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“Raand has built a complex world inhabited by
werewolves, vampires, and other paranormal beings…Raand has given
her readers a complex plot filled with wonderful characters as well
as insight into the hierarchy of Sylvan’s pack and vampire clans.
There are many plot twists and turns, as well as erotic sex scenes
in this riveting novel that keep the pages flying until its
satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write

“Once again, I am amazed at the storytelling ability
of L.L. Raand aka Radclyffe. In Blood Hunt, she mixes high
levels of sheer eroticism that will leave you squirming in your
seat with an impeccable multi-character storyline all streaming
together to form one great read.”—Queer Magazine Online

“The Midnight Hunt has a gripping story to
tell, and while there are also some truly erotic sex scenes, the
story always takes precedence. This is a great read which is not
easily put down nor easily forgotten.”—Just About Write

“Are you sick of the same old hetero
vampire / werewolf story plastered in every bookstore and at every
movie theater? Well, I’ve got the cure to your werewolf fever.
The Midnight Hunt is first in, what I hope is, a
long-running series of fantasy erotica for L.L. Raand (aka
Radclyffe).”—Queer Magazine Online

“Any reader familiar with Radclyffe’s writing will
recognize the author’s style within The Midnight Hunt, yet
at the same time it is most definitely a new direction. The author
delivers an excellent story here, one that is engrossing from the
very beginning. Raand has pieced together an intricate world, and
provided just enough details for the reader to become enmeshed in
the new world. The action moves quickly throughout the book and
it’s hard to put down.”—Three Dollar Bill Reviews


Acclaim for Radclyffe’s Fiction

In 2012
RWA / FTHRW Lories and RWA HODRW Aspen Gold award winner
Firestorm “Radclyffe
brings another hot lesbian romance for her
readers.”—The
Lesbrary

Foreword Review Book of the Year
finalist and IPPY silver medalist Trauma
Alert “is hard to put down and it will
sizzle in the reader’s hands. The characters are hot, the sex
scenes explicit and explosive, and the book is moved along by an
interesting plot with well drawn secondary characters. The real
star of this show is the attraction between the two characters,
both of whom resist and then fall head over
heels.”—Lambda Literary Reviews

Lambda Literary Finalist
Best Lesbian Romance 2010 features “stories [that] are diverse in tone, style, and
subject, making for more variety than in many, similar
anthologies…well written, each containing a satisfying, surprising
twist. Best Lesbian Romance series editor Radclyffe has assembled a
respectable crop of 17 authors for this year’s
offering.”—Curve Magazine

2010 Prism award winner and ForeWord
Review Book of the Year Award finalist Secrets in the Stone is “so powerfully
[written] that the worlds of these three women shimmer between
reality and dreams…A strong, must read novel that will linger in
the minds of readers long after the last page is
turned.”—Just About Write

In Benjamin
Franklin Award finalist Desire by
Starlight “Radclyffe writes romance with
such heart and her down-to-earth characters not only come to life
but leap off the page until you feel like you know them. What Jenna
and Gard feel for each other is not only a spark but an inferno
and, as a reader, you will be washed away in this tumultuous
romance until you can do nothing but succumb to
it.”—Queer Magazine Online

Lambda Literary Award winner
Stolen Moments “is a
collection of steamy stories about women who just couldn’t wait.
It’s sex when desire overrides reason, and it’s incredibly
hot!”—On Our Backs

Lambda Literary Award winner
Distant Shores, Silent Thunder “weaves an intricate tapestry about passion and commitment
between lovers. The story explores the fragile nature of trust and
the sanctuary provided by loving
relationships.”—Sapphic Reader

Lambda Literary Award
Finalist Justice Served delivers a “crisply written, fast-paced story with twists and
turns and keeps us guessing until the final explosive
ending.”—Independent Gay Writer

Lambda Literary Award
finalist Turn Back Time “is filled with wonderful love scenes, which are both tender
and hot.”—MegaScene
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Synopsis

 In the aftermath of an
assassination attempt, Sylvan Mir, wolf Were Alpha, and her mate
Drake McKennan turn their backs on the government that has
threatened their survival, vowing to protect their own with primal
force, regardless the cost in blood.

After escaping the Vampire dungeons beneath the blood
club Nocturne, Fae royal Torren de Brinna petitions Sylvan for
sanctuary, setting Sylvan and her allies on a collision course with
Francesca, Viceregal of the Eastern Vampire seethe. In the midst of
war, Torren finds her heart at risk from a young dominant Were,
while Francesca's Vampire enforcer Michel draws one of Sylvan's
trusted guards into a web of seduction and danger.

Hunted by human extremists, targeted by the Shadow
Lords who fear her growing power, and beset by enemies masquerading
as friends, Sylvan leads the Timberwolf Pack to war on two fronts
as alliances shift and long-held beliefs are challenged.

A Midnight Hunters novel.
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Chapter One

COALITION LEADER TARGETED IN BOMBING

Praetern Rights Negotiations Derailed

 


Over a month has passed since Sylvan Mir, the head
of the Praetern Coalition negotiating for state and federal
recognition of Praetern governing bodies along with civil
protections for their members, was the target of an assassination
attempt at the governor’s gala in Albany, New York. Mir, the wolf
Were Alpha, her mate and several members of her party were injured,
one fatally, when a car bomb exploded as they were leaving the
gathering of the state’s elite. No one has come forth to claim
responsibility and the local police investigation has generated no
suspects.

This most recent attack follows only weeks after Mir
Industries was bombed, resulting in extensive damage and multiple
injuries. Reports of attacks on Praeterns and their establishments
throughout the nation point to the growing resistance to Praetern
sovereignty and legal recognition. HUFSI (Humans United for Species
Integrity) and other radical opposition groups have advocated
internment or population control, including chemical
neutralization.

Senator Daniel Weston, chairman of the House
Committee on Praetern Affairs, was unavailable for comment, as was
Alpha Mir. In the face of these attacks, the future effectiveness
of the Coalition is in question, while these events underscore the
increasingly vocal and violent disapproval among humans to Praetern
equality. Confidential sources have revealed some private groups
with close government ties have begun experimenting with biological
and chemical means of controlling Praetern species, in some cases
with unwilling participants as test subjects. To date, human law
enforcement agencies have devoted few if any resources to the
investigation of these allegations, despite the mounting
evidence.

For updates on these and other developing stories,
follow the Land Report at the Albany Star.

 


—Becca Land, investigative reporter

 


Francesca hissed and tossed aside the newspaper her
servants had brought to her bedroom at sunfall along with the usual
silver tea service and tray of assorted canapés. She insisted on
the formality even though she awakened with only one need—for the
blood that coursed in the veins of her blood slaves, the blood she
needed to survive, the blood that gave her strength and filled her
with power and desire. She swept her hand down the length of
Michel’s naked back as Michel, who reclined beside her on the large
bed that dominated her boudoir, fed indolently from the breast of a
dazed young wolf Were. “Jody Gates’s consort is becoming a
problem.”

The Were convulsed as Michel withdrew her incisors
from the soft underside of the female’s breast, breaking their
blood connection and abruptly terminating the sexual thrall. Michel
murmured an apology and licked the punctures closed, injecting a
pulse of feeding hormone before closing the wounds, inciting yet
another orgasm in her pliant host. She rolled onto her back, her
Mediterranean-blue eyes bright with bloodlust and renewed power.
“Becca Land? What has she done?”

Francesca leaned down and kissed her, tasting the
lingering essence of the Were host, briefly wondering if Michel
found satisfaction from the countless male and female Weres she fed
from night after night. No matter how often Michel fed, her eyes
always gleamed with a hunger that never seemed to abate. Even the
orgasms she experienced when feeding appeared to go unnoticed, a
reflex and nothing more. Ever since the fiasco at the fundraiser,
Michel had been absent from her bed with increasing frequency, a
situation Francesca would need to address soon. Right now, she had
other concerns. “The human has written a newspaper article that
unwisely draws public attention to Praetern matters better left
private.”

Michel pushed up on one arm, her midnight hair
framing a sharp, ascetically handsome face. “Has she mentioned
us?”

“Not yet.” Francesca grimaced. Ever since Sylvan
Mir’s father had forced the Praetern species out of hiding and into
the awareness of humans, she—along with many other powerful
Praetern leaders—had been bracing for the backlash while trying to
fortify her own position in a shifting political landscape. After
centuries of relative peace, the Vampires had grown complacent. The
wolf Weres, who had once been their subjects and the heart of their
armies, had rebelled and won their struggle for independence
generations ago. Since then, the Weres had carved out their own
territories, and their Packs had grown in size and strength. Now
the Vampires were vastly outnumbered and militarily weak. Even
though Francesca commanded all Vampire seethes east of the
Mississippi River, without an army she could not afford to be drawn
into a war. “But Becca Land doesn’t understand what she’s dealing
with—if she exposes the Shadow Lords and our attempt to destroy the
Coalition becomes known, we’ll have a Praetern war—and we’re not
prepared.”

“To say nothing of what Mir will do if she knows one
of the members was part of a plan to assassinate her.” Michel moved
the Were aside and slipped her arm around Francesca. The blood host
moaned in protest and tried weakly to drag Michel’s hand between
her thighs. Michel gently brushed the hand away and cradled
Francesca’s full breast in her palm. Satisfied when Francesca
arched in pleasure, Michel murmured, “Let me see the article.”

“We don’t need a reporter keeping the story alive
when the humans, at least, seem more than happy to forget all about
it.” Francesca handed Michel the newspaper and stroked Michel’s
taut abdomen as she read. They’d both fed, and their sexual power
and needs were at the pinnacle. Her blood slave had been a more
than adequate fuck, but no one ever satisfied the way Michel could.
After a millennium together, Michel intuited her needs almost
before she did. Francesca motioned to Daniela, a handmaiden who
waited in the shadows by the ornately carved wooden doors, to
approach the bed. “Dispose of this host and leave us.”

“Yes, Mistress.” Daniela’s eyes shone a deep scarlet
and her thighs glistened with arousal. Newly risen, she could not
yet master her hunger when inundated by the sexual force of two
Vampires as powerful as Francesca and Michel.

Smiling, Francesca skimmed her fingertips along the
inside of Daniela’s thigh, lingering when she reached the swollen
apex to idly finger her clitoris. Daniela swayed, her incisors
gleaming. Francesca never let her servants feed until she and
Michel were finished. Daniela was starving for blood and sex, but
her control was improving. “You may avail yourself of my prisoner
once you’ve seen to this one.”

“Thank you, Mistress,” Daniela gasped.

“Go now.” Francesca closed her eyes as Michel
squeezed her nipple to attention.

Michel returned the paper to the serving tray and
waited until Daniela lifted the somnolent Were from the bed and
carried her out. She debated how much to say—Francesca was a master
at laying traps for friend and foe alike, and never tired of
playing complex games. After centuries of existence, very little
else was of interest. Until recently, Michel hadn’t given much
thought to what might happen if she and Francesca were ever at
odds. She knew without doubt if Francesca deemed her a threat, she
would order her execution. Francesca might do so regretfully, for a
moment or two, but she would not hesitate to do whatever necessary
to secure her power. Michel had always known her true death hinged
on Francesca’s whim, and for centuries she hadn’t really cared.
Immortal existence had outstripped all pleasure except for the
fleeting power and oblivion of bloodlust. Sadly, indulging in that
kind of oblivion was a perfect way to lose one’s head.

She couldn’t recall experiencing true pleasure until
Katya. Michel forced the image of the young Were from her mind.
Francesca was too close, in body and mind, for her to shield her
thoughts. Bending her head, she mouthed Francesca’s breast, feeding
the sexual tide surging in Francesca’s blood. “Becca Land seems to
be focusing on the Weres. She is after all a Vampire’s consort. She
wouldn’t want to cast suspicion on us.”

“Mmm. Perhaps. But Jody Gates is heir to the Night
Hunter clan, and Zachary would not mind taking my place. Perhaps
Jody and her human have a plan to sway opinion to Jody’s father.
That could lead to rebellion.”

Michel laughed. “It will take more than rumor and
suspicion to dethrone you, Viceregal.”

“Wars have been fought over far less.” Francesca ran
her fingers through Michel’s hair, drawing her crimson-painted
nails down the back of Michel’s neck and over her shoulders. She
let the sharp edges break skin, inhaling the lush scent of
ferrous-rich blood. She didn’t take sustenance from other
Vampires—none of them did. They were predators, and part of the
thrill of feeding was enthralling prey—but she did enjoy the taste
of domination in another’s blood. “Sylvan already suspects us of
involvement. If the human uncovers proof of Nicholas’s experiments
and our involvement, Sylvan will break her pledge to support us. We
will be defenseless against her greater strength.”

“Nicholas is the weak link,” Michel murmured,
caressing Francesca’s abdomen, teasing the heat from her depths,
drawing blood and power to her sex. Her own blood fired, caught in
the undertow of Francesca’s supreme allure. “His repeated attempts
to eliminate Sylvan only draw attention to all of us. He needs to
be controlled.”

“In time.” Francesca straddled her, rubbing her
clitoris over Michel’s stomach. She arched, her lids slitted, her
full red lips curved into a self-satisfied smile. “Nicholas has not
yet outlived his uses, but Becca Land is expendable.”

Francesca’s fingers closed around Michel’s clitoris
and Michel groaned. Her hips bucked as Francesca rode her, bringing
herself to orgasm while she tugged and twisted Michel’s turgid
length.

“That’s right, darling,” Francesca crooned, her
orgasm spilling out onto Michel’s rigid torso. “Isn’t this so much
better than those undisciplined Weres? They can never give you
this, can they?”

“No.” Michel choked as the backlash from Francesca’s
release flooded her with lust and power. Her body spasmed and she
came again, unable to hold her shields, unable to stop the images
of Katya raging through her mind.

Francesca scored the pristine flesh of Michel’s
small, perfect breasts with her nails, leaned over, and licked the
red streaks away, joining them by blood and sex. Vestiges of lust
and longing and fleeting glimpses of golden eyes and tawny hair
flitted through her awareness. Michel was strong, but she was
stronger, and she did not allow anyone to keep secrets.

 


*

 


Drake McKennan, Prima of the Adirondack Timberwolf
Weres and mate to Sylvan Mir, stood alone by the wide-open window
on the second floor of the headquarters building, scenting the
evening air. With the ending of summer, nightfall came early to the
mountains, and twilight shrouded the dense forest just outside the
protective stockade that circled the Were Compound. A hazy glow to
the east foretold the rise of the nearly full moon. In a few days
the moon would be full, and Sylvan would call the wolves to hunt.
Drake breathed deeply, letting the sounds and scents of the land
and Pack flow through her. The heartbeats of a hundred wolves
moving about in the Compound resonated in her chest, each series of
strong, steady beats distinctive, each adding to the whole,
creating something greater than any of them alone. She was learning
to identify each Were by their subtle but unique rhythm, picking
out the sentries on the perimeter
ramparts, the centuri standing guard on
the long porch just below her, and the soldiers in the barracks. In
the very heart of the Compound the beta wolves and maternals tended
the young, defended by ever-widening circles of armed Weres who
would die to protect them. The young were the most precious members
of the Pack, and any Were would sacrifice themselves without
hesitation to keep them safe.

Even knowing that, Drake’s wolf fretted, clawing at
her insides, demanding Drake seek out her young in the nursery
where they slept under the watchful eye of Roger, a beta wolf and
their designated trainer. She and Sylvan were parents to the twins
and would be responsible for teaching them to hunt and eventually
lead, but Roger would play a large role in supervising their
socialization with littermates and, eventually, Pack. He would be
their teacher and guide until they reached adolescence and began
training to join Sylvan’s guard. They were only a few weeks old and
had already begun their journey toward leading the Pack one
day.

Drake appreciated the need to socialize them with
others their age, the need for them to understand and for others to
recognize their place in the Pack. But even a few hours’ separation
from them was like missing a part of herself. And in recent days,
the loneliness had become more acute. She was missing more than her
young. She was missing her mate. She scented the air again, seeking
the wave of power that would signal Sylvan’s return. Her heart sank
when she caught no trace of her. Sylvan had only been gone a few
hours this time, but after all that had happened, even a few
minutes’ absence was almost more than Drake could tolerate.
Physically, she craved her mate’s presence at all times. They were
bonded, their chemistries attuned, biologically changed and
interconnected at the moment of their mating. But her soul, her
spirit, was bound to Sylvan too. And since the attack—the latest
attack—Sylvan had changed. Her wolf was nearly always in
ascendance, barely restrained, hungry for battle, raging for
retribution. And at the heart of her, such sorrow.

Drake was at a loss to help her. She was Sylvan’s
mate, her strength, just as Sylvan was hers, and every day she felt
her failure more keenly. A ripple of heat rolled over her and she
tensed. Sylvan was close. Drake pushed her worry and sadness aside.
The Pack needed Sylvan now more than ever, and even if she didn’t
know how to heal her, she knew what Sylvan needed. Sylvan needed
her, and she would give whatever Sylvan asked. Twisting to one
side, she barely missed being struck by the huge silver wolf that
bounded through the window and landed in the center of the floor,
wolf-gold eyes bright with fury and lust. Drake went still,
watching the air around the great beast shimmer.

Sylvan rose, naked and glorious, her sun-kissed hair
longer than usual, wilding around her sculpted shoulders. The gold
of her irises faded to a ring around the glacial blue center, the
wolf band never completely receding these days. Sylvan’s mouth
twisted into an ironic smile. “Prima. You await me?”

“Yes,” Drake murmured, liquid heat stirring at her
core.

Sylvan stalked her, striding slowly, methodically
closer, the muscles in her shoulders bunched, her skin gleaming
with the sheen of sex and power. Drake gave way as Sylvan bore down
on her, backing up until her butt hit the edge of Sylvan’s wide
wooden desk. She braced her hands on either side of her hips as
Sylvan closed in. They’d played this game of hunt and trap many
times, and each time Sylvan claimed her, her soul knew with
certainty where she belonged.

When Sylvan was a foot away, Drake lifted her chin,
turned her head, and exposed her neck. Not submitting, inviting.
The low rumble in Sylvan’s chest struck Drake’s belly low and deep,
and she quivered, need and desire rising through her like flames in
dry tinder. Sylvan tore Drake’s shirt down the center, sliced her
pants open along her thighs, and shoved the remnants of clothing
away. Drake’s pelt rolled beneath her shimmering skin, and she
readied. Her breath escaped in harsh pants, and the mate bite in
the curve of her shoulder pulsed in time with her heart, awaiting
her mate’s joining.

“Sylvan,” she murmured, arching in welcome.

“Mate,” Sylvan growled and pressed Drake to the desk
with the weight of her body.

As Sylvan’s power spread over Drake’s skin and into
her cells, the scent of forest, crushed pine and vibrant life,
enclosed her. She opened, took Sylvan between her thighs, and
jolted as the hot, heavy length of Sylvan’s engorged clitoris
notched below her own, joining them. Igniting her.

Sylvan unleashed the power of her wolf, in a fury to
join, to taste and take and fill the dark empty places with the
essence of her mate. Drake was all she clung to in the midst of her
tormented rage. She fit herself tighter, felt Drake enfold her,
anoint her, and she buried her canines in the warm, welcoming flesh
of Drake’s shoulder. Distantly, lancets of pain raked down her
back, Drake’s claws pulling her in, urging her on. Her hips thrust,
the heavy glands filling with the victus
that rose only for Drake, called from her depths by her mate’s
unique chemistry.

“I must have you,” Sylvan gasped. “Always.”

“I know, I know.” Drake dug her claws into Sylvan’s
back, calling Sylvan’s wolf with her own. “I’m here.”

Sylvan rumbled, the fire in her belly driving her
hard, beyond control, demanding she bury herself, flesh and spirit,
in her mate. She gripped the desk, her claws gouging the wood, and
gave herself over to the storm. Gave herself to Drake. When Drake’s
canines found her breast, Sylvan threw back her head, roaring in
primal victory as she came.

“I’m here,” Drake whispered, holding Sylvan tightly
as she sagged, momentarily at rest—a vulnerability Sylvan only ever
allowed herself when they were alone. Drake stroked Sylvan’s damp
hair, kissed the corner of her mouth and the hard angle of her jaw.
She’d lost weight, become only muscle and bone, a warrior honed to
a killing edge. Drake’s heartbeat slowed in time with Sylvan’s as
she caressed her. “I missed you.”

Sylvan shuddered, rubbed her cheek against the bite
on Drake’s shoulder. “Where are the young?”

“With Roger.” Drake nuzzled Sylvan’s neck. Bit
lightly. “I love you.”

Sylvan pushed herself up on extended arms, shadows
darkening her eyes. “I’m dangerous.”

“No, you’re not.”

“My wolf is too much in charge. I’m afraid I
can’t—”

“You can control her. You already have. You are our
strength, but we are yours too.” She caressed Sylvan’s cheek. “Take
from us. Let the Pack help you.”

Sylvan pushed away, strode to the window, her back
to Drake. “I can’t. If I do, if I lose more of you—”

Drake went to her, threaded her arms around Sylvan’s
waist, pressed her cheek to Sylvan’s back. “We are yours, and you
are ours. We will fight as one. You cannot do this alone.”

Sylvan growled, her wolf angry and hurt and, for the
first time in her memory, uncertain. What kind of leader could she
be when she did not trust herself?

Drake caressed her breasts, her belly, pressing
tightly to her back. “I love you. We love
you.”

Sylvan gripped the windowsill, stared down into the
Compound where her wolves moved in the flickering light of fires
burning beneath food cauldrons and on torches along the walls. How
could she keep them safe when she could not name her enemies, when
she was helpless to stop even those she suspected? When she had
failed? Her wolf rose, pressing her to shift, to run, to lead her
Pack into the wild.

“We cannot run,” Drake whispered. “We cannot go
back.” Sylvan did not answer, and the silence tore at Drake’s
heart. She sensed Sylvan’s wolf drawing away. “Stay.”

Sylvan shuddered, struggling to hold on to the
connection with her mate. “I want to see the young, but not like
this.”

“It will be all right. I’ll go with—”

A knock came at the door, and silently, Drake
cursed.

Sylvan tilted her head, appraising the Were who had
once been one of her centuri. The scent of
this Were had altered since she’d been turned, since she’d become
Vampire, since she’d left the Pack. But this Vampire was still part
wolf, still hers, and she recognized her. “Lara.”

Drake broke away, opened an armoire in the corner,
and tossed Sylvan a pair of black fatigue pants. She pulled on a
pair herself. As much as Sylvan was hers, she also belonged to the
Pack. Her wants, even Sylvan’s, must wait when the Pack needed
them. “See to Lara, Alpha, and then we will see to our young.”


Chapter Two

“Come,” Sylvan snarled, standing in the center of
the room, legs spread wide, arms folded, muscles bunched and ready
to spring. Lara, a dominant wolf, broadcast power that was very
nearly a challenge, and Sylvan ached to fight. She struggled to
keep her wolf from taking control. From forcing a shift. Her skin
prickled with the pressure of pelt ready to burst free. The bones
in her face ached as the heavy planes of her jaw shifted. A warning
rumble churned in her chest. Everywhere she turned, danger.
Everywhere she looked, enemies.

A warm hand pressed to the center of her back, and
her wolf stopped pacing, cocked her head, shuddered. Drake stroked
her, calming them both. “Lara is not here to challenge. This is
your territory, your Pack. You do not need to fight here.”

Sylvan jerked her head, refusing to be absolved. “I
failed to keep Andrew safe. Placed my mate in danger. We could have
lost the young. I deserve to be challenged.”

“No. You are the only one strong enough to guide us
through the battles to come. We know that.”

“Am I?” Sylvan slid her arm around Drake’s
shoulders. Her mate was solid, steady, strong. “Maybe you should
lead them.”

“We already have a leader.” Drake pressed close to
Sylvan’s side as the tall heavy doors swung open and Lara strode
in. A wave of heat and power streamed over her skin as Lara
approached.

Lara, nearly as tall as Sylvan, glided forward with
the effortless grace of a Vampire and the sinuous strength of a
Were. Her eyes, wolf-amber, burned with an undercurrent of crimson.
Her chestnut hair framed bones carved from stone and tempered by a
Vampire’s ethereal beauty. She was far too elegant to be a Were and
too much of an animal to be a Vampire. She was both and neither,
and what she might become was still unknown.

Sylvan growled softly, a dominant Were warning
another to be cautious in the presence of her mate.

Lara tipped her head ever so slightly but did not
drop her eyes. She stopped a few feet away, not close enough to
challenge Sylvan’s space or to be a threat to Drake, but far closer
than even Sylvan’s most trusted guards would approach without
explicit permission. Lara smiled with a hint of Vampire arrogance.
“Alpha.”

“Centuri,” Sylvan said,
intentionally using Lara’s previous rank even though technically
Lara was no longer part of Sylvan’s guard. Lara was blood-bonded to
her, as were all the centuri, and would be
for as long as she lived, but she no longer answered to Sylvan.
Lara served as Jody Gates’s Vampire warlord by Sylvan’s leave
because Lara needed to be among the Vampires to learn how to live
as one. No matter who she served, however, Lara was still wolf,
still less dominant than Sylvan, and still subject to Sylvan’s
rule. Lara had been a frequent guest in the Compound since the time
of the attack at the governor’s gala, serving as liaison to the
Vampires and also looking after her new cat mate and cubs. “What do
you need?”

“Raina is healed and the cubs are healthy. I have
come to seek your permission to take them into the northlands.
Raina will be close enough to Catamount territory to organize her
cats, and I can secure her stronghold in Timberwolf territory.”

Sylvan smiled fleetingly, the muscles along her back
rippling as her wolf tensed. “Until a month ago, the cats were our
sworn enemies. Now you ask that I give their Alpha free rein in my
territory? How do I know she will not gather an army to march
against me from within my own borders?”

“Raina nearly died saving your life.” Lara’s eyes
flashed and her canines lengthened. “She is a sworn ally, and still
you do not trust her?”

Sylvan half-shifted so fast even Lara’s Vampire
speed could not intercept her. Her face and hands morphed, her jaws
lengthened, her clawed digits grew to twice the size of a human
hand. She gripped Lara’s throat and squeezed, forcing Lara’s knees
to bend. “Be careful where you show your teeth, Wolf.”

“I meant no challenge, Alpha,” Lara gasped, finally
ducking her head, and leaned her forehead against Sylvan’s thigh.
“Raina cannot regain control of her Pride if she remains here, and
the cubs need to learn the mountains soon.”

“And what about you?” Sylvan asked, releasing her
hold. Lara rose but kept her gaze averted. “Where will you be in
all of this?”

Lara’s head snapped up. “My first allegiance is to
my mate. But I am still wolf, and you will ever and always be my
Alpha.”

“And the Vampire in you?” Sylvan asked softly. “Does
she not want you to rule your own Dominion one day? Or failing
that, your own Pack?”

“I am slave to neither my Vampire nor my wolf.”
Muscles knotted along the carved elegance of Lara’s jaw. “I am more
than either, and I know where my loyalties belong. I will not
challenge you or Liege Gates. I do not want to lead unless it is at
Raina’s side.”

“Being separated from Raina will be difficult,”
Sylvan said. “Especially for a newly mated Were.”

“But I am not Were.” Lara’s mouth twisted into a
cool line and her torment was clear. Even Raina’s love had not been
able to banish her self-loathing. Not yet.

“Not Were only, but Raina
is. She will suffer without you near her, especially when she comes
into her heat.”

“I know what you say is true.” Lara’s rigid stance
broke and she paced, her wolf too agitated to be subjugated by the
glacial control of her Vampire will. “It is…difficult for me to be
away from her, but I have no choice. I have given my oath.”

Sylvan glanced at Drake, smiled wryly. “The
difficulty you experience when you’re away from her will not lessen
in time. Just the opposite. You will both suffer when parted. Are
you sure Raina wants to rule again? I’m sure Gates would welcome a
cat Were among her security forces. And she would protect your
cubs.”

Lara’s eyes shone, the fury gone, replaced by pride.
“Raina is an Alpha. She was born to rule. And we will protect our cubs.”

“Spoken like a true mate.”

“If it comes to war, Raina’s cats will be needed,”
Lara said. “She needs time to reunite them. Her Pride is fragmented
after the attempt by the mercenaries to kill her and the cubs.”

“You will be needed as well.” Sylvan gripped Lara’s
shoulder. “I value Raina’s loyalty and skill, as I do yours. I can
speak to Jody about altering your service—”

“No,” Lara said. “I would not have you in her debt
because of me. Raina and I understand what we must do, and we are
prepared for it. We will be all right.”

“I will send wolves north with you. You have two
cubs, and if you cannot be there to protect them at all times, then
Raina should have guards.”

Lara bristled. “Wolf guards? I don’t want my mate
surrounded by dominant wolves.”

Drake laughed and Sylvan said, “You don’t think
Raina would be tempted.”

Lara snarled. “No, but some young pup might be.”

“I think an Alpha cat can handle one of our randy
young,” Drake said reasonably. “Take the offer, Lara. You can’t
afford to have Raina unprotected.”

“And,” Sylvan added, “as you said, she is our ally.
She can use her cats to protect our northern borders and help us
find the mercenaries who worked in the human labs. We need whatever
information they may have.”

“All right,” Lara said, her reluctance evident. “But
I would like to choose the guards.”

Sylvan nodded. Lara was a powerful Were with
near-Alpha powers who had sworn her loyalty and forgone her right
to challenge. She deserved this show of respect. “As you will.”

Lara inclined her head. “Thank you, Alpha.”

“You are welcome.” Sylvan looped an arm around
Lara’s neck and drew her close. Lara’s skin glowed against hers,
her bonded scent rich and strong. “Be careful, Lara. I would not
want to lose you.”

“You cannot.” Lara rubbed her cheek over Sylvan’s
bare shoulder, a sign of submission and trust. “No matter what else
I am, I will always be your wolf.”

“Go find your mate,” Sylvan said softly and let her
go.

When the doors closed behind Lara, Drake encircled
Sylvan’s waist. “Replacing any lost Were is impossible, but naming
Dasha in Andrew’s place on your guard has helped the Pack see we
are healing and returning to strength. They are your wolves, but
without faith that you will protect them, they will falter.”

“I need to name at least one other.” Sylvan listened
to the fading sounds of Lara’s footsteps. “Whoever I choose will be
in danger.”

“The centuri share your
blood—they are the strongest of the strong. And every wolf envies
them the honor.”

“You are a wise and clever mate.”

Grinning, Drake kissed her. “And you are a wise
Alpha to recognize that.”

 


*

 


Daniela hurried down the hallway with the Were host
curled in her arms. The Were breathed shallowly, muscles faintly
trembling, a low moan emanating from her chest. Daniela barely
noticed the young female’s weight as she glided through the
semidarkness. She had only one goal: to feed, to fill the dark
chasm that consumed her, slowly driving her mad. The smell of fresh
blood on the Were’s throat and breasts and belly ripped at the
threads of her tenuous control. Her incisors throbbed, her mouth
filled with feeding hormones, and her mind hazed with crimson fog.
Bloodlust beat at the fiber of her being. If she took her, she
could ease the terrible pain that pulsed through every cell. If she
took her now the pain would abate, the emptiness would be
filled—

She couldn’t. The mistress had not given her
permission to feed. She would be punished. Locked away. Starved.
Worse, she would be banished from her mistress’s presence, cut off
from the sensual bliss of her mistress’s power. She would rather
walk into the sun than be exiled from her mistress’s chambers. She
had begged to be turned, begged to be bound. If only the hunger
would relent. Blindly, she found the door handle to one of rooms
reserved for hosts, pushed it open, and hurriedly laid the
somnolent Were on the single bed against the wall.

“Please.” The naked female arched, her breasts and
belly glistening with sex-sheen. A fine line of golden pelt scored
her lower abdomen. She was still covered with blood and her own
sexual emissions. Her scent was intoxicating. “Take more. Please. I
need…”

Daniela’s lips drew back, and she hissed. Lust
clouded her senses—the form on the bed was featureless, nothing
more than heat and blood and pulsing life. Food. Release.
Pleasure.

Almost unconsciously she checked that the container
holding the restorative compound on the small nearby nightstand was
full. The Were would wake in the morning and consume the supplement
and leave no worse for the experience. But if Daniela took her—

Daniela forced herself to back away. One trembling
step at a time. Finally she reached the door, stumbled out into the
hall, and closed it.

I give you permission to avail yourself of my
prisoner.

Daniela ghosted down the hall to the heavy metal
door at the far end. A human servant stood guard, nodding
deferentially as she approached. She was the mistress’s handmaiden,
and she had free rein of the lair. She ignored him, already tasting
the sweet tang of her prey’s blood. She pressed her hand to the
plate on the wall that recognized those with access to the prison
chambers. The door slid soundlessly open and she passed inside.

Another long hallway stretched in front of her, dim
ceiling lights illuminating closed doors, some with foot-square
glass view plates, others with thick metal bars. Not all the cells
were occupied, and of those that were, not all held prisoners. Some
held Vampires being punished for all manner of indiscretions with
solitary confinement—completely solitary. The Vampire inmates were
not allowed to feed while serving their sentences. The other cells
were occupied by humans or Weres who had violated the club rules or
had displeased Francesca in some other way.

Daniela rushed along the narrow corridor to the last
cell, keyed in the combination on a lock pad, and slipped inside.
Deep underground, the windowless cell was dark except for the faint
glow from a row of small lights along the floor, but she didn’t
need light to sense her prey.

The sweet aroma of the blood rushing through the
prisoner’s veins was a siren’s call, and Daniela could see her
clearly enough. A female reclined on the bed in dark tights and a
gauzy white shirt with flowing sleeves, the collar open wide to
expose her neck and the tops of her small, round breasts. She was
barefoot, her collar-length, chestnut hair shaggy, her eerily
beautiful otherworldly face calm. Below the cuffs of the white
shirt, iron bands encircled her wrists, connected by a short length
of chain to a ring in the wall. Iron, the one material that
rendered Fae magic powerless.

The prisoner turned her head, studied Daniela. “I
wondered if you would come to visit. Did you just come to
talk?”

Daniela hissed, beyond conversation, beyond thought,
beyond restraint. She didn’t bother to cast her thrall. The Fae
were immune. She launched herself across the room, her mouth at the
female’s neck a heartbeat later, her incisors slicing into
flesh.

Torren arched, the force of Daniela’s feeding
hormones exploding through her body. The burning wound in her neck
dulled beneath the orgasm that exploded an instant later. Daniela
writhed on top of her, her hips spasming with each desperate
swallow. Daniela had taken her before, but never so violently, so
mindlessly. Tonight the Vampire was deep in bloodlust, and Torren
imagined Francesca had tormented her for a long time, starving her
just to the edge of control. Vampire games. Not so different from
the games the Queen of Thorns played, and Torren was used to
playing games. Her body might respond to Daniela’s enforced sexual
stimulation, but she was not susceptible to bloodlust or thrall.
She could think, and while she could think, she could plan. She’d
been planning for this moment since the night the Vampire Regent
had taken her as a blood slave.

“Let me give you more than my blood,” Torren
whispered in Daniela’s ear, infusing each word with the Fae power
of persuasion
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