d left the side of her mate well after the moon had reached its zenith, driven by the insistent pacing of her wolf within and the sense of impending danger. Wary of the false aura of peace that could shatter at any moment, Sylvan prowled the commons at the center of the Compound. The gathering points around the firepits and the training grounds were deserted in the deep hours between midnight and dawn, an unusual occurrence.

			The moon had crested an hour before, and ordinarily with its call so strong, dozens of her Pack would be outside the fortified walls running in pelt or lingering on the commons in search of a tangle or a tussle, depending on their urge to couple or challenge. The perimeter patrols stationed throughout the thousands of acres of Pack land secured their territory so the Pack could run freely in safety along the many trails that threaded through the virgin forests. But not tonight. Tonight, by her order, no one passed outside the fortifications. Even her mate had left their den a mile from the Compound and slept in one of the rooms adjoining Sylvan’s office in the headquarters building.

			For the first time in Sylvan’s memory, she was not certain her territory was secure. Not since a Gate from the world beyond the veil had opened a lance throw from her very walls and a royal Fae contingent had stepped out into the heart of Pack land. Not since border guards of the Snowcrest wolves, whose Pack adjoined hers on the northern border, had been attacked—killed or worse—at multiple locations by assassins who appeared and disappeared through breaks in the barrier between worlds. Not since Cecilia, the Queen of Faerie, had sought an alliance with the Weres and Vampires against an enemy none could name.

			War was coming. Sylvan did not know when. She did not know from where. And she did not know in what form her enemies might manifest. But without doubt, war was coming. What she had to decide was whether she would wait or gather her forces and strike first.

			Not a decision she could make alone. Not a decision she was even certain her allies would support should she call for forces to attack. But all her allies and their highest-ranking advisors, Were, Vampire, and Fae, had witnessed the agents of the enemy—reanimated abominations belched from a tear in the fabric between worlds, defilements of passive creatures transformed into ravenous beasts and ensorcelled Weres. These travesties of their former selves were forced to set upon their own kind even after death.

			An army of such creatures would exact a toll she was not willing to pay in the blood of her Pack and her allies. When war was certain, allowing the enemy time to gain strength was a poor tactic. But first, she had to be certain beyond doubt that her Pack was secure. She had to ensure that, should she fall, the Pack would survive.

			Clad in only a black T-shirt and black BDUs, barefoot and with the night as her shield, she dropped onto the far end of the porch fronting the two-story timber and stone warrior barracks and eased along the rough wood planks to the entrance where a familiar figure stood guard.

			“Callan,” Sylvan murmured.

			The commander of her soldiers snapped to attention. “Alpha, how may I serve?”

			“Stand easy.” Sylvan brushed a hand down the center of his back, assuring him that no threat was imminent while establishing the touch contact all her Pack craved from her. She led not just by strength of will and muscle, but by the depth of the love she radiated to every member of her Pack. The tension in his muscles eased, but he kept his gaze directed outward, scanning the Compound, still vigilant.

			“All quiet within?” she asked.

			“Yes, Alpha. The cadets are tired and secretly welcome a long night in quarters,” he said with a hint of laughter in his voice.

			“Good, then they might be learning something. And the rest?”

			“A few grumbles from the senior recruits who had been planning on a run and a tangle, but all accounted for.”

			“And the sentries? How are the warriors?”

			“Ready to answer your call,” he said briskly. “They are eager, Alpha.”

			Sylvan’s wolf chuffed and curled into watchful waiting, satisfied for the moment. “And how is it that you stand guard and not one of your lieutenants?”

			“If they come waging war,” he said, “it will be at dawn. I want to be awake at that moment.”

			“Lord Torren tells me that the Gate that allowed the Fae entrance to our territory is gone.”

			“I trust Lord Torren to speak of what is of the Fae.” Callan growled softly.

			“As do I,” Sylvan said firmly. “But you have concerns?”

			“How do we know the Gate that allowed those creatures to enter our world is truly of the Fae? If they found a way to make one Gate into our territory, they could make another just as they have done in Snowcrest land. Or somehow force that one just outside our fortifications to open again.”

			“I understand your worry, but I have seen what came through the veil at Snowcrest, and those creatures were not of Cecilia’s making. She sent her royal envoys through a Gate of her making into our territory to seek aid. I have made it clear another breach into our world will make us enemies.”

			“Yes, Alpha.”

			“I value your instincts at all times. I would not trust another to lead our warriors.”

			He ducked his head for an instant with a low rumble of pleasure at her praise.

			Sylvan sensed his unease return a moment later. “Something else still troubles you.”

			“Some of the cadets are ready to be assigned to cadres.”

			“Even with battle imminent?”

			“Yes, Alpha. A few have progressed quickly.” He paused, uncharacteristically reticent.

			“Callan,” Sylvan murmured, “you need not fear to speak.”

			“It’s Kendra and Kira, Alpha. I think they might be hard to hold back if we are threatened, but they are not fully trained.”

			Sylvan kept a leash on her wolf, who bristled at the implied criticism of her offspring. Every dominant wolf took pride in a strong young pup, and hers were among the strongest. “Are my young causing problems?”

			“No, Alpha,” he said briskly. “They are skilled and obedient.”

			“Obedient?” Sylvan laughed. “I remember being at their stage, and obedient is not a word I would use to describe myself. Arrogant and verging on undisciplined at times would be more accurate. I trust that you and your lieutenants can handle them.”

			“There is something else,” he said.

			Sylvan waited.

			“They’re not just acquiring new skills more quickly than I have ever seen, Alpha,” he said. “They’re advancing rapidly in every way. They shift effortlessly—faster than any of the other adolescents. They’re already as strong and proficient as some of our recruits.”

			“Would you trust them to lead a cadre if one of your sentries fell? Because that day may come all too soon if you promote them.”

			“I don’t think we could prevent them from it, Alpha. The others sense their strength and their place in the Pack already and look to them for leadership. They ought to be promoted and prepared for that day, should it come soon.”

			“I see.” Sylvan sighed.

			“Given our present state of readiness,” Callan said, on firmer ground now when discussing the state of his troops, “I also recommend promoting Drea and Anya immediately.”

			Sylvan cocked her head. Young warriors, skilled but not seasoned in battle. “Drea has field experience, I agree. Why Anya?”

			“She’s our best tracker and among the strongest with telepathic abilities—she would be very valuable in combat.”

			“All right. See that both attend the council meeting. The Prima and I trust you to make the right decisions for all our warriors.” She clasped his neck and stroked her thumb down the steely column of muscles to his shoulder. “As to our young, prepare them as you see fit. Better to test them now than in the heat of battle.”

			“I’ll see to it,” Callan said.

			“Good,” Sylvan said. “The war council convenes an hour after midnight. Assign them to post for now.”

			“As you will.”

			“Is the imperator in her quarters?”

			Callan paused. “I don’t know, Alpha.”

			A cautious answer from a loyal captain. Sylvan expected no less. “Good night then, Captain.”

			As he saluted, she leapt down from the porch and threaded her way across the commons to the barricades running along the top of the twelve-foot-high walls. The fortifications enclosed the Compound, the Pack’s military encampment where her warriors trained, her young grew to maturity, and the healers cared for the wounded and injured. Surrounded by another thousand acres of densely patrolled forest deep in the heart of Pack land, the Compound was impregnable and highly defensible. In exchange for her pledge to protect this ground and all the members of her Pack, unto death, her Pack entrusted her with their loyalty and obedience. The Pack bonds forged by her power as Alpha united them, body and spirit.

			She would not rest this night until she was certain all within were secure. She bounded up the scaffold to the walkway atop the wall with speed that verged on wolf-fast even while still in skin. Treya, the slender, tight-bodied blond sentrie on post, sensed her presence an instant later and snapped to rigid attention. She saluted with a fist to her chest. “Alpha! How may I assist you?”

			“Stand easy, Treya,” Sylvan said. “No disturbances outside the walls?”

			“No, Alpha. Nothing visual in the area of the anomalous Gate.”

			“Good. The foot patrols are to hold position until I order otherwise. Open our gates only by my command.”

			Treya lowered her gaze as a faint shiver coursed through her.

			Sylvan raised a brow. “Problem?”

			“Ah, I believe the imperator is inspecting the area around the Gate at the moment, Alpha. Should I instruct the guards to open the minor port upon her return?”

			Sylvan suppressed a growl. “How many in her party?”

			Treya’s gaze dropped to Sylvan’s feet and her fear hormones spiked. “I do not know, Alpha.”

			“I understand.” Sylvan cupped Treya’s cheek, soothing her discomfort. The sentrie was not responsible for her superior’s actions. Treya instantly settled with a faint sigh, assured that her Alpha was not angry with her.

			“Carry on, sentrie.”

			“Yes, Alpha,” Treya said with another salute.

			Sylvan blurred along the barricade until she was far enough away from Treya not to pull Treya’s wolf into a change as she let her wolf ascend. She dropped over the wall and landed in pelt on all fours in the forest outside the Compound. Prowling without disturbing the air or the night sounds, she circled well away from the site where the Queen of Faerie had somehow constructed a Gate to allow the royal Fae contingent to enter Sylvan’s territory unbidden. After the recent assaults on the Snowcrest stronghold through a similar kind of Gate, she couldn’t discount the possibility that the same kind of incursion could threaten her territory. Approaching the area of the Gate downwind, she arrowed in on Niki’s scent. Niki’s wolf would soon know she was coming, not because anything would give Sylvan away, but because Sylvan’s bond with Niki was one of the strongest in the Pack. Not only was Niki her general and her Pack second, but she was Sylvan’s oldest friend. Still, Niki had only a few seconds to prepare before Sylvan leapt over the last boundary of dense shrub and landed next to her.

			The reddish-gray, green-eyed wolf bristled reflexively, an innate response to any close approach by another dominant wolf, Alpha or not. Sylvan clamped her jaws to Niki’s neck with a growl and telegraphed her fury, wolf mind to wolf mind.

			What part of my order to maintain high alert status was unclear, Imperator?

			Your orders were clear, Alpha. Even in their silent exchange, Niki’s edge of arrogance was easily perceptible to Sylvan’s wolf.

			Sylvan tightened her grip while Niki stubbornly stood her ground, her chin level with Sylvan’s. Had Niki raised her head, Sylvan would have brought her to the ground and straddled her. She hadn’t dominated her friend and general in many years, not since they were both adolescents striving to advance their positions in the Pack. Niki had never challenged her for the Alpha position, but when they were young and Sylvan’s father had been alive, they had fought frequently for places in his royal guard.

			Why? Sylvan asked. Why are you out here alone, in direct disobedience of my orders?

			I am charged with protecting the Pack, just as you are. Niki’s muscles bunched and quivered as she struggled not to fight back, the effort clear in every tremor rippling through her shoulders.

			You have not answered my question. Sylvan growled, low and threateningly. Why are you out here?

			We don’t know the Gate is gone, Niki replied.

			And the sentries are aware and charged to monitor the area. By my order.

			Niki huffed as well as she could with the pressure from Sylvan’s jaws on her throat. Precious time would be lost waiting for visual confirmation.

			And what would be lost if one of those creatures or a dozen of them came through a Gate while you were out here alone? Sylvan tightened her grip, and with the power of her will alone forced Niki’s head lower than hers. You are my general and my friend, but you cannot disobey my orders.

			Niki gasped, her forelegs buckling as Sylvan straddled her. My mate sleeps inside this Compound, Niki signaled silently, and my young. My duty to them comes before all.

			Tell me why I should not relieve you of your command, Sylvan said.

			Niki stilled, and a faint whine tore from her throat, telegraphing her distress and her submission to Sylvan’s will. Sylvan released her.

			The red wolf shook herself, as if shedding water from her pelt. Her gaze flickered quickly across Sylvan’s eyes, never settling long enough to bring challenge. I would die for you or any other wolf in our Pack.

			I know, Sylvan said. But beyond your allegiance, I need your obedience. The sentries on the barricades know you are out here, in direct disobedience of my orders. By rights, I could exile you.

			Sylvan shed pelt, and the force of her transformation pulled Niki into skin with her. In the moonlight, Niki’s eyes held the residual gold of her wolf. “I can feel it, Alpha. Something is coming. Something…wrong.”

			“Then you know what you should have done. You should have come to me. I need all my warriors united, Niki. Whatever we’re going to fight will be something none of them have ever seen before. If you cannot stand with me, as I see fit, you cannot serve the Pack either.”

			Niki dropped to one knee and lowered her head. “I’m sorry. This is the first time since I’ve had a family that I’ve been afraid.”

			Sylvan’s chest tightened. She settled a hand atop her friend’s head. “Don’t you think I’m frightened every day?”

			“If you are, you carry it in secret.”

			“Not entirely,” Sylvan murmured. “My mate knows. And were I anyone else, so would my Alpha.”

			Niki lifted her chin until her cheek lay in the curve of Sylvan’s palm, her gaze still fixed on the ground in front of her. “I should have come to you. I thought if I did…”

			“What?” Sylvan murmured.

			“You would think me weak.”

			Sylvan rumbled low in her chest and gripped Niki’s shoulders, pulling her upright.

			“Look at me,” Sylvan said, the Alpha command in her voice something no wolf, no matter how dominant, could deny. Niki’s gaze slowly rose, touched Sylvan’s, and she shuddered. “You are one of the strongest, bravest wolves I’ve ever known. Love does not make you weak. Love makes you stronger than before. Tell me, Imperator, can I trust you with the lives of my Prima, my young, my Pack?”

			Niki whispered, “Yes, on my life. I swear.”

			“Then speak with the commander of the watch—double the patrols if you think it’s necessary. No one—including you—patrols alone here or on the perimeter. In pairs, close contact, check-ins every hour. Experienced soldiers only. Am I clear?”

			“Yes, Alpha,” Niki murmured. “It shall be done.”

			“See to it.” As quickly as she had shed pelt, Sylvan transformed again and raced off into the night. She had done all she could do, and now she needed her mate. Niki wasn’t the only Were who feared for those she loved.

			




Chapter Ten 

			The tunnels weren’t completely without light, although the recesses that branched off at frequent intervals yawned like impenetrable caves. Anya sensed rather than saw the occupants, scented the foreign chemicals in the air, felt the touch upon her skin of whispers of thrall, as if questing hands stroked her. Unlike Rafe’s thrall, these searching advances failed to arouse her. Her wolf instinctively bristled, battle hormones stirring the pelt beneath her skin and the first ache of her canines about to erupt.

			She hadn’t realized she’d moved closer to Rafe until their shoulders touched. When she went to move away, Rafe’s arm came around her waist.

			“Your blood is richer and stronger than that of our human servants,” Rafe murmured, “and there are those among us who are never truly without hunger. You excite them.”

			“I understand.”

			“Do you?”

			“They do not tempt me.”

			Rafe’s arm tightened around her. “This one is mine,” she said, her voice no louder than it had been but somehow reverberating throughout the tunnel, echoing in the air, and rippling along the surface of the walls in much the same way that the Alpha’s call reached throughout the Compound and beyond. “The first one to touch her will die.”

			The seeking sensations abated, and Anya shuddered, aware only after the thrall had been withdrawn how many there had been. The abrupt withdrawal of the pervasive stimulants left her shaking.

			“You needn’t fear—”

			I am not afraid, she signaled mentally, and if I am to be here, you must let me stand on my own. I will not be prey.

			Rafe’s head jerked. “You should not…”

			She gripped Anya’s hand again and pulled her along. “Hurry. There are others who may feel your thoughts. Your power will only make them hunger more.”

			They strode rapidly to a bend in the tunnel that opened into a large hexagonal room with doors on each wall standing open to yet more hallways. Anya had the sense of being deep underground, and her wolf bristled with displeasure. How would she find her way out if her wolf could not follow the scent trail? How many Vampires would she have to fight?

			“Now you understand,” Rafe said.

			Anya tensed. Was Rafe reading her thoughts? Could she do that? She knew so little of the Vampires, and now…now she was joined to one, at least by duty.

			“This way.” Rafe led her down yet another long corridor. The door at the end was closed, and when they reached it, Rafe pushed it open and ordered, “Inside.”

			Anya stepped through into a bedchamber that was surprisingly opulent. Not in the furnishings, which consisted of only a large canopy bed, as much as in the richness of the colors and textures. Deep maroon silk curtains draped from the canopy, creating a secluded space within covered with dark blue, nearly black sheets. A thick, intricately woven rug warmed the stone floor, and tapestries displaying wild vistas that made Anya’s wolf long to run adorned the walls. She was used to the utilitarian surrounds of the barracks, and for a moment, she forgot why she was there.

			“How is it you could do that?” Rafe snapped. “Touch my mind?”

			Anya jerked, angry at the mental lapse. This was not the den of a lover or a friend she had joined for a tangle. The room held no dressers, no night tables, no armoires. This was a space for feeding—for blood and sex and pleasure-pain. This was the lair of a dangerous hunter, more seasoned and skilled than her. Rafe’s eyes had taken on the volcanic color that Anya now recognized as her Vampire unsheathed.

			“I didn’t intend it,” Anya said. “I think because of where we were, I just naturally linked. I didn’t want to speak out loud.”

			“How many?” Rafe hissed, advancing slowly toward Anya. “How many heard you?”

			“Only you.”

			“How do you know?”

			Rafe’s fury rolled over Anya like a blow, and her wolf surged. Pelt dusted her arms and throat. Her canines extended. “I only meant for you to hear.”

			“And if you are not welcome in my thoughts?”

			“You have been speaking to me since the moment you and Liege Gates and the others entered the Compound. Haven’t you? Isn’t that what your thrall is?” Anya snarled. “I don’t recall you asking my permission. Or stopping when I didn’t respond.”

			“Didn’t you?”

			“Not knowingly.”

			Rafe laughed, an unexpectedly deep and sensuous sound, unlike the laughter that accompanied her faint ridiculing. This almost sounded like pleasure, and the thought filled Anya with unexpected warmth.

			“It seems you have been more aware than I suspected.”

			“You mean that usually those you attempt to seduce are unaware of it?”

			Rafe took a step closer, and Anya held her ground, although part of her wanted to retreat, to find a better vantage point from which to fight if she needed to. Allowing this predator so close went against every one of her natural instincts. Rafe traced a finger along the edge of her jaw and over her lower lip.

			Anya showed her canines.

			Rafe smiled. “What don’t you like about that? Don’t you like to play?”

			“I like to play,” Anya said, “as much as any other wolf. Is that what you were doing? Because it felt like you were using your thrall so you wouldn’t risk being rejected.”

			“I don’t have to work to seduce my prey,” Rafe said, the arrogant tone back in her voice again. “When I want to feed, it’s a simple matter to bring them to me.”

			“As I said,” Anya said, “I don’t believe you know how to play.”

			“Is that what you want?” Rafe said.

			“What I want,” Anya said, tired of the standoff, “is for you to feed. I want you to believe that if you need my blood, I will be able to give it to you.”

			“You think that’s all it is? Blood?”

			“What else, then?”

			Rafe took another step closer, and Anya was forced to yield or be pressed against her. The bed was behind her, one step, two, another. Rafe was inexorably closing in on her, and she was about to be trapped. With a snarl, she spun and leapt to the opposite side of the bed.

			Rafe faced her across the expanse of shimmering silk and laughed again. “I thought you said you weren’t afraid.”

			“Not afraid, but not willing to be forced. I want to understand what you want. Tell me what you want.”

			“What do I want,” Rafe whispered, the lust rising within her, a fire that scorched the air in her lungs, incinerated the nerves in her limbs, set her mind ablaze. The drumbeat of hunger and lust merged, and her incisors throbbed. Anya regarded her defiantly, her anger unknowingly fuel for Rafe’s hunger. Anya’s power skittered along her skin, skated across her tongue, settled like a torch in her depths. Rafe’s mind bled red. “I want you. I want to taste you, to drink you, to fill myself with what I know runs through your veins. Power. Strength. Life.”

			Anya knelt in the center of the bed, facing Rafe, unbuttoned her shirt, and tossed it aside. Her skin shimmered with sex-sheen, and a feathery soft line of dusky red pelt adorned the centerline low in her belly. Her body was flawless, powerful and lean, her breasts rose-tipped and firm. The wolf blazed in Anya’s eyes, gold and fierce, and her skin glowed with sensuous vigor. Rafe took her in, shuddered as the power flowing from her rolled over her in a wave. She rarely considered the physical beauty of her hosts and was stunned to find how much looking at Anya inflamed her.

			“Don’t play a game you can’t win,” Rafe warned. Her hold on her hunger grew dangerously thin.

			“Tell me what you feel,” Anya said. “Tell me.”

			Rafe unbuttoned her shirt, released the snap on the sheath that held the blades on her back, and pulled it free. She saw when Anya’s gaze dropped to scan her exposed torso, and pleasure rippled through her. Shocked, she hissed.

			“What?” Anya said. “What is it?”

			“Pain,” Rafe said, unable to deny her. “Endless, swirling wildfire, destroying everything.”

			Anya leaned closer and pressed her palm to the center of Rafe’s chest. “You have a heartbeat.”

			“Not for much longer,” Rafe murmured.

			“And if you feed?”

			“Stronger for a while.” Rafe fought the bloodlust. She would not ravage this Were. She sent out a mental call. Zahn, my chambers, now. “Get away from me.”

			“No.” Anya stroked Rafe’s chest and arched her neck, baring her throat as she had never willingly done without a fight. “I choose to feed you.”

			Rafe was there before Anya could move. In that half a second before Rafe’s mouth was at her throat, she realized Rafe could’ve taken her at any time, no matter how quick she had been, no matter how swift or strong her wolf. She would have been helpless, but Rafe had waited. And then there was pain, fire in her throat streaming into her chest, and she arched, her wolf growling.

			Fight! Fight!

			Her claws snapped out. Her jaw grew heavy.

			A flood of unbearable ecstasy pumped through her limbs, exploded into her belly, and pounded into her sex. A rushing torrent of need consumed her between one heartbeat and the next.

			She thrashed, wild to couple, and emptied ferociously, hips thrusting against Rafe’s hand. When had Rafe pushed her clothes aside? When had Rafe grasped her sex and massaged her until she exploded? Her wolf howled in triumph and rose hard within her. She dragged Rafe’s pants down and shredded her shirt with the blunt tips of her claws. She gripped Rafe’s hips and yanked her between her thighs, full and ready to empty again.

			Now now. Bite!

			Rafe pulled at her throat, each swallow sending another storm of pleasure through Anya’s body. She writhed beneath her, soaking them both with her essence, and Rafe took and took and took.

			Anya’s wolf ascended and reason fled.

			Rafe drew back, groaning. “No more.”

			Anya wrenched the tattered shirt down Rafe’s arms and, lost to instincts, let her wolf go. “Yes. Now.”

			Rafe stilled at the power of the command, felt Anya’s sex pulse against hers. She was full now, fed now, potent again. For the first time in memory, she wanted. Rafe rode her thrust for thrust as the pressure built, and when Anya bit her, the agony burst into an ecstasy of pleasure.

			The door to her chambers burst open, and Rafe flew across the room, her mind lost to lust, and struck Zahn Logan in the throat.

			* * *

			Niki watched the sky from the ramparts, tracking the tiny flicker of light she knew to be the airborne Vampire security force. As the last trace disappeared in the distance, satisfied that the Vampires had truly returned to their seethe, she strode along the walkway to a dark pool of shadows. The sentries would sense when she leapt over the barricades into the forest below, but they would assume she had reason to break the order that all remain within—again. Their orders were to watch for intruders, not monitor the actions of their imperator. She needed to run, to still the fury in her blood. The Vampires, so many of them, drenching everyone in reach with their thrall, had stirred the need she kept at bay through will alone. Sophia preserved her sanity, by accepting her, by taking her as her mate, by having faith in her to help raise their young. She would not go to her like this, filled with unrelenting dark hunger that had no place between them.

			“You think to run from me,” Sophia said quietly as she landed softly on the rampart next to Niki. “After all this time, do you think there’s anything about you that I cannot, that I do not, love?”

			“How can you love this part of me?” Niki couldn’t meet the gaze of her mate, the guilt over the addiction she’d so easily succumbed to the night she’d fed Jody Gates tormenting her. She’d saved the Vampire from true death, and in exchange, her body had been flooded with the erotic stimulants that flowed from the scion of the most powerful Vampire line in existence. She’d known the mindless pleasure that lived still in the memory of her very cells, against her will. Sophia had witnessed her helpless surrender that night in the Compound when Lara—her Packmate, her friend—had first awakened as a mindless Vampire newling. Lara had needed only one thing to survive in her transformed state. Lara lusted for blood, and Niki had wanted to give it to her, craved giving it to her, not out of duty, but out of the hunger for pleasure.

			 

			Lara pulled Niki beneath her and pressed her mouth to Niki’s neck. “I hunger.”

			Niki arched her back and gave her throat to her Packmate, in submission and invitation. “Feed.” Threading her fingers through Lara’s hair, forcing Lara’s open mouth harder against the bounding pulse in her neck, she begged, “Please, I need you.”

			Niki strained in Lara’s arms, vulnerable and defenseless. Lara wrenched her mouth away, panting, and Niki shuddered in midshift, her eyes wolf-green, her red-gray pelt shimmering beneath her sex-sheened skin. Lara fell away and Niki kissed her, licking the blood from her mouth.

			“More,” Niki growled, dragging Lara’s head down to her neck. “Take more.”

			“I can’t,” Lara gasped.

			“Yes.” Niki slid her hand down Lara’s belly, gripped her sex, and squeezed. “Drink me.”

			“No,” a cool voice said from across the room.

			Lara stiffened and flung herself to the far side of the bed. Away from Niki. “Get away.”

			Heed her, little Wolf. The command slid through Niki’s mind like a knife.

			Niki whipped her head around, snarling as she came up on all fours, inching closer to a full shift. Her jaws ached, her heart thundered. Her pelvis throbbed with the pressure of sex hormones swelling her glands. She was ready to fight or fuck. She focused on the Vampire in the shadows. Gates, lethal as a blade where she leaned against the wall in dark pants and a white shirt open between small breasts, her eyes fiery red, her skin silvery pale in the glow of a morning she would never see again.

			Niki growled a challenge. “I can feed her all she needs.”

			 

			Niki shuddered at the memory, the fire in her blood and the torturous hunger the same now as it had been then. Her blood, her body, had been sensitized to the Vampire’s bite, to the thrall that soothed the mind even as it kindled insatiable lust. She couldn’t fight it and hated herself for the truth she lived with—deep within, she didn’t want to fight it. The aching, rending need never left her.

			“I love you,” Sophia said, slashing a claw down the center of Niki’s shirt, parting the material as she pressed her back to the wall in the shadows. With another flick of her hand, she sliced open the front of Niki’s BDUs and slid her hand inside.

			Niki’s head snapped back against the rough logs of the stockade wall, a growl escaping when Sophia’s hand closed around her sex—full, so ready—and squeezed.

			“You are mine,” Sophia said in her ear. “This is mine. What you need, when you need it, for whatever reason, I will give you.”

			“I can’t,” Niki said.

			“I say you can,” Sophia said, her mouth at Niki’s throat, her canines leaving thin red lines.

			The pain shot through her, only a whisper of what the Vampires had stirred in her, but carrying the power no Vampire ever could. The power of her mate bond. Her mate claiming her. Her mate taking her. She opened her eyes, and above her the star-filled sky swirled in a dizzying kaleidoscope that flowed through her as the pleasure rose. As Sophia, Sophia her mate, brought her to the edge.

			“Who am I?” Sophia demanded, relentlessly working her closer.

			“My mate,” Niki groaned.

			“Yes. Yes.” Sophia stroked her just short of pain.

			Niki gouged the wood on either side of her as her release tore through her. Not mindless release, but soul-nourishing ecstasy. She grasped Sophia’s hips and pulled her tight to her, her mouth on the mate bite at the base of Sophia’s throat. “Mine.”

			“Yes,” Sophia cried as Niki claimed her in return.

			The fire in Niki’s blood faded as she held Sophia close in the circle of her arms. She kissed her temple. “You always save me.”

			Sophia laughed softly and kissed her throat. “No, my darling. I love you.”

			“I’m sorry I didn’t come to you,” Niki said.

			Sophia sighed. “You are far too often sorry about things you needn’t be sorry about.” She tilted her head back and nipped at Niki’s chin. “But you are foolish to forget that I know these things about you. I have always known them. I don’t love you in spite of them. I love you for who you are, all of you, always.”

			Niki said, “You and our young are what keep me sane.”

			Sophia stepped back and took Niki’s hand. “You are stronger than you think, but we will always be there for you.”

			




Chapter Eleven 

			Rafe plunged her incisors into Zahn’s jugular, and Zahn’s blood, enriched by her decades of serving the strongest Vampires in the seethe and the genetic enhancements of her ancestral line, immediately filled Rafe with familiar power. She’d barely begun to swallow when a rending pain in her shoulder and a blow from behind tore her away from Zahn and catapulted her across the room. She landed on all fours, enraged, and spun around, prepared to attack. A hundred and forty pounds of snarling wolf crouched a few feet away, ready to spring. Rafe hesitated, caught by the beauty of the red wolf’s pelt, streaked with gold and rivers of snow white, rivaled only by the silver lightning slashing through the golden eyes.

			The wolf’s lips drew back in a warning growl, her canines jutting forward in an unmistakable display of aggression. But she did not attack. Behind Rafe, Zahn telepathically summoned the guards. Rogue wolf! Destroy it.

			Rafe ignored the blood streaming down her chest from the bite wounds in her shoulder and blocked the throng of Vampires storming into her chamber before they could descend on the wolf and tear her apart.

			“No,” she ordered at the same time as another shout joined hers.

			“She’s not rogue!” Jonathan, one of the Were centuri, naked except for his leather pants open nearly all the way down, pushed through the Vampires with fearless disregard.

			Jonathan leapt beside Rafe, shoulder to shoulder, forming a barrier between the wolf and the ring of Vampires, all of whom had bared their incisors. The flaming red of their eyes made it clear they were on the verge of bloodlust.

			Just behind her, Rafe heard the wolf growl a warning again and gripped the enormous wolf’s ruff, twisting her fingers through it. “Do not attack them.”

			“Anya,” Jonathan said, the command in his voice cutting through the growls. “You will stand down.”

			The wolf snarled and tried to shake free of Rafe’s hold.

			The circle of Vampires spread out around them and began to converge.

			“Put your back to me,” Rafe said. “They will all strike as one. You can’t stop them on your own.”

			“I don’t care who I kill,” Jonathan said, his voice roughening as his wolf rose. “I won’t let them harm her.”

			“Neither will I.” Rafe focused on Marrott, the oldest and strongest Vampire present. “You will call them off.”

			“You’re injured, Senechal.” Marrott’s blazing eyes fixed on the wolf pressing forward beneath Rafe’s grip. “That wolf must be put down. It attacked you.”

			“That is not your concern,” Rafe said. “You will follow my orders. All of you. No one touches her.”

			One of the young Vampires, new to the seethe, rushed forward, his bloodlust unleashed by the haze of blood and fury clouding the air. Rafe flung out an arm and caught him by the throat with one hand. She lifted him off the floor and flung him back into the crowd who blocked her door.

			“The next time I will tear out his throat. Or that of anyone else who challenges me.”

			Jody Gates’s voice rang through the room. “You will disperse as the Lord Senechal ordered.”

			“Marrott,” Jody said, suddenly by his side at the front of the mass of Vampires. Her endlessly deep obsidian gaze locked on his. “Do as I command.”

			“As you will, my Liege.” His lips drew back in a grimace of fury, but he nodded sharply and joined Rafe in blocking the wolf from the encroaching Vampires. “Heed your Liege. Leave now, or we will banish you from the seethe.”

			Banishment meant probable starvation and death for all but the oldest among them, who might survive as lone Vampires without the protection of a seethe. Several of the less disciplined still tried to push forward, but the guards finally came to order, intercepted them, and dragged them away.

			Jody pushed the door closed behind them, leaving Zahn, Jonathan, and Rafe alone with the snarling wolf.

			“Zahn, are you injured?” Jody said.

			Zahn bled from a rapidly closing tear in her neck. She shook her head. “I am unharmed.” She narrowed her gaze at Rafe and the wolf now pressed tightly against her thigh. “The wolf attacked the senechal. It should be chained.”

			“No, she didn’t,” Rafe said coolly, her grip still restraining the quivering wolf. “She sent a warning.”

			“To whom?” Zahn’s eyes blazed. “You were feeding, and she interfered.”

			“Is that what happened?” Jody asked.

			Rafe shook her head. “I summoned Zahn. I…I needed more than I could take from the Were. Anya…reacted.”

			The wolf growled. Jody studied her a moment and turned to Jonathan. “Can you reach her? Call her to shed pelt?”

			“I’m trying, Liege Gates,” Jonathan said, a blond dusting of pelt feathering his chest and arms as his wolf struggled for ascendancy. “I don’t know why I can’t. Anya is usually—” Jonathan abruptly halted and glanced at Rafe.

			“We are aware of her abilities,” Jody said. “Why can’t you reach her?”

			“I don’t know. She should be open to me—to any dominant, at least.”

			“She will open to me,” Rafe said and knelt before the wolf. She gripped its huge head in both hands and made eye contact. A wave of heat and fury rushed through her. Her blood sizzled with Anya’s power, and lust, carnal lust like she hadn’t experienced in centuries, pummeled her. Blood and lust—the elemental exchange of a Vampire and its host.

			Rafe reached out mentally. Anya, control your wolf.

			The wolf snarled.

			Rafe leaned closer, and the wolf pushed its muzzle against her throat. Rafe laughed. Oh no, little wolf. I will not submit to you.

			Teeth closed on her neck. Rafe didn’t move. She might survive if the wolf tore her throat out, especially with her Liege in the room to give her blood, but even had Liege Gates not been there, she would’ve accepted the risk. This was a battle of wills and dominance.

			Bite me if you will, but I will not submit.

			Anya’s wolf growled, a dangerous warning.

			Nor will I ask you to submit. I ask only that you leash your wolf for now. We will settle this between us another day.

			The wolf’s teeth closed until Rafe felt the punctures in her throat, felt her blood trickle down her neck. Behind her, Liege Gates said, “Be careful, Rafe. I will not see you damaged.”

			When the wolf licked at the puncture wounds, Rafe relaxed her grip, and the wolf backed away a step.

			“She doesn’t want to hurt me,” Rafe murmured, understanding without knowing how. “She wants to own me.”

			“She thinks you’re her mate,” Jonathan said quietly.

			“She’s mistaken.” Rafe subtly sent her thrall to soothe the wolf. The red wolf shook its head, grumbled discontentedly.

			“I’m not sure it works on a wolf,” Jonathan said.

			“Not as quickly with one as strong as this, perhaps,” Rafe said, impressed and intrigued.

			“The guards should take her to the isolation chambers,” Zahn said, “and bind her with silver until she is subdued.”

			“No,” Rafe said. “She stays with me.”

			Jody said, “She may be a danger to you, possibly to all of us.”

			Anya had not moved her gaze from Rafe’s the entire time.

			“Another moment,” Rafe said and pushed her thrall deeper. Listen to me, little wolf. You will have your battle, but not today.

			The wolf whined softly, and an instant later, Anya knelt before her, naked, her skin streaming with pheromones, her breasts heaving with the effort she’d expended to leash her wolf.

			Without taking her eyes from Anya, Rafe said, “You can all leave us now.”

			Jody said, “Jonathan?”

			Jonathan pushed a hand through his hair, clearly unhappy. “I don’t know. Anya? Can you leash her?”

			“I’m all right,” Anya said. “We are all right.”

			Rafe rose and held her hand out to Anya, who took it and rose beside her. “Moonfall is moments away. We will remain here.”

			“Liege Gates,” Jonathan said, “I need to return to Estella. She will need to feed again.”

			“And you should return to your Consort, my Liege,” Rafe said. “We will be all right.”

			“Sunfall,” Jody said, temper in her voice. “My chambers, Lord Senechal.”

			Rafe tipped her head. “As you wish, my Liege.”

			When the room cleared, Rafe turned to Anya. “What happened?”

			Anya looked away.

			Rafe gripped her jaw and turned her face until their eyes met. “What happened?”

			“My wolf…” Anya sighed. “My wolf saw you with Zahn. It was so fast, and the blood…” She shook her head. “My wolf didn’t want you to feed from her.”

			“That is not for your wolf to decide. Or for you. I will take whoever I want.”

			When Anya said nothing, Rafe continued, “What did Jonathan mean that your wolf thinks we’re mated?”

			“When you bit me, my wolf mistook it as a signal that you were attempting to mate.”

			“And when you bit me?”

			“It’s what we do to signal we are willing.”

			“You understand that’s not happening,” Rafe said coldly.

			Anya’s chin came up and she met Rafe’s gaze, angry and defiant. “Of course I understand. I don’t want that any more than you do.”

			* * *

			Niki tightened her arm around Sophia’s shoulders as they lay together waiting for dawn. “The Alpha comes.”

			Sophia kissed the angle of her jaw. “Yes, I feel her.”

			“I’ll go.”

			Sophia sat up and reached for a shirt, pulling it on as Niki slid into her BDUs. She didn’t bother with a shirt. Weres often wore as little as possible to make the shift simpler, in addition to having a high body temperature and general tolerance to cold.

			Sophia pulled on loose cotton pants. “I’ll join you.”

			Niki cocked her head and studied her mate for a moment. “You feel something from her? Something is wrong?”

			Sophia shook her head. “Not danger. More…concern.”

			Niki pulled her close and kissed her. “I wonder if the Alpha knows that you can sense her moods?”

			“I am Omega. She is the Alpha. Believe me, she knows.”

			Niki strode to the door of their room in the small building that housed the senior staff and their mates. Their young still lived in the nursery with the other young. When she stepped into the hall, the Alpha was waiting.

			“Alpha,” Niki said in careful greeting. “You have need of me?”

			“A moment, Imperator,” Sylvan said, using her formal title and letting Niki know that this was Pack business. When she turned to close the door, Sylvan shook her head. “If your mate would come also, let’s take a walk in the Compound.”

			Sophia drew up close to Niki and slipped her hand underneath the back of Niki’s shirt. The skin contact settled Niki’s nerves more than anything else could have.

			“Of course,” she said and followed Sylvan out into the breaking dawn. She automatically scanned the ramparts and commons. No sign of danger. Sentries manned the stockade as they did every hour of the day and night. Recruits streamed out of the barracks and formed up on the far end of the Compound, waiting for their cadre and squadron leaders to appear. Sylvan glanced in that direction, and Niki followed her gaze.

			“Kira and Kendra are already out there,” Niki said.

			Sylvan laughed. “Likely been waiting since well before daybreak.”

			“They’re…advancing quickly,” Sophia said.

			“They are. That’s partly why I’m here.” Sylvan stopped at the edge of one of the firepits and addressed Niki. “You’ll have duties to attend to, so let me take care of this part quickly. I don’t intend to wait for Francesca to make the first move. She
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