
  
    
      
    
  




Enchanted Hunt


Synopsis


Sylvan forms an alliance with the neighboring Snowcrest wolf
pack after an attack on Snowcrest by creatures from beyond the veil, and sends
a cadre of warriors to aid in training the Snowcrest soldiers to defend against
the next attack. Trent, one of Sylvan's lieutenants, understands her duty, but
can’t deny the primal call of another Were, even if Zora is the Alpha of the
Snowcrest Pack and any relationship between them risks inter-Pack war. When
Sylvan receives an unexpected summons—couched in the form of an invitation to
parlay—from Cecelia, Queen of Faerie, she decides to cross into Faerie despite
Drake’s misgivings and against the advice of her war council. The Timberwolf
stronghold has never been breached, but this time the enemy is shielded by dark
magic and no one is safe.


 


A Midnight Hunters novella.


 


Applause for L.L. Raand’s Midnight Hunters Series


The Midnight Hunt


RWA 2012 VCRW Laurel Wreath winner Blood Hunt


Night Hunt


The Lone Hunt


 


“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


“Dangerous Waters is a bumpy ride through a
devastating time with powerful events and resolute characters. Radclyffe gives
us the strong, dedicated women we love to read in a story that keeps us turning
pages until the end.”—Lambda Literary Review


 


“Radclyffe’s Dangerous Waters has the feel of
a tense television drama, as the narrative interchanges between hurricane
trackers and first responders. Sawyer and Dara butt heads in the beginning as
each moves for some level of control during the storm’s approach, and the
interference of a lovely television reporter adds an engaging love triangle
threat to the sexual tension brewing between them.”—RT Book Reviews


 


“Love After Hours, the fourth in Radclyffe’s
Rivers Community series, evokes the sense of a continuing drama as Gina and Carrie’s
slow-burning romance intertwines with details of other Rivers residents. They
become part of a greater picture where friends and family support each other in
personal and recreational endeavors. Vivid settings and characters draw in the
reader…”—RT Book Reviews


 


Secret Hearts “delivers exactly what it says
on the tin: poignant story, sweet romance, great characters, chemistry and hot
sex scenes. Radclyffe knows how to pen a good lesbian romance.”—LezReviewBooks
Blog


 


Wild Shores “will hook you early. Radclyffe
weaves a chance encounter into all-out steamy romance. These strong, dynamic
women have great conversations, and fantastic chemistry.”—The Romantic
Reader Blog


 


In 2016 RWA/OCC Book Buyers Best award winner for
suspense and mystery with romantic elements Price of Honor
“Radclyffe is master of the action-thriller series…The old familiar characters
are there, but enough new blood is introduced to give it a fresh feel and open
new avenues for intrigue.”—Curve Magazine


 


In Prescription for Love “Radclyffe populates
her small town with colorful characters, among the most memorable being Flann’s
little sister, Margie, and Abby’s 15-year-old trans son, Blake…This romantic
drama has plenty of heart and soul.”—Publishers Weekly


 


2013 RWA/New England Bean Pot award winner for
contemporary romance Crossroads “will draw the reader in and
make her heart ache, willing the two main characters to find love and a life
together. It’s a story that lingers long after coming to ‘the end.’”—Lambda
Literary Review


 


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 Award 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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Chapter One


Cresthome


Far reaches of the Appalachians on the Canadian border


 


Alpha Zora Constantine stalked the shadows that stretched in long
fingers across Cresthome’s central Compound as the moonlight shimmered and
broke in the face of the distant dawn. The stark silhouettes of guards flanked
the east and west gates, the only entrances through the eight-foot fences into
the Clan sanctuary. Cresthome had never been breached in the centuries since
her grandfather’s father’s father had led his Pack south from the Alaskan
wilderness to settle along the US–Canadian border and the waterways linking the
wilderness to the growing human settlements. Looking now at the modest security
afforded by walls any Were could jump easily, she couldn’t help but think of
the stockade fences and battlements surrounding the Timberwolf Compound.
Cresthome had not been constructed to withstand a siege, but to provide safety
and security for the Pack in the far north woods where none but traders and
trappers traveled.


Generations later, Zora had inherited a Pack of hunters, trappers,
and merchants, not warriors. Her Weres would be completely vulnerable if
another tear in the veil between realms should occur in the skies overhead,
belching more monsters into their midst. In the wake of recent attacks on her
outposts by enemies she still couldn’t identify, warriors were what she needed.
She growled, her dusky pelt rolling to cover her arms and lightly dust the
center of her bare chest and abdomen. She’d awakened agitated and uneasy,
sensing something amiss even though she knew nothing could be, without
her wolf having alerted already. Still, she’d pulled on a pair of black jeans
and bounded down from her second-floor quarters above the main dormitory in
search of whatever had her wolf ready to burst free.


Enemies threatened from all sides.


Her Snowcrest Pack had been under subtle attack along their
borders for weeks. She’d been present for the major assault her soldiers had
managed to rebuff with the aid of the Timberwolf warriors and the Fae Master of
the Hunt. She’d seen the abominations that had come through the rip in the veil.
Reanimated wolf Weres, deformed and mindless, and mild-mannered herbivores,
ensorcelled and transformed into beasts hungry for flesh and blood. Someone had
unleashed these creatures of dark magic and malicious intent against her Pack.
She still didn’t know why.


The air within the Compound pulsed with the scent of foreign
Weres—powerful, dominant, aggressive Timberwolves in the vulnerable heart of
her territory. Her wolf bristled with the primal urge to drive out the threat
to her supremacy, to erase the invaders in her territory. Fury rolled through
her, and she growled again, her skin shimmering with battle lust she could not
release. The Timberwolves were not her enemies—not yet—and her wolf would have
to suffer their presence. If she hadn’t seen the devastating power of her foes,
she would never have considered inviting a cadre of out-Pack Were warriors into
the heart of her Clan. She’d had no choice but to ask for an alliance along
with combat support from Alpha Sylvan Mir and the Timberwolf Pack. Another
attack could destroy everyone she’d sworn to protect.


Her rage at the attacks on her territory and the deaths of
her sentries—Weres who were hers to keep safe—was a constant storm roiling
within. She could not sleep, waiting for a faceless enemy to strike again.
Instead, she prowled the Compound or vaulted the fence and ran in pelt until
her limbs burned, scouring the forest for signs of intruders. Her personal
guards and her imperator beseeched her not to put herself at risk, but
if not her, if not the Alpha, then who? The hours she spent outside the
security of Clan home did nothing to dampen the inferno consuming her body, or
ease the ever-present gnawing hunger in her depths that grew more vicious every
day.


She strode to the nearest gate, and the guards snapped to
attention at her approach.


“Alpha,” the young male guard exclaimed, briskly tapping his fist
to his heart beneath his khaki uniform shirt. He carried no weapon. He was
young and eager and not ready. Their guards were dominant by nature but not
trained for battle.


Knowing that must change, and why, Zora snarled inwardly. She
saluted the guard and his female partner. “Reas, Dinea. Stand easy.”


The two young Weres maintained their rigid attention. Zora
consciously tempered her power, knowing her unsettled energy transmitted to all
her wolves and created anxiety and hair-trigger tempers. She needed her wolves
alert and prepared for battle, not ready to explode into aggression with each
other at the slightest provocation. A camp full of Weres seething with battle
lust and dominance hormones was not what she wanted, and not what her wolves
needed. She had to be strong enough to keep them secure and unafraid. She had
to find a way to control her rage.


“All quiet?” Zora asked, knowing it was.


“Yes, Alpha,” they replied in unison.


“Good.” Zora passed on into the dark, putting distance between
herself and the sleeping Weres in the dormitory. All the unmated Weres who were
not assigned to the outposts or actively securing trade with their customers
along the borders roomed there. And now there were the others—a dozen
warriors seconded from the Timberwolf Weres to train her Snowcrest soldiers in
the art of war. Twelve dominants whose foreign scents teased the air with new
enticements and the promise of challenges to come. Her Snowcrest wolves might
not be warrior class, but they would defend their territory and their potential
mates from outsiders just as fiercely as any other wolves.


As must Zora, for as she led, so would they follow—unto death.


And so she stalked the night to put distance between her wolf and
the tantalizing pull of sex and power radiating from the Timberwolves gathered
in the rooms below her own. The pulse of random pheromones made her restless
nights even more unsettled, but worse, her wolf continued to alert to the call
of one particular black-haired lieutenant more powerfully than she’d responded
to any other wolf, ever, with a tingling rush of excitement that danced over
her skin and teased her wolf to come out and play.


She recognized the invitation and ignored it, just as she had
since the first moment she’d seen Trent Maran on the training field in the
Timberwolf Compound. That morning, as she’d watched Trent disarm a young
trainee with lethal swiftness and then demonstrate to the awestruck cadet just
how the move was done, her blood had heated and her sex tightened. She was an
alpha, a dominant among dominants, and Trent was no match for her in pure
power, but it wasn’t power alone that had her wolf bristling with a painful
cascade of hormones and erotostimulants. The unique mix of Trent’s pheromones
blended perfectly with her own. Their chemistries, their innate biological
signatures, effortlessly connected. That involuntary pull of wolf to wolf was
as natural as breathing, and just as hard to stop, but she was not just any
wolf. She would not—could not—risk a bonding with any Were while her
Pack was in danger. And Trent Maran was not just any Were—she was a Timberwolf
warrior, an elite soldier from a larger, stronger Pack, and despite their
temporary alliance, a potential threat to Snowcrest sovereignty.


Some of her wolves would answer the call of the Timberwolves to
tangle, as was their right. She did not intend to be one of them. What her
wolves needed now was a strong, unassailable Snowcrest Alpha whose only
priority was their security. They needed her, all of her.


 


* * *


 


Trent shifted restlessly on the narrow cot, drawn from sleep as
the moon waned. Her wolf prowled close to the surface most of the night, alert
and wary. Her skin tingled with the surge of pelt just below the surface, a
sure sign of the need for release. She needed to run or hunt or tangle. If
she’d been two hundred miles south in the Timberwolf Compound, she would have
slipped out into the night and spent her lust with a Were who responded to her
call, but here she was surrounded by Weres who were as likely to challenge her
as tangle with her.


Agitated and edgy, she sat up in the unfamiliar cubicle adjoining
the larger group dormitory room where her warriors were quartered. She led a
cadre of midlevel soldiers, out of adolescence only a short time but all battle
hardened in a recent confrontation between the Timberwolf Pack and the renegade
Blackpaw Pack. None were truly veterans, which was just as well given the
tension of so many dominant out-Pack Weres suddenly thrust into the midst of
the Snowcrest Clan home. She’d assigned each of her wolves two or three of the
Snowcrest soldiers to train, taking care to minimize the age difference and
dominance levels between them. But nothing would stop the dominance conflicts
that were sure to come with so many foreign unmated Weres challenging the
Snowcrest Weres on their home territory.


Her opposite number in the Snowcrest ranks, Ash Cronin, was of centuri
level, outranking her in the hierarchy, but their equal responsibilities had
placed them on a more level stance. Considering that Ash’s mate Jace was a
Timberwolf and in ultimate command of Trent’s temporary posting, she expected
most of the skirmishes would be mild. But they would come. Besides, challenges
would be welcome. Good grounds for lessons. Maybe a brisk challenge was what she
needed, since tangling with any of the Snowcrest Weres or the less dominant
Timberwolves under her command was out of the question. She needed something to
settle the slow-building heat seething in her loins. She could find some
unattached Were who wasn’t part of the training group to blunt the edge of her
need, but the call that kept her wolf prowling with agitation wouldn’t be
satisfied by a casual coupling with a willing stranger. She recognized the
sharp bite of power that set her blood racing and knew she couldn’t answer. Not
unless invited, and she wouldn’t be.


Not by the Alpha. Not when even a casual tangle could ignite an
inter-Pack war.


If only the Snowcrest Alpha didn’t lodge in the same building as
her soldiers. In the much larger Timberwolf Compound, Alpha Mir and the Prima
resided in their own den a distance from the main barracks, but here the Alpha—Zora—slept
just one floor above her. Or rather, Zora didn’t sleep. She paced, broadcasting
her call on a wave of pheromones that grew stronger with each passing hour, her
power a sweet nectar on Trent’s tongue, rolling through her like the sharp edge
of a claw, drawing blood.


An hour ago, Zora had finally abandoned her restless circling and
escaped into the night. Rather than being relieved by the abrupt absence of
Zora’s scent, Trent was even more agitated. The moment Zora disappeared,
Trent’s wolf wanted to give chase. Zora was simmering with unanswered need, and
now she was somewhere any Were might give her some release, if Zora relented
and let any touch her.


With Zora’s call burning through her, Trent snarled at the image
of Zora skin-to-skin with another Were, sex-sheen gleaming over her taut, sleek
form as she battled for release. She had heard Zora’s call. She
had felt Zora’s need pounding in her blood. She should answer. No one
else.


Limbs quivering and her wolf clawing at her insides, Trent shoved
open the window above her bed, let her wolf ascend at last, and bounded out on
four legs. The path Zora had taken around the Compound and out the eastern gate
was as clear to her as if marked by signal flares, and she stubbornly swung
westward and raced in the opposite direction. She trotted through the woodland
gate, ignoring the Snowcrest sentries posted on either side, and struck off
into the woods. The young guards did not offer challenge, and she gave them no
more than a flicker of thought, her wolf too intent on capturing the scent of
prey—any prey—to chase. Any prey to stir her blood and dispel the heat
scorching her depths.


Trent raced through the unfamiliar forest, dense with pine and
fir. Coming into fall, the air was crisp and cool and, at the higher latitude
along the Canadian border, more biting than she was used to farther south in
the Adirondack parkland. Huge boulders protruded like teeth from rocky
escarpments bordering the faint game trail, providing natural stepping-stones
for her wolf to bound onto and climb. She reached a ledge high above the forest
floor, nearly level with the tops of the trees, and lifted her muzzle to the
sky, her heart pounding, blood beating through her veins, a strange exultation
streaming through her. Not so much freedom as anticipation. Her wolf waited,
refusing to be caged by the warning signals buried deep in the part of her
brain guided by reason. In pelt, her instincts prevailed, and her wolf ruled.


And her wolf knew why this path had called to her.


She caught the scent a second later, rich and vibrant, commanding
and undeniable, stirring the heat in her loins to rise into her belly. She spun
away from the edge of the drop-off and faced the sable wolf who studied her
from across the clearing thirty feet away. Taller than Trent by a handsbreadth,
Zora’s sleek, muscular body heaved from the brisk run. Her head and muzzle
jutted forward, and her ears perked upright. Gold sheeted her eyes, and a low,
resonant rumble vibrated in the air.


A greeting. Or a warning.


Trent stood her ground but dipped her head, breathing softly.
After a second, when Zora did not attack or growl a challenge, Trent yipped.
Not the whine of a submissive wolf, but an offer. Her tone and posture said, Do
you want to play?


The Alpha of the Snowcrest Pack trotted toward her, set her muzzle
and powerful shoulders over Trent’s, and the rumble turned into a growl.


Are all Timberwolves so insolent?


Trent quivered. The heat in her belly flared, scorching her every
breath. She should not be able to hear the Alpha’s mellow tones in her
mind—they were not Pack. Her wolf accepted the unexpected connection, reveled
in it. Trent took a deep breath and remained as she had been, motionless,
allowing the Alpha the dominant position. She had no choice—to resist would be
a challenge, and she was in Zora’s territory. She acknowledged her supremacy
there. Nothing more was necessary unless Zora wished to teach her a lesson in
humility.


Trent’s wolf was never humble, and because she wished Zora to know
she would only submit so far, she answered with a mental shrug. Not every
Timberwolf is so bold. Only the brave ones.


Zora made a chuffing sound that struck Trent as laughter. When
Zora backed away, Trent shot upright, lifting her tail and dancing in place.


Will you chase me, Alpha?


Zora’s eyes flashed and power rolled over the clearing, seizing
Trent’s blood and turning her sex to flame. Do you think you can run from
me?


Let’s find out. Trent shot a wolfie grin and yipped again.
As she spun to bound down the far slope, a sharp bark followed by an ominous
growl emanated from the dense cover on the far side of the clearing.


Snowcrest wolves.


Zora alerted, and Trent instantly bristled. Perhaps she would have
a tussle yet. If she could not tangle, she could at least vent her disquiet
with her canines and her claws.


Two large wolves bounded into the clearing, fur bristling and lips
drawn back to show teeth. They circled Trent, flanking her even as they edged
in front of Zora, shielding her. Trent recognized them—two of Zora’s personal
guards, Cybil and Ryan. Of course they would not let their Alpha run alone,
even if Zora did not request—or welcome—the protection. Trent held her ground
but offered no challenge. If they fought, she might lose—but worse, Zora would
be duty bound to exile her if she attacked a Snowcrest Were. Or execute her.


Stand down, Zora commanded of her guards. Snarling, Cybil
and Ryan backed away a few feet but never took their eyes off Trent.


Zora stepped into Trent’s line of sight, drawing her attention as
inexorably as the moon called to her blood. Impossible to resist.


Run with me.


Not an invitation. An order.


The answer was never in question.


As you will.


Trent barked sharply, eager and wild, as the Alpha spun and
streaked away. Trent raced after her, aware of the guards falling in, just off
her rear. Zora careened down the steep embankment, catapulting from one boulder
to the next, her paws barely touching ground before she was airborne again.
Trent was used to seeing Alpha Mir unleash her power with an unmatchable explosion
of sheer strength and overwhelming force. Zora was no less powerful for her
lithe, graceful agility and speed. Trent’s wolf spirit soared with joy as she
raced to keep pace.


Zora dodged into the dense forest, onto a narrow deer trail that
threaded through pine-covered ground, and leapt into an icy stream, splashing
through and up the other side without pausing. Sun shafted through the green
canopy as dawn broke in a cloudless sky. Zora lifted her muzzle and howled, and
Trent echoed her greeting. Ignoring the scent of rabbit and deer crossing their
path, Trent streaked at Zora’s side, unchallenged by the other Snowcrest
wolves. Every scent, every sense, every beat of her heart sharp and
swift and achingly perfect.


A herd of deer broke from the brush. The does and yearlings
bounced away, their white tails upright, their lithe limbs clearing low shrubs
and berry bushes with delicate grace. Zora howled again, and the Pack closed in
behind her. They reached an upland meadow scattered with yellow and white fall
blossoms where the tall grasses reached chest high on the deer. Zora slowed and
the deer raced on, reaching the sanctuary of forest on the far side and
disappearing into the undergrowth.


Today the wolves ran for the joy of the chase, not the thrill of a
hunt. Trent slowed, her chest heaving, and drew alongside Zora until her
shoulder nearly touched the Alpha’s. Her body felt strong and vital, as if she
could have run forever at Zora’s side. She shouldered her lightly.


You let me catch you, Trent signaled. Thank you.


Zora swung her head to face her. Her eyes still blazed wolf-gold.
Not caught. Only joined on the run.


Some other time then. Meeting Zora’s gaze for the briefest
of seconds, Trent trembled, aching to rub against her again, to feel Zora’s
heart beating against her chest.


Go back, Zora signaled. There is work to be done.


Zora spun away, barked sharply in the direction of her guards, and
loped off, leaving Trent shivering and alone in the silent meadow.


Chapter Two


In the Lost Realm


 


Francesca tapped her long, blood-red nails on the arms of the
heartwood throne, eyeing the tall, ornately filigreed doors at the far end of
the audience hall and waiting impatiently for them to open. Like the stained,
dull wood of her throne, the gold panels on the doors—easily twice the height
of the Elven sentinels who’d once stood guard eons before when this knowe had
been an active part of Faerie—were tarnished and marred from neglect. No
liveried soldiers or fawning servants graced the ancient halls now, and every
day the remnants of the abandoned Faerie Mound seemed to shrink around her.
Whatever spell had kept this knowe from disappearing altogether when its former
inhabitants abandoned it, by choice or otherwise, was rapidly fading. Neither
her Mage nor Fae allies could tell her why. Soon she would lose this last
refuge, such as it was, and be forced once more into the human world or to make
an entrance into greater Faerie itself. Either choice left her at the mercy of
enemies who would see her true-dead unless her new allies were able to provide
her with an army. An invincible army capable of defeating humans, Weres, and
Fae.


Allies. The very word sat like acid on her tongue and
burned sourly through her chest. She should be receiving this renegade Mage and
outcast Fae as the servants they were while seated on her own throne, not as
equals while she ruled an empty world and a handful of Vampires and blood
servants. Being dependent on the skill and largesse of two lesser Praeterns for
her survival filled her with a bitter taste for vengeance against all those who
had betrayed her. Someone else sat on her throne now, someone she had if not
precisely trusted, for she was far too experienced to trust anyone, at least
relied on as her second-in-command and consort for centuries. Michel. Her senechal
and lover, now ruling her domain while she was forced to scheme and
scrape to reassemble her power, hiding in a lost land between the realms.
Feeding her hunger with the ever-thinning blood of her human servants and the
Fae prisoners who were smuggled to her all too infrequently.


Francesca hissed, fury obliterating the taste of defeat. She had
lost battles before, but never a war, and she hadn’t declared this war over
yet. She would reclaim her throne, and those who had turned against her—Were
and Vampire and human—would pay in blood. Still, the time for revenge had not
yet come, and she could not afford to alienate her few allies, no matter how
weak and inferior she might find them.


At last, the doors to the audience hall swung wide, and a human
with shoulder length black hair, deep set black eyes, and a thin mouth framed
by pale, bloodless lips slithered into the room. Wraithlike in black tailcoat,
maroon pants, and calf-high, dusky black boots, he wore an array of silver
rings set with crystal stones on each finger. The crystals glowed with power
even when the Mage was not actively spell-casting.


“Tell me, Maester Finngar,” Francesca purred before the Mage
reached the foot of her pathetic throne, “how many of your creatures did we
lose in this last assault on a group of Were merchants?”


“Not just merchants,” the Mage said as if he was informing her of
something she didn’t already know or was too dense to grasp, “but a cadre of
Timberwolf Were warriors and a Fae royal as well. Such a force was
unanticipated.”


“How many of our creatures remain,” she repeated. She had agreed
to the attack on the Snowcrest wolves when her initial raids to capture Were
sentries for the Mage’s experiments had been successful. The larger assault
should have captured even more subjects that Finngar could turn into killing
machines, but instead, their reanimated, magically enhanced beasts had all been
destroyed, as had their portal into the Were territory. Worse, the Weres would
be on guard now against further attacks.


“My Lady,” he said, his unctuous tone just short of disdainful,
“these creatures, as you call them, were fashioned for one purpose, and
one purpose only. To do your bidding in battle.” He shrugged one cadaveric
shoulder. “We expect them to be destroyed. They’re dispensable and replaceable.
Happily, we have enough for another small foray.”


“A small skirmish will not be enough,” Francesca said. “I…we…need
bargaining power if we are to force Sylvan Mir to side with us in reclaiming my
territory. We need…leverage.”


“And we will have that when our army of revenants takes control of
the territory along Mir’s northern border and we can unleash our combined
power against any who resist.”


The Mage seemed very sure that the renegade Fae Lords who sought
to usurp the present Queen of Faerie would join Francesca’s forces, but she had
yet to be convinced. The Fae were clever creatures who always had ulterior
motives, and they rarely included helping any non-Fae.


“What of Claudius?” she asked. “Has he delivered the Night Lord’s
support to our cause as he promised?”


“He assures me he has raised a sizable force of dark Fae to oppose
Cecilia when the time comes to declare your return to power. Once the Night
Lord deposes the Queen of Thorns, you will have all of Faerie at your back.”


Francesca regarded him coolly. As if she would ever be fool enough
to trust a Fae who turned on his Queen and conspired with a usurper. But for
now, she needed Claudius to open the Gates into the human realm, and she needed
his army of dark knights to defeat those who had stolen her throne.


“How long will it take you to replace the creatures we lost?”
Francesca said.


“I will need more subjects before I can raise revenants in
numbers.”


“And if the next creatures of yours are as easily dispatched as
the last army you set forth, what good are they?”


For an instant, flames sparked in the depths of his shadowed
orbits. “Individually they might be vulnerable, but if unleashed in numbers,
they will prevail.”


“How many numbers?”


“The sortie against the Snowcrest wolves was a test, My Lady,” he
went on, his face composed and unconcerned. “One-on-one, the odds were not in
our favor. Five to one, ten to one even better…we will be victorious.”


“If I had such numbers at my disposal,” Francesca said, “I
wouldn’t need you.”


He bowed his head, but not before she saw the smug smile cross his
features. “Of course, I understand. But circumstances as they are…” His voice
drifted off, and once again he shrugged. “I can, with enough power, raise an
army from more than just the Were dead. I can transform the birds and beasts of
the Fae realm to swell our numbers.”


“And how will we provide you with that power?”


“I believe you know.” His gaunt features twisted in anticipation
of pleasure. He was blood-addicted, just as any human blood junkie who hungered
for the erotic pleasure unleashed by the chemicals injected during a Vampire’s
bite. Unlike ordinary humans, his spell-casting powers were magnified as well.


“My generosity is not endless, Maester Finngar. You would do well
to remember that.” She stretched out a hand. “Come then. Come taste the power.”


His haughty expression turned to one of naked avarice as he rushed
forward to kneel at her feet. His erection, long and thin and rigid, pressed
against the laces of his trousers. Before he finished fumbling to withdraw
himself, she jerked him upright between her thighs and buried her incisors in
his neck. His head snapped back, and he finished instantaneously with a
convulsive shudder, his eyes glazed and vacant. She sliced her wrist with one
long scarlet nail and pressed it to his mouth. He drank, hardening instantly
again against her thigh. His control was brief, and when he groaned and spilled
a second time with a series of racking tremors, she left him slumped at the
foot of her throne and went in search of her blood servants, hungry now for the
taste of true pleasure.


She’d been forced to deny her own pleasure far too often after
fleeing Nocturne the night Michel had attempted to destroy her and turned her
dominion into a battlefield, lest she drain her few loyal servants to the point
of death. She’d been able to teleport only a few of her human servants and a
dozen Vampire soldiers with her through the passages to the portal into Faerie
and the nebulous realm between the veils. Now she hid from those she had once
ruled and feared discovery by the Faerie Queen, who would likely imprison her
as Francesca hoped to do to her. Bitter irony burned in her breast. She would
rise to power again, and those who had betrayed her, who had sought to destroy
her, would become hers to rule.


She discovered David and Marguerite, her two favorite human
servants, sleeping naked while awaiting her attentions in one of the rooms
still inhabitable in the rapidly shrinking refuge. David, long and lithe of
limb with curling brown locks that framed his face like a young Adonis, had
been taken into her seethe when he was barely nineteen, almost a century ago.
Her blood gave him longevity, just as his blood gave her erotic sustenance. The
woman slumbering in the curve of his body was far younger, her skin still
bearing the dusty hues of the sun’s kiss. The taste of her youth and vitality
raced through Francesca’s blood more powerfully than the sweet ecstasy of
orgasm.


Dropping her robe to the floor as she drew near, she stretched out
between them, drawing one beneath each arm, stroking and murmuring and teasing
them, already enthralling them as they slumbered. They would awaken aroused and
desperate for her bite.


“Mistress,” Marguerite gasped, her eyes opening wide, her lips
already swollen with need. The delectable scent of her desire floated in the
air, making Francesca’s sex clench in slow voluptuous waves. “Please. Take me.
Please.”


“Soon, my sweet,” Francesca whispered, pulling the young woman
into her embrace. As Francesca kissed her, David caressed Marguerite’s heavy
breasts, gliding his distended cock between the curve of Francesca’s hip and
Marguerite’s soft belly. He groaned and plunged faster in the warm cocoon of
their flesh as Francesca took Marguerite’s throat, swallowing languidly as her
sex burst with power. Marguerite writhed in erotic ecstasy, her legs splayed
wide, her hips rising and falling in wild abandon. Inarticulate cries tailed
off to pathetic whimpers as her blood thinned and orgasm after orgasm drained
her awareness.


Lifting her mouth from Marguerite’s throat, Francesca turned to
David and grasped his cock in her palm. His back arched, and his eyes glazed as
she stroked. When she judged him close to erupting, she drew his rampant cock
between Marguerite’s thighs. When he entered her, Francesca raked her elongated
incisors down his throat, waiting for the instant when he bucked and groaned,
signaling his ejaculation. While he spasmed, Francesca struck deep into his
flesh, devouring his blood, hot with pheromones, and the final surge of
pleasure engulfed her. When she had filled herself, her own release rolling
through her on twin wings of pain and ecstasy, she left them torporous and
dazed. She needed them to regain their strength. She needed them to sustain her
until she could return to her rightful place.


Not long now. She must bide her time, but not much longer.


 


* * *


 


Snowcrest territory


 


Zora doubled her pace as she raced through the forest toward Clan
home. She abandoned the usual trails in favor of the untrampled forest floor,
kicking up pine needles and bits of soft loam as she streaked between the
close-set trunks of towering pines. Cybil and Ryan had been joined by Loris,
her imperator, and Ash, the captain of her guard. Her wolves kept pace
behind her but made no move to close the distance and join her. She had not
invited them to run with her, although they were duty bound to protect her, and
she would not admonish them for that.


She hadn’t wanted company. She hadn’t thought so, at least, until
she’d picked up Trent’s trail. She could have ignored it and avoided the
Timberwolf completely, but she’d circled back, crept up on her downwind where
she wouldn’t be scented, and watched the black wolf bounding up the escarpment
to the grassy plateau. The muscles playing in Trent’s powerful shoulders and
haunches were as sleek and powerful as Zora’d expected after watching her for hours
in the training yard. Her pelt was dense and shimmering with ribbons of pure
white in the midnight fur. She was larger than the average female in pelt, but
agile and quick despite her heavy muscles.


Zora’d sensed Cybil and Ryan close by, waiting for her signal to
confront the interloper, but she had not called them forward when she’d padded
out from the cover of the low dense undergrowth and drawn Trent’s attention.
Trent had been just barely submissive, acknowledging Zora’s position and her
power with the slightest lowering of her gaze, but that had been enough to
appease Zora’s wolf. They were well matched in dominance, and that had not only
been unexpected, but surprisingly exciting.


Zora broke from cover, dashed toward the stockade fence
surrounding Clan home, and bounded over it, landing softly on the other side.
She shed pelt from one step to the next. Loris and Ash followed her, taking a
few seconds longer to shed pelt as well. Wordlessly, all three pulled plain
olive-green pants and V-neck T-shirts from one of the many footlockers situated
throughout the Compound. Ryan and Cybil veered off once they’d cleared the
fence and retreated to headquarters now that Zora was safely back.


Zora pulled on the camos, grasped the shirt in her fist, and
strode away. Her blood still surged and her skin shimmered with the lingering
patina of sexual arousal.


“Alpha,” Loris called after her, his deep voice still gruff from
the change. “We have not given the Timberwolves leave to run unescorted.”


Slowing, Zora glanced over her shoulder, not surprised that Loris
took issue with Trent running alone. Loris was not happy to have a cadre of
Timberwolf warriors foisted on him to have control over his soldiers, no matter
how necessary the training might be. He had not resisted Zora’s command, he
wouldn’t, but he was Zora’s general, and Zora had no desire to undermine his
authority, in private or in view of the Pack.


“We did not specifically restrict them, either,” Zora said.


Loris huffed. Older by only a few years than Zora, his deep brown
eyes, black hair, and tawny coloring hinted at his Native Alaskan heritage. He
was built for combat, in skin or pelt, tight-bodied, compact, and ferocious. He
had been in line to be Zora’s father’s imperator, and Zora had learned
to fight alongside him as adolescents. When her father had been caught in an
avalanche along with his imperator in the Canadian mountains bordering
their territory, leaving the Clan without an Alpha, Loris had stood by her side
as she took challenge after challenge for the right to lead, a right that was
hers by birth. She trusted Loris and depended on his counsel, but still, he had
never led Snowcrest Weres in battle, and only rarely fought in defense of
Cresthome against the occasional rogues, renegades, or predators who threatened
them.


Zora feared none of her forces were ready yet, and time was not on
their side. She would not disclose her misgivings, not even to Loris. Her duty
was to provide unyielding, unconquerable strength and security to all her
Weres, including those closest to her. Her duty created the foundation of the
wall that kept her always apart.


“I don’t see any security risk in allowing the Timberwolves free
rein to run,” Zora said, glancing from Loris to Ash. Ash’s mate Jace was
Timberwolf, and no one in either Pack was quite sure how their mating would
affect Pack dynamics or their personal positions in the hierarchy. Ash was the
captain of Zora’s guard and in charge of the new training program. Jace, one of
Sylvan Mir’s elite centuri, was her counterpart in the combat operation.
Soon Zora and Sylvan would have to come to terms on the future of their wolves,
but for now, the security of the Pack took precedence over private lives.


Loris grumbled but said nothing.


Ash spoke up. “By your leave, Alpha, I need to assemble our
trainees for morning skirmishes.”


Zora waved a hand as they walked toward the rear of the dormitory
building. “Of course. Go.”


Loris fell in at her side, the muscles in his powerful shoulders
and back bunching and flexing beneath the tight cotton shirt. He growled. “You
invited the Timberwolf to run with you this morning when you were alone.”


“I did.” That Loris should question Zora’s attention to Trent
irritated her, but her wolf instantly bristled as vehemently as if she’d been
challenged. Zora waited a moment until the quick burst of battle rage faded.
Loris was not challenging, only questioning. “And I was not alone. You and Ash
were with me.”


“She is unmated.”


Zora stopped beneath the second story porch that adjoined her
quarters. “You have a point, Loris?”


Ever vigilant to protocol, even when they were alone, Loris kept
his eyes just below Zora’s.


“Your call is powerful, Alpha,” Loris said, his voice a hot rumble
in his chest. “One any Snowcrest wolf would be honored to answer.”


Zora sighed. Loris was her general, and she depended on his
strength and wisdom and skill. Loris was also unmated, and his pheromones
misted the air between them. There had been a time, when they were much
younger, when Zora had tangled with Loris as she had with other
adolescents—testing and searching and learning what her wolf craved. But she
was not that Were any longer. She would not find the release she craved with
him. She could not dampen her call, even had she wanted to, and Loris was not
the only Were affected. Almost every wolf in the Pack would respond to her,
welcoming the chance to tangle with her, but only the most daring would attempt
to approach her.


She was careful to couple only with those who showed no sign of
being vulnerable beyond the physical demands of her call. Only those who could
tangle and remain untouched in its aftermath. Loris was not one of them.


“I did not extend that invitation to her today,” Zora said, “or to
any other. That is not your concern.”


Loris nodded briskly. “Yes, Alpha.”


Zora grasped Loris’s nape and squeezed in a brief caress. “You
know how important you are to me and the Pack, don’t you?”


Shuddering, Loris leaned against Zora’s shoulder, their bare arms
touching. His skin was hot and slick and drenched in pheromones. “I would be
more, if you desired.”


Zora kissed his forehead. “I know that. Now I must go, and you
have our soldiers to attend to.”


“As you command, Alpha.” Loris stepped back with visible effort.
He would find someone to tangle with as soon as they parted.


Zora would not. She leapt to the landing above and bounded through
the open window to her quarters.


The shower was cold and brisk and helped wash away some of the
tension in her muscles but did nothing to quench the burning in her loins. She
had long ago learned to control her need, discovering very quickly how willing
others were to answer her call because she was powerful, because she was Alpha.
But every instance of intimacy ran the risk of stirring a response she did not
want. Once she tangled and a Were responded with more than just sex, they would
suffer if she did not pursue a bond. She was not ready, although she did not
know why she waited. Any number of Snowcrest Weres would make strong mates, and
she was of the age when she was ready to mate and breed. The Pack needed a
strong Alpha pair, and they needed strong pups. But still, she waited, and the
hunger burned brighter every day.


When she stepped into the functional but stark room where she
slept alone and walked naked to the open window overlooking the training yard,
she sought out only one figure. At that instant, as if summoned by Zora’s
intent, Trent strode into view in khaki pants and a sleeveless tee, her body
taut and tight, her presence sure and strong. Zora tensed as blood rushed to
her core and her clitoris pulsed. Her sex readied, instantly full and demanding
release. Her wolf clawed at the fabric of her control, ripping at the thin
threads of resistance that kept her from broadcasting her call and allowing any
Were nearby to ease her need.


Snarling, thwarted by her own will, she turned from the window.
The Timberwolf was not for her, and she desired no one else to answer.


Chapter Three


Trent made no attempt to follow Zora and the other Weres on the run
back to Clan home. The Alpha had made it clear Trent was not invited. Trent’s
wolf clamored to follow, driven by instinct more powerful than reason. Trent
had managed to hold on to her control despite the pressure in her chest and the
burning in her belly that demanded she stay as close to Zora as she could.
Trent was intrigued by Zora’s call, a constant alluring undercurrent whenever
Zora was near, but out in the wild, with Trent’s wolf ascendant, she’d been
captured by it on a primal level. The primitive impulse to respond was as
unavoidable as breathing for any Were in the presence of an Alpha who was
broadcasting their power.


Trent had run with Zora when Zora invited her, and if Zora had
asked for more, she would have willingly tangled with her. But Zora had
dismissed her.


Back in her solitary room, Trent shed pelt, and the trembling in
her body subsided enough for her to recognize her response for what it was,
instinct and biology, merely something she’d lived with all her life as part of
a Pack. She tried not to ignore the other truth—that she’d never responded so
intensely, so uncontrollably, to any other Were, not even her own Alpha.


Sitting on the edge of her narrow single cot, she breathed deeply,
unable to stop searching for the singular scent that had dominated her
consciousness for days. And there it was—a spicy, tantalizing bittersweet scent
that danced over her tongue, twisted through her belly, and tingled along her
spine.


Zora.


Trent’s skin prickled, and a thin line of fine dark pelt shot down
the center of her belly. Her sex tightened. Zora was somewhere nearby. The
instant her body registered that unique constellation of hormones and
erotochemicals, a terrible pressure mushroomed inside her. Her wolf pushed to
the surface, demanding that she find Zora. Touch her. Demand Zora let her. The
drive to be near her, to protect her, and to be protected by her was a physical
pain. Trent wanted to be under her, and over her, and immersed in her.


And she could do none of those things.


She was here for one reason only, to fulfill her Alpha’s
command to aid their allies, and soon she would be back with her own Pack.
Where she belonged. She had no place here, and for a Were, place and Pack were
life itself.


With a shake of her head, Trent gritted her teeth, ignoring Zora’s
pervasive scent that assaulted her at every turn and teased her with every
breath she took. After pulling on a tan T-shirt and camo BDUs, she headed
outside to the training yard. Ash and the Snowcrest cadets waited on one side
of the hard, packed-earth exercise square in a tight circle, bristling with
barely concealed aggression. Twenty yards away, Jace—lithe, blond, and
deadly—fronted the line of Timberwolf soldiers. Too many hormones clouded the
air—sex, battle, lust—every Were in the Compound edgy, wary, and eager to prove
their dominance, protect their territory, or release their aggression with a
quick, hard tangle.


Trent nodded to Ash, who tipped her chin in greeting. Jace stepped
into the space between the two groups and planted her hands on her slender
hips. The power emanating from the centuri belied her age. Jace was part
of the elite guard to the most powerful Alpha Were in the hemisphere, quite
possibly in the world. She had earned her position in battle. She had nothing
to prove. Now she was mated to a Snowcrest Were, something that hadn’t happened
in either Pack for decades.


“All right,” Jace said, “listen up. Everyone pair off for close
combat drills, Snowcrest and Timberwolf. Hand-to-hand only. Let’s form up.”


Trent’s job was to supervise the sparring between the Timberwolf
soldiers and the Snowcrest cadets to be sure the training was not only
effective, but that the training pairs were equally matched. She walked the
line, occasionally correcting form, and now and then switching partners. The
Snowcrest cadets were not only eager to learn new skills, they had something to
prove. They were facing off against out-Pack Weres on their territory, and
while they might be less experienced in combat, they were still as fierce as
any other wolves claiming their territory. A particularly aggressive senior
Snowcrest trainee, one of the guards Trent had seen posted on sentry duty the
night before, slipped the front guard of a Timberwolf soldier and took him down
with a particularly vicious leg sweep. The Timberwolf came up snarling, eyes
glinting with rage. The blond Snowcrest Were snarled back in his face, her eyes
instantly shimmering to gold. They’d be in pelt in a second.


“That’s enough,” Trent snapped, stepping in between them, planting
a hand against each of their chests and shoving them back a step or two. The
Timberwolf soldier grumbled but offered no challenge. The Snowcrest sentry
bared her teeth, fangs already emerging.


“You don’t want to do that,” Trent said quietly.


“What makes you think I don’t,” she snarled back, meeting Trent’s
gaze in open challenge.


Trent sighed. All right, then.


“Make a space,” she said to the surrounding trainees, who were all
watching now. Everyone moved back to form a loose ring around them, Snowcrest
in one half of the semicircle and Timberwolves in the other. Trent looked over
at Ash, who nodded.


“Hand-to-hand,” Trent said, “and keep your wolf leashed.”


The blonde, with heavily muscled shoulders and long, lean thighs,
curled her lip. “I don’t need pelt to handle you.”


Trent grinned, spread her arms. “I’m right here. Cadet.”


The term, usually applied to adolescents in training, brought
sneers and hoots from the Timberwolves.


The blonde charged, feinting with a punch and sweeping with her
rear leg. If she connected with Trent’s knee, she’d dislocate it.


But Trent expected the move, having seen it just a few seconds
before. Lesson one—don’t give the enemy a preview of your offense. She stepped
in close to avoid the leg sweep, blocked the punch with a forearm, and hammered
a fist into the blonde’s inner thigh. As the blonde buckled from that blow,
Trent caught her under the chin with an open-palm, upward thrust that snapped
her head back. Her body followed, and the blonde landed on her back in the dirt
with a whoosh of air exploding from her chest.


If this had been a demonstration of technique, that move alone
would’ve been enough, but this confrontation was more than that. It was a test.
One of the trainees had challenged Trent’s authority, and that required more
than a simple demonstration.


She leapt across the distance between them and grasped the
blonde’s arm as the Were vaulted upward. Pivoting behind her, Trent thrust a
knee into the center of her back and took her facedown again, straddling her
from behind. She let her wolf rise just enough so her pheromones danced in a
heavy cloud that those crowding closer would scent. She wasn’t interested in
dominating this particular wolf, not sexually at least, but she wanted
to send a clear signal to everyone around her that her power was more than
enough to dominate any of them.


Still holding the Snowcrest’s arm jammed up between her shoulder
blades to immobilize her, Trent squeezed her thighs on either side of the
blonde’s hips, a taunting dominance move, and leaned down until her mouth was
close to her ear. The blonde shivered, her wolf already close to submitting. If
the Snowcrest Were turned belly-up and offered her throat, if she spent her essence
in total submission to an out-Pack Were, she would lose status with the other
Snowcrest Weres. She might lose her place in the Pack hierarchy. She would
surely become an enemy.


“You’re a good fighter,” Trent whispered, her breath in the
blonde’s hair, “but you could be better. I can show you what you can be.”


“I submit,” the blonde whispered.


“I don’t want you to. I want you to fight, just not with
me. Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


The blonde’s face glistened, her pheromones pulsing below her
sex-drenched skin, her trembling body on the verge of exploding in physical and
sexual submission.


“Then we’re done.” Trent bounced to her feet and backed away.


The blonde lay with her eyes closed for a few seconds, her chest
heaving, before she pushed herself to her knees, stood, and turned to face
Trent. She kept her eyes just below Trent’s gaze. Waiting.


“As you were, Sentry,” Trent said, turning her back to the blonde.


The circle of onlookers slowly dissolved. The trainees moved back
into position and resumed their practice exercises. The blonde shook herself,
took one step in Trent’s direction, and halted abruptly.


Zora Constantine stepped up beside Trent.


“Alpha,” the blonde said, dropping her eyes.


“Freya,” Zora said sharply to the blonde. “Don’t you have training
to complete?”


“Yes, Alpha,” Freya said and turned away.


“That was quite a demonstration,” Zora murmured, not looking at
Trent.


Trent folded her arms and surveyed the trainees, forcing herself
not to look at Zora. Her stomach cramped with the effort of ignoring her scent.
“Your wolves are proud. Understandably. But discipline is as important to
effective defense as the desire to fight.”


“Desire,” the Alpha said, still standing, hands on hips, watching
the pairs of fighters working through their exercises. “Is that what you were
trying to teach her?”


Trent smiled at the irritation in the Alpha’s voice. She
remembered the run of just a few hours before and the sensation of unbridled
freedom she’d experienced. A wild, exhilarating rush that was different even
from when she’d run with Alpha Mir. She remembered how the touch of her
shoulder against Zora’s, the scent of her wolf, and the power of her call had
sent hunger pouring through her. She’d known desire, but nothing had devoured
her like that. The blonde beneath her just now had stirred nothing, not even
the primal urge to tangle.


“I was making an example of your Were,” Trent said, “not sending
an invitation.”


Zora’s head snapped around and she snarled, “Weren’t you?”


Trent risked a direct gaze, one insolent and worthy of discipline.
Zora’s eyes were ringed in gold, her cheekbones sharp, a glint of fangs
showing. Her wolf danced in her eyes. Trent caught her breath, her wolf
instantly alert, her sex quickening as her clitoris hardened. Her skin burst
with sex-sheen, and she trembled. “That was not an invitation.”


Zora’s nostrils flared and her jaw grew heavier. “Then be careful
what you broadcast to my Weres. I could feel your call across the Compound.”


“It was not an invitation to her.” Trent’s chest heaved, a
thin line of pelt erupting down the center of her abdomen. Zora’s fury stirred
her wolf’s need to meet her, body to body, passion for passion.


“But someone will answer.” Zora’s words ground out on a growl.


“Someone?” Trent dared. Quivering, she raised her chin to show her
throat. If Zora took her now, right here on the earth in the center of
Snowcrest land, she would welcome it. She was ready, urgent to spend.


Zora snarled again, pivoted, and vaulted away, leaving Trent
trembling for the second time that day.


 


* * *


 


The Adirondack Parkland, Timberwolf territory


Central NY State


First light


 


Sylvan burst from the underbrush, Drake running at her shoulder.
Their two young, Kira and Kendra, raced after them. The prey shot ahead,
darting off into the thick cover between the tall pines. Given a chance, the
hare would go to ground, but even if it escaped, there was a lesson for the
pups to learn. Today, Sylvan wanted to teach them the order of the hunt, the
way to follow her as she stalked and flushed the prey, to hold their place
until she signaled them to the flanks or the lead. Hunting, like life, was not
a solitary pursuit.


They were Pack, always. Every Were lived, hunted, fought, and died
as Pack.


Drake, her mate and the true source of all her power, easily kept
pace, her breath flowing even and strong, her heart beating in time with
Sylvan’s. Sylvan was Alpha, destined to lead, to be the strongest and the
surest, even when sometimes she was not. Drake’s power matched hers, but her
strength lay not just in muscle and bone, but in her willingness to give to
Sylvan what she needed most—unbending, undying loyalty, trust, and love. Sylvan
and Drake ruled the Pack by virtue of being the most dominant and the
strongest, but they claimed the Pack’s loyalty because they would die for any
Timberwolf. This willingness to sacrifice for Pack was what her young needed to
learn. To do that, they first needed to learn to be part of the Pack. The time
would come when they would need to stand apart in order to lead, but not as
long as she lived and ruled.


Sylvan slowed and Drake, so connected to her by heart and body,
slowed with her.


Sylvan signaled her pup. Kira, go!


Kira, her silver pelt tinged with black on her ears and ruff,
streaked past, pursuing the hare’s scent deep into the forest, unmindful of
obstacles in her path. She leapt with all the strength of youth, and the joy
and vigor of invincibility. Sylvan chuckled, giving her exuberant young a
chance to command. Over her left shoulder, she could feel Kendra’s power
building, recognizing it for what it was. Kendra was the alpha pup, and one
day, she would lead. But for now, she must learn patience while others found
their place in the Pack order.


The prey was clever and quick, and Sylvan sensed when it dove into
its burrow, having escaped to live and run another day.


Kira circled the fallen tree and danced about the entrance to the
hare’s refuge, her nose to the ground, panting with enthusiasm.


Kendra, go, Sylvan commanded.


Kendra shot forward, arrowing directly to the opening of the
burrow, nudging her sister aside with a rough shove to the shoulder. Annoyed to
be pushed aside, Kira nipped at her, and Kendra nipped back. Within seconds,
the twins had forgotten their elusive prey and were tumbling together on the
ground in a cacophony of snarls and yips. Drake slowed and swung her head
toward Sylvan, her expressive dark eyes filled with pride and wolfie amusement.


Sylvan settled on the ground to watch the pups with a huff. So
much for training.


Drake dropped beside her, rested her muzzle on Sylvan’s forelegs,
and licked the corner of Sylvan’s mouth. Sylvan lifted her head, letting Drake
place her teeth gently around her throat—a position she would allow no other.
Her vulnerability signaled both her trust and her devotion.


They did quite well, Drake signaled. For a minute or so.


Sylvan grumbled. They have the concentration of ants.


Kira caught the scent, Drake noted reasonably, and
Kendra showed remarkable control when you held her back. Patience, my love.
They’re young.


You’re too easy on them. Sylvan grumbled some more, but she
didn’t disagree. The pups were young and strong and full of themselves. Exactly
as she would wish them to be. Her pride, though, would not keep them safe, or teach
them to safeguard others. Only her example would do that.


Sylvan rose and called the twins with a sharp bark.


Drake bumped her shoulder as they headed back to the Compound. You
forget what it was like to be their age.


Sylvan chuffed. I remember being eager and full of myself and
too quick to show my teeth.


Not much has changed, I see. Drake jostled her shoulder
again as they ran. I suspect there was a bit more fueling your arrogance as
well, but then—you were younger and in your prime.


Sylvan snarled. Is that a challenge?


What do you think? Drake showed her teeth and sprinted
ahead. A second later, Drake disappeared off trail into the forest, but Sylvan
wasn’t worried. She could track her mate anywhere, no matter the distance
between them.


With a sharp yip, Sylvan summoned the centuri who’d been
shadowing them since they left the Compound. Jonathan and Dasha loped out of
the forest and fell in on either side of her and the young.


Take the pups back to the Compound to join the other juveniles.


Yes, Alpha, Jonathan replied and herded the two jostling
young wolves onto the path leading to the main Timberwolf encampment.


Sylvan howled in answer to Drake’s challenge and raced off in the
direction her mate had taken. She caught Drake’s scent, bounded off the trail,
and cut through the dense forest. She knew where Drake was going. Her mate had
a few seconds’ head start, but Sylvan was a little larger and just a little bit
faster, and she was first to reach the clearing surrounding their den, a
single-story cabin a quarter mile of dense forest away from the Compound and
several hundred other Weres. She sensed Drake a few seconds behind her, could
feel her energy and scent her unique signature. Drake broadcast pheromones and
sex, and Sylvan’s clitoris filled in anticipation. The glands buried deep on
either side of her sex pulsed with the hormones stimulated by Drake’s call, and
heat lightning flashed through her blood. She needed to take her mate, to
couple and claim and empty for her. Because of her, and only her.


Panting, her body streaming with sex-sheen, Sylvan shed pelt and
bounded naked up onto the broad plank porch just as Drake burst from the forest
twenty yards away. The air around Drake shimmered as she shed pelt and leapt up
beside Sylvan, wolf-gold still rimming her eyes.


“You cheated,” Drake snarled, raking her canines down Sylvan’s
neck, leaving thin lines of burning need.


Sylvan caught Drake around the waist and dragged her close, her
wolf still driving her instincts, the need to claim her mate thrumming through
her blood and beating in the pulse between her thighs. She nipped at the soft
skin at the base of Drake’s throat, quick sharp bites in time with the blood
beating beneath the silken surface.


Drake growled and plunged her hands into Sylvan’s hair, the blunt
tips of her fingers still lightly clawed.


The sharp pinpricks of pain incited a low rumble of pleasure in
Sylvan’s chest. She closed her jaws over the sensitive mark on Drake’s
shoulder, the spot she’d bitten to trigger the mate bond. She bore a similar
mark on her chest that locked her body, mind, and spirit to Drake.


Drake shivered as Sylvan’s slow bite sent showers of
erotostimulants flooding her system. “You abandoned the chase.”


“Oh no. You thought to leave me behind,” Sylvan murmured, sweeping
one hand over Drake’s chest along the sensitive inner surface of her breast and
down her abdomen to the delta between her thighs. She pushed her hand between
Drake’s legs and cupped her. The rumble in her chest became a growl as the heat
of Drake’s sex and the prominence of her clitoris filled her palm.


Drake nipped at her ear and kissed her. “I would never leave you,
but I know how much you enjoy the chase.”


“Well, I’ve caught you now.” Sylvan circled Drake’s waist and
dragged her backward, nudging the door open with her shoulder. Once inside the
main room, she pulled through another door into their bedroom. With a twist of
her hips, she flipped Drake down onto the bed, climbed above her, and straddled
her with one leg between Drake’s thighs.


Laughing, Drake clasped Sylvan’s thighs and pulled her upward
until Sylvan’s sex was above her mouth. “Caught me, have you?”


Sylvan shouted as Drake claimed her with her mouth. Sylvan’s mind
blurred as need speared through her, and her muscles clenched. Drake’s mouth
was hot, her tongue a swirl of teasing ecstasy around Sylvan’s clitoris and a
maddening pressure on the full-to-bursting mate glands on either side. Sylvan
braced an arm against the wall, steadying herself to look down and watch Drake
dominate her. She thrust her hips, pushing her distended clitoris deeper into
the slick inferno, her stomach rigid as Drake’s lips slid up and down her
length. Burning pressure pounded in her sex and fire skirted down the inside of
her thighs.


“Drake,” she whispered urgently. She needed just a little more,
harder and faster. She needed Drake to take everything she had. A whimper,
nearly a whine, escaped her, and her claws erupted, gouging the timbered wall.
The red haze of sex frenzy buried her in a wild storm of raging desperation. “Now.”


Her broken growl erupted into a roaring plea.


Drake reached up, dragged her short, blunt claws down the center
of Sylvan’s abdomen, and Sylvan released so suddenly the explosion snapped her
head back and bowed her spine. Hips pumping wildly, she emptied, surrendering
every drop of her being into her mate’s demanding mouth. Finally finished, she
dragged herself free of Drake’s grip and pushed her way down the bed and wedged
her hips between Drake’s thighs. Pressing her still distended clitoris to
Drake’s cleft, she took her mouth in a hard, probing kiss. Drake’s legs came
around her and completed their joining.


“Mine,” Drake gasped, gripping Sylvan’s shoulders and urging her
deeper.


“Yes.” Panting, Sylvan unleashed her primal imperative to claim
her mate, to take her, to own and be owned by her. She thrust, the aching
pressure building again. Drake closed around her, hot and warm and ready, as
full as she was. They released together, their victus blending, their
unique hormonal signatures joining, creating the singular union that only mated
pairs achieved.


Sylvan collapsed, drained, her face buried in Drake’s neck. “I
love you.”


Drake stroked her back, holding her protectively, her embrace
fierce and unyielding. “You’re mine, Alpha.”


“Always,” Sylvan muttered. “You mean everything.”


Drake kissed her. “That’s because I want all of you.”


“You have me.”


“And you have me.”


“You took me hard.” Sylvan pushed herself up onto an elbow,
studying Drake intently. “I didn’t sense you were breeding.”


Drake smiled. “I’m not. You know it’s unpredictable for us. It may
not happen again.”


Sylvan kissed her. “We have two strong young. One is destined to
be the next Alpha. If we have no more, we have Pack.”


“Will you be disappointed?”


Sylvan barked a laugh. “How could I be? I have more now than I
ever dreamed. I have you, I have our young. I have everything.”


“Having young does change everything,” Drake said quietly.
“The Pack is ours to protect, but now I feel it even more than I ever did. The
young are our future, not just yours and mine, but the Pack’s. They are the
lifeblood, and we can’t let anything threaten them.”


“What are you afraid of?” Sylvan said.


Drake pushed up on the pillows, and Sylvan rolled to her side,
bracing on an arm to watch her as they spoke. Drake’s eyes often told her even
more than her words.


“What we saw out there in the Snowcrest territory—those
abominations were sent to test our strength,” Drake said. “That can’t be the
end of it.”


Sylvan gritted her teeth. “I know. But right now, the enemy is
faceless, and all we can do is prepare.”


“The Snowcrest Pack is vulnerable,” Drake said. “They might be
safer if we annexed them.”


“I thought of it, but Zora is a strong young Alpha and a capable
leader. I know her and her imperator, Loris. He’s not a wartime general,
but he will become a strong tactician with good advisors. I would rather see
Snowcrest stronger and keep them as independent allies. If we annex them, even
for their own safety, we will create enmity between our Packs and possibly
reprisals from other Pack leaders.”


Drake sighed. “I agree with you, if we have time.”


“You forget that our two Packs have already begun to form
alliances.” Sylvan smiled ruefully. “More than alliances. Ash and Jace are
mated. One of them will have to choose.”


“Jace will never renounce her ties to the Timberwolves,” Drake
said.


Sylvan’s eyes flashed gold and her canines gleamed. “Nor would I
want her to.”


Drake leaned over and nipped at Sylvan’s lower lip. “You are
possessive, Alpha.”


Sylvan grinned and ran her hand down the center of Drake’s body,
closing between her legs. She squeezed and Drake’s eyes sparked, glittering
silver and gold flecks dancing across the midnight. Drake readied again beneath
Sylvan’s hand as she stroked her. Drake closed her eyes and arched her back,
firm and full beneath Sylvan’s fingers.


“Again?” Sylvan whispered.


“Now,” Drake ordered and Sylvan squeezed. Drake emptied into her
hand, and Sylvan’s belly tightened.


Drake turned swiftly and caught Sylvan by surprise, her bite on
Sylvan’s chest arrowing through her so forcefully, Sylvan roared. Then Drake was
between her thighs, mouth on her again, pulling her deep.


Sylvan pushed herself up on her elbows and watched while Drake
sucked her until she emptied with a helpless howl. She fell back, panting, the
mate bite throbbing to the beat of the blood pounding through her clitoris.


Drake looked up, smiling. “I’m somewhat possessive myself.”


Sylvan gasped, “I noticed.”


A wave of alarm, broadcast from the Pack, rolled through the room,
and Sylvan alerted. Drake sat up.


“The centuri are coming.” Sylvan leapt from the bed and
vaulted from the room.


Drake followed, pulling on pants and a T-shirt on the way outside.
Jonathan and Dasha strode into the clearing.


“What is it?” Sylvan demanded.


“A portal opened outside our gates,” Dasha said with unusual
formality. “A contingent of royal Fae guards bearing the Queen’s banner and a
flag of peace requests an audience with the Alpha.”


Chapter Four


Snowcrest Training Yard


 


When the exercises ended and the cadets slowly dispersed from the
field, Trent lingered along with Ash and Jace.


“Our cadets handled themselves well,” Ash said. “A few more weeks,
and they’ll be combat ready.”


“We may not have weeks,” Jace said quietly. “And we do not have
enough warriors to withstand even a moderate assault.”


“Then we’ll escalate the training schedule,” Ash said, her jaw
tightening.


“We need to take them into the field,” Trent said, “in order to
truly test their battle worthiness. Simulated combat is not enough.”


Ash folded her arms across her chest. “Are you suggesting
simulated assaults on our Weres?”


Trent smiled, letting her canines show. Ash technically outranked
her, but she had the advantage of being a veteran combat leader. She wouldn’t
let a little dominance difference prevent her from getting the Snowcrest
soldiers battle-ready. Alpha Mir would be disappointed if that happened. Worse,
so would Zora. “No, I was suggesting actual assaults. Ambushes, attacks
on multiple fronts, overwhelming odds. Your soldiers need to be shocked,
stressed, faced with things they’ve never encountered before. One-on-one,
they’re good fighters. Not yet as good as they need to be, but that’s not
enough in the face of experienced opposition. They’ll break ranks and be
overrun.”


Glowering, Ash glanced at Jace. Jace lifted her shoulder and
nodded.


“The lieutenant makes a point,” Jace said. “Your soldiers are used
to patrolling alone or in pairs on your frontier, or guarding your home
territory. But they need to be able to work as cadres, in units, thinking and
moving as one with a single leader in charge, and a clear chain of command. And
not just that—they need to be confronted with challenges they’ve never faced
before.”


Ash grunted. “We’re talking about Weres forced into situations
where they will feel threatened and potentially dominated by strangers in their
own territory. They’re going to become aggressive. We’re going to have
challenges in the midst of battle fever.”


“If being confronted in the field unbalances them, affects their
ability to reason, all the better,” Trent said. “Better it happens with us than
with what we faced out there when the veil between the realms dissolved.”


“I’ll advise the Alpha.” Ash’s gravelly tone registered her
unhappiness with the plan.


“Good.” At the mention of Zora Constantine, Trent’s gut tightened.
Anticipation and an unexpected territorial surge of possessiveness burned
through her like wildfire. Ash was the captain of Zora’s guard, second only to
the imperator in the chain of command. She was close to Zora, a trusted
advisor and confidant. Ash would be alone with the Alpha, and the Alpha’s call
still rolled in the air. Trent growled, and Jace gave her a look.


Ignoring Trent’s attitude, Ash ran a hand down the back of Jace’s
neck and squeezed lightly. “I’ll catch up to you in a little while.”


Jace stroked one hand down the center of Ash’s torso with the
certainty of ownership. “Good. I’ll be waiting.”


As Ash strode away, Jace’s hungry gaze followed her.


Trent said, “I’ll be inside, working on the training plans.”


Still watching her mate, Jace said, “Whatever you’re thinking, you
should rethink it.”


“I’m not thinking anything,” Trent said.


Jace pivoted, her blue eyes, laser like, flickering with the
lingering shades of her wolf. “That’s my point. Your wolf is doing the
thinking, and not much of that. Zora Constantine is the Alpha.”


Trent’s jaw ached as her canines throbbed, her wolf pushing to the
surface, bristling at the challenge. “I know who she is.”


“Do you know what the senior wolves in this Pack would do to you
if you tried to answer her call?”


“I’m not afraid of any of them.” Trent growled.


Jace rolled her eyes. “Of course you’re not. You’re a Timberwolf.”


Trent grinned, and Jace laughed, shaking her head. “You can’t take
on half a dozen dominant wolves who aren’t going to want you anywhere near
their Alpha.”


“That would be for her to say.”


“Then you’ll have to wait for an invitation. You know that, don’t
you?”


Trent’s wolf bristled. She wasn’t passive, and she wasn’t fearful.
“You don’t have to worry.”


Jace slung an arm around her shoulders. “I’m not worried, not about
you. But Alpha Mir will not be happy if we start a diplomatic crisis in the
midst of a coming war.”


“I know my duty.”


Jace jostled Trent with her shoulder as they walked. “I’m not
questioning your duty. I’m questioning your judgment when you let your wolf
lead you around by your glands.”


Trent chuckled. “You should know.”


“Believe me, I do.”


“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Trent asked. “I think your mate
was inviting you for a tangle.”


“Oh, she was,” Jace said, her voice dropping low. She paused in front
of the dormitory. “And I plan to find her right now. Try not to get into any
trouble.”


“I wouldn’t think of it.” Trent waited as Jace turned and loped
across the commons in the direction where Ash had disappeared. Once Jace was
out of sight, she altered direction away from the dormitory and toward the
one-story building where Zora could usually be found when she was within
Cresthome. No guards stood at the door or on the porch that wrapped around the
front and one side of the unassuming L-shaped headquarters. No one took notice
of her approach. The commons was fairly empty in the late morning, with those
who resided there either on patrol or traveling throughout the territory on
Pack business. Trent took the three stairs up to the porch in one bound and
entered through the main door. The short stone-floored hallway inside branched
immediately on the right down the long, narrow L portion of the building where
the infirmary and meeting area were located. Off to the left, an archway led
into a large common area occupying the entire front of the building. A huge
stone fireplace on the far wall held a simmering fire. Three sofas arranged at
right angles in a square sat in front of it, all empty at the moment. A door in
the rear led to Zora’s office. Trent crossed the room and stepped into the
doorway.


The Alpha was behind her desk, a stack of papers by her left hand
and a computer on her right. She looked up, no hint of surprise in her face.
She would have sensed Trent coming. She would have known anyone who approached
by scent and sound.


“What is it?” Zora asked.


“Did Ash speak to you about field maneuvers?”


“No.”


“Then I should wait until she does.” Trent held as still as she
was able under the barrage of pheromones battering her senses. Zora exuded so
much power, Trent nearly choked on it. Her skin shimmered and her sex pounded
painfully. She’d thought she was prepared for Zora’s call, but she’d been
wrong.


“That’s not why you’re here.” Zora rose, circled the desk so
quickly Trent didn’t see her move, and then she was inches away. “Is it,
Lieutenant?”


Zora traced a single blunt fingertip along the edge of Trent’s
jaw.


Shivering, Trent caught her breath. She’d never seen anyone except
her own Alpha move that way. Faster than the eye could follow. Zora’s heat washed
over her and her skin prickled. Her sex tightened, and she readied instantly.
Already so close. She tilted her chin and exposed her throat.


“You know what you offer?” Zora growled.


“I know,” Trent said.


Zora reached past her, yanked the door closed, and pressed closer
until Trent’s back struck the rough wooden planks. Zora’s thigh was between
hers, Zora’s hands pressed flat against the door on either side of her
shoulders, her breasts a firm weight against Trent’s. Trent panted, her
instinct to clash and claim, to drag Zora down, to tear her clothes away and
mark Zora as hers a white hot flame obliterating all thought. Zora’s mouth was
on her throat, the brush of canines so piercingly sweet, she whimpered. Zora
didn’t break the skin, didn’t bite her. But Trent wanted her to.


“Answer me,” Zora commanded. “Do you know what you’re offering?”


“Anything,” Trent murmured. “Everything.”


“No.” Zora slashed the button from Trent’s fly and ripped her
pants open. The button rolled across the floor, the sound like thunder. Trent
stiffened and her head banged back against the door. Zora slid a hand down her
belly and between her thighs. She cupped her, hard and demanding, and Trent’s
clitoris spasmed. Her hips bucked. Another tug of Zora’s fingers around her
clitoris, and she would spend. Her chest heaved with every breath. Her wolf
clawed at her insides. Canines throbbing, she held her wolf back.


Zora stroked her mercilessly, each firm, expert stroke massaging
her glands and forcing her pheromones to pour through her blood.


“Zora,” Trent gasped. “I’m going to…”


“I know,” Zora murmured, threading her fingers through the hair at
the back of Trent’s neck. Holding Trent’s head with her throat exposed, Zora
claimed Trent’s mouth, her kiss deep and probing and powerful. Her breath was
hot, her mouth a perfect fit as her canines grazed Trent’s lower lip.


Trent’s stomach turned to stone. Abruptly Zora relinquished her
teasing grip on Trent’s clitoris and slid inside her. Trent bucked against her
hand, releasing in shattering bursts of unbearable pleasure. Her trembling legs
buckled, and Zora clasped her shoulder with her free arm as Trent slumped to
the floor.


Trent stared up, wild to touch her. Zora loomed above her, eyes
slashed with gold and canines gleaming. The bold, stark line of Zora’s jaw
quivered as she strained for control. Trent wanted, needed to break
Zora’s iron grip on her reason. She grasped Zora’s hips and jerked Zora tightly
between her thighs. Her blood surged into her loins, every ounce of her essence
rushing to fill her sex. All she needed was Zora’s bite for the ultimate
release.


Zora held herself away, apart, her body poised on rigid arms above
Trent’s, her face fierce and beautiful. Trent raked her blunt claws down Zora’s
back, dragged her shirt free of her pants, and found skin. Zora rumbled, a
sound of pleasure and need. Trent slid a hand between them, groped for Zora’s
pants, and Zora pushed her hand away.


As quickly as Zora had taken her, she was gone. Trent scrambled to
her feet and had to brace an arm against the wall when a wave of dizziness
coursed through her. She was spent, emptied. And Zora had not finished.


“You can ride me until you release,” Trent said. “I won’t bite
you.”


“I wouldn’t let you.”


“I know. Then take…”


“I did. I took you. You may go now.”


Trent bristled, pride and frustration warring with her instinctual
need to obey an Alpha Were.


“As you will, Alpha.” Trent bit off the words, spun on her heel,
and yanked open the door. She caught herself at the last second and closed it
without slamming it. She had known what she was offering, and Zora had taken
only that and no more. Zora had taken her with a quick tangle—satisfying the
most basic of needs—to release tension and aggression and blunt the powerful
storm of threat hormones. Any Were would have sufficed. Trent just happened to
be there.


And that’s what burned in Trent’s gut as she reached the porch and
leapt down into the commons, her shirt loose and her pants open to an inch over
her groin where Zora had slashed them open. She had been convenient. She
had been willing, yes, but she’d wanted more. She’d wanted Zora to need the way
she had needed. She’d wanted…Zora.


 


* * *


 


Zora let out a long breath. Trent had left. Slumped in her chair,
the tightness in her gut made it hard to breathe and her sex throbbed around
her painfully tense clitoris. She’d held back her release, fearing that at the
moment when her passion overrode reason, she would take Trent completely. She’d
been so close to burying her canines in Trent’s throat, to tasting her, to
filling her, sex to sex, and emptying over her again and again. She twisted a
fist into her cramped stomach, trying to ease the coiled need that pounded
through her loins. Body and blood burned with the relentless pressure in her
glands until she dipped her hand inside her trousers and squeezed her sex. The
instant agony of pleasure and pain shot down her thighs and forced her eyes
closed. Grunting harshly, she massaged her sex, her stomach a tight board, her
chest a vise preventing a full breath until her head was light. Relentlessly,
she squeezed and stroked until with a swift jolt that wracked her body and
brought a snarl to her lips, her clitoris spasmed. The series of tremors in her
sex was a weak substitute for what she really needed, but the engorgement
subsided enough that she could breathe again. Her wolf rebelled, slashing her
with tooth and claw until sweat broke out on her neck and torso. Her wolf
wanted more. She wanted more. Needed more. But that need would pass.
Like always.


Sensing Ash approaching the door, she quickly straightened.
“Come.”


“Alpha,” Ash said apologetically as she entered, stopping before
Zora’s desk. “Sorry to interrupt.”


“You’re not,” Zora said, ignoring the swift probing glance Ash
cast over her face before looking to one side to avoid meeting her gaze
directly. She’d known Ash since they were adolescents, testing their skills and
strength against all comers, including each other. When Zora had stood
challenge against the handful of Weres who did not accept her as her father’s
heir, Ash had been the first to voice allegiance, even before Loris. Ash was
the closest Were she had to a friend. But friendship was secondary to the needs
of the Pack, to the order of rule, and Ash knew that. “What is it?”


Ash grimaced. “The Timberwolf lieutenant thinks our soldiers will
panic in an actual firefight.”


Zora bristled. “Trent said that?”


“Not in so many words, but her meaning was clear.” Ash sucked in a
breath. “Jace pointed out that our soldiers are not trained to defend against
an organized assault. She agreed that our teams may fracture if challenged with
overwhelming odds or if the kind of…things…we fought from the Otherworld
appear again.”


Rising, Zora strode to the window and shoved it wide, letting the
cool air quell some of the heat of her temper along with her lingering arousal.
No Alpha wanted to hear an outsider like Trent—an emissary of a stronger, more
powerful Pack—deem their Pack weak. Trent’s assessment was a threat to
Snowcrest sovereignty, and by rights she should be expelled from Snowcrest
territory. Loris would surely demand it.


“Who else heard the conversation?”


“No one.”


Zora faced her. “Your opinion.”


Ash hesitated.


“Captain?” Zora snapped.


“We haven’t had to develop the combat teams we need to fight the
kind of enemies we faced recently. Our soldiers will fight valiantly, and they won’t
panic.” Ash straightened her shoulders. “But we may incur unnecessary losses
unless we prepare them.”


“Then that’s what we will do,” Zora said. “What did the Timberwolf
suggest?”


Ash recited Trent’s recommendations, and calmer now, the lust and
need tempered by her responsibilities, Zora listened. Trent was too arrogant
for her own safety in suggesting that the Snowcrest Weres would fail in battle,
but she was also right. They needed every advantage more experience could give
them.


“Take the plan to Loris, and advise him it came from me.”


“And Trent?”


Zora growled at the thought of her senior soldiers or her imperator
challenging the reckless Were who questioned their strength. If anyone
disciplined Trent, it would be her. “I’ll deal with the Timberwolf.”


Chapter Five


Timberwolf Compound


 


Sylvan strode out of the forest into the clearing in front of the
Compound’s main gate, Drake at her shoulder and the centuri arrowing out
at their sides. Her imperator, Niki, flanked by Max and the rest of the centuri,
plus Callan, the captain of Sylvan’s warriors, formed an impenetrable cordon
before the barricades. Sentries lined the battlements, armed with
crossbows loaded with iron bolts, a far deadlier weapon against the Fae than
bullets. If Sylvan gave the word, two dozen lethal projectiles would neutralize
the Fae royal guards arrayed in formation at the edge of the clearing, deep in
the heart of Timberwolf territory.


Despite the weapons trained on them, the dozen tall, sylphlike
Fae, with the pale, nearly translucent glow of their otherworldly physical
manifestations, stood at attention in two rows behind their leader without
moving. Their shimmering silver armor bore blue star-shaped emblems on the
chest, and weapon belts of the same sky blue held ornate scabbards and
longswords with elaborate bejeweled hilts. A slender blond, clearly the leader
from his position and stature, stood half a head taller than the rest of the
retinue, his shoulder-length, nearly white hair wafting in the breeze, his
silver-blue eyes, deep and shadowless. His long, delicate fingers clasped a
gold and silver-emblazoned pike upright by his side, the point glittering in
the sunlight. Just behind him, another Fae held a banner atop a similar pike,
the blue and silver shield against a field of pure white symbolizing Cecilia’s
court fluttering from the top.


Sylvan scanned the surrounding forest and saw no evidence of a
portal opening into her world from Faerie. The sky overhead was clear and blue.
No black void marked a tear in the veil between realms like the one that had
spewed forth the revenant Weres and other reanimated creatures they’d fought on
Snowcrest land. Still, the presence of potential enemies literally at her gate
was tantamount to a declaration of war. That the Fae trespassed was undeniable.
She would be within her rights to summarily execute them. Niki undoubtedly
would have already done so, if the choice were hers. Sylvan delayed the order to
fire for one reason—these Fae must know what they risked by appearing
unannounced and without warning like this, but still they had come.


Pride before reason often exacted a high price, and as Alpha,
Sylvan could not afford to let instinct alone dictate her decisions. Only in
the heat of battle did she give her wolf the freedom to rule. She could never
completely suppress her instincts, nor did she want to. This land and all who
dwelt there were hers to protect. She dropped the restraints on her wolf and morphed
into warrior half-form, a foot taller than her normal skin form, heavier in the
chest and thighs, her jaw broader, her canines exposed, and her fingers tipped
with full-length claws. Most Weres never achieved the warrior form, and none
could hold it as effortlessly as Sylvan.


“I am Sylvan Mir, Alpha of the Timberwolf Pack.” Her power rolled
through the Compound, setting off a chorus of howls from her Pack. “You are in
violation of our borders. Why?”


The leader lowered the tip of his pike, and the twelve members of
the envoy saluted as one, bladed hands over their hearts.


“Alpha Mir,” the leader said, his melodic voice drifting like
music on the air, “I am Antulli Ever Born. I bring you glad tidings from
Cecilia, Queen of Thorns and All of Faerie, Ruler of Dark and Light, and
Mistress of All Seasons.”


As he finished, he lifted his pike back into the upright position
and remained at attention, his gaze fixed straight ahead, his expression as
calm and cool as if he had been carved from a block of ice. Twelve pikes
snapped upright as the rest of the retinue finished their salute.


Sylvan regarded him with arms crossed. “What prompts you to
disregard all rules of sovereignty and trespass without invitation?”


“I bear a message from my Queen,” Antulli said.


Niki snarled. “What kind of message requires a dozen armed Fae to
deliver? And how, exactly, did you get here?”


“My imperator is right,” Sylvan said. “Cecilia could go
through diplomatic channels to reach me. Why the secrecy?”


“We come with more than a message,” Antulli said. “My Queen
desires an audience with the Alpha of the Timberwolf Pack. We have been sent to
guide you into Faerie.”


Drake pressed her hand to the center of Sylvan’s back. “The Alpha
is not leaving our territory. If your Queen wishes an audience, she can request
a meeting here.”


“My Queen cannot make the journey.” Antulli kept his attention
fixed on Sylvan. “She reminds you of your past alliance and formally requests
that you honor your pledge of allegiance.”


Niki pushed forward. “Where was Cecilia when the Timberwolves
faced our enemies at Nocturne? Where were the Fae when we fought for the
Snowcrest Weres against something sent from Faerie? The Alpha is here.
Let your Queen join us if she has words for us to hear. Or are you afraid you
will not be able to protect your Queen if she comes out of hiding?”


Midnight rolled through Antulli’s silver eyes, and for an instant,
his fragile beauty shimmered. Beneath it, curved horns circled a heavy head
with flared nostrils and curving tusks, and a massive four-legged body akin to
a mountain caprine. The air crackled with light and color and faded an instant
later.


Niki growled and positioned her body between the Fae and Sylvan.


“Hold.” Sylvan gripped Niki’s shoulder and said calmly, “Tell your
Queen I pledge her safety and await her presence here in my territory.”


Sylvan spun on her heel, and her centuri fell in behind
her.


“Alpha,” Antulli said, his words carrying even though he hadn’t
raised his voice, “there are more creatures like the ones that assailed the
Snowcrest wolves massing for another strike.”


Sylvan slowed and spun, a growl rolling from her chest. Her
warrior form gained mass, her eyes wild and ferocious, and her growl
reverberated through the clearing. “You would threaten me on my own land?”


Antulli’s royal guards shuddered, but he did not lower his
gaze despite the power that buffeted him like a hurricane. “I bring no threat, Alpha.
Only the offer of information that might be of value to you and your Pack.
Cecilia extends this gift as a sign of her goodwill.”


“Neutral ground,” Sylvan said. “I will not journey to Cecilia’s
court, but I will meet with her on neutral ground, chosen by Lord Torren, who
will secure the Gate by which I enter. Torren must be guaranteed safe passage
in and out of Faerie, along with me and my centuri. Those are my terms.”


Antulli nodded once. “I will relay the message to my Queen.” The
air shimmered, as if a rainbow had shattered upon touching the ground. The
colors coalesced into a solid sheet of brilliant light, spun off into the air,
and were gone.


“Alpha,” Nikki said urgently, “you can’t—”


Sylvan held up a hand. “I have decided. Summon the war council and
Lord Torren to headquarters as soon as possible.”


“As you command.” Niki, broadcasting battle lust with every
breath, saluted and signaled to Callan and his warriors to follow her. The
gates swung open, Sylvan and Drake entered along with the centuri, and
the gates closed once more.


Sylvan headed directly to the two-story building that centered the
Compound to await the leaders of her Vampire and Fae allies. As soon as they
were alone, Drake gripped Sylvan’s arm. “You can’t mean to go.”


“I have to,” Sylvan said. “If Cecilia has made the first move,
it’s only because she feels threatened by something she can’t fight alone. If
that’s the case, our enemy is far more powerful than I imagined. We need to
know what we’re facing.”


“It’s a trap,” Drake said, her voice heavy with scorn. “You know
it. I know it. Why would you risk yourself, now, on the verge of war?”


Sylvan cupped her cheek. “Because I must. And I’ll have Torren,
who has thwarted Cecilia’s power more than once. Cecilia fears Torren more than
me.”


“Torren is not my mate,” Drake said, “nor is she the Alpha of our
Pack. Without you, we—”


Sylvan slid a hand behind around Drake’s nape and jerked her
close. Her kiss was hot and fierce. “I will not leave you or the Pack. By my
oath, I will return.”


Drake spread both hands over Sylvan’s chest, tracing the curve of
her collarbones with her fingertips and the hard muscles beneath with her
palms. She lingered over the mate bite at the junction of Sylvan’s shoulder and
neck, that spot warmer than the surrounding flesh. This was the mark of their
union, the place where she had claimed Sylvan as hers. Sylvan shuddered. Drake
caught Sylvan’s mouth in another kiss and bit her lower lip, hard enough to
pull a growl from Sylvan’s throat. “Niki and I will accompany you to the Faerie
Gate. One hour Earth time, and if you’re not back, we will come through for
you. I will not be concerned about allegiances.”


Sylvan grinned. “I didn’t expect you to give me that long.”


Drake growled. “Don’t test my patience, Alpha.”


“As soon as the war council is over and I have you alone, we’ll
see just how patient you can be.”


 


* * *


 


Snowcrest Clan Home


 


Enraged by Zora’s rejection, Trent bounded out of the building and
over the porch railing to the hard-packed ground of the training yard. Lust and
battle frenzy flamed her vision red. Zora had dismissed her again, as if what
had passed between them had meant nothing. Less than nothing. Trent rumbled, a
slow steadily rising growl she didn’t bother to hide. She’d welcome a tussle
right now—a chance to show pelt and use her teeth and claws on a worthy
opponent might bleed off the rage crushing her every breath. Pain might blur
the arousal pounding in her loins.


She shouldn’t have any trouble finding someone to goad into a
quick, hard tussle. Most of the Snowcrest soldiers would be on guard duty or in
the broad training grounds adjacent to the dormitory. Cutting down the narrow
alley between the barracks and the mess hall, she quickened her pace. Her skin
tightened with the urge to let her wolf emerge. As she rounded the corner onto
the field, an arm snaked out and grasped her around the neck, jerking her back
into the shadows cast by the two buildings.


Snarling, she twisted, preparing to strike. Before her canines
could find flesh, the grip on her neck loosened and she was free. Jace glared
at her, hands on hips and face riddled with fury.


“What the hell?” Trent’s battle lust cooled, and she restrained
her wolf. Jace was not her enemy.


“What did I tell you!” Jace shoved a hand against Trent’s shoulder,
pushing her back against the rough-hewn log wall. Splinters pierced her shirt
in bright pinpoints of pain. From anyone else, the act would have been one of
challenge, but this was Jace, and they had tussled their entire lives. Now that
Jace carried the rank of centuri, Trent owed her the respect her
position demanded, and she did not strike back.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Trent fumed.


“How long did it take you to search out Zora after I walked away,”
Jace snarled. “Five minutes?”


Trent grinned. “Two.”


Jace prodded her again. “I should send you back to the Compound
right now.”


Trent’s wolf surged, Jace’s rank be damned. She wasn’t going
anywhere, even if Jace commanded it. Zora was here. She wasn’t leaving.
“This is not your concern.”


“Oh, but it is. I’m in charge here, by the Alpha’s command.”


“And I am fulfilling my duty,” Trent said. “You have no cause to
discipline me.”


Trent’s resistance bordered on issuing a challenge, but she didn’t
care. Jace threatened to come between her and Zora, and nothing mattered more
than that. If she had to fight Jace to prove she would not be ordered out of
Cresthome, she would. Even if it meant she must leave the Pack. She’d go nomad
before she’d let anyone, even the Alpha, keep her from her—


“You’re not mated,” Jace said as if she’d been reading Trent’s
mind, puncturing the air in front of Trent’s face with a claw-tipped finger.
“And you’re not going to be, no matter what you think you’re doing.”


“You have no idea what I’m doing,” Trent snapped, taking a step
forward. Her canines punched down, and she didn’t try to hide them.


Jace’s lip curled, revealing her gleaming canines, but she made no
move to attack. “What you’re doing is creating an incident that could
destroy the relationship between our Packs. Snowcrest might not survive without
our help. Are you willing to be responsible for that?”


Trent stiffened. “I’ve done nothing—”


“Do you call tangling with the Snowcrest Alpha nothing?”


Trent couldn’t deny it. They’d coupled, even if Zora had refused
to let Trent satisfy her need.


“Trent,” Jace said, the anger in her voice replaced now by honest
concern. “Think past your hormones. Don’t you think I understand what you’re
feeling? But you are a Timberwolf, and Zora is the Alpha of this Pack. None of
her wolves will accept you touching her.”


“Zora did,” Trent snapped.


“I know that. Don’t you think I can scent her on you? Don’t you
think any Snowcrest wolf will be able to as well?”


Trent blew out a breath. “My wolf wants her. If she wants me, I
can’t deny her.”


“You mean you don’t want to.” Jace ran a hand through her
hair. “Stay away from her if you’re unable to resist answering her call. If Loris
or even one of Zora’s guards challenges you, our Weres will retaliate. We’ll
precipitate a dominance skirmish, and this entire mission will be compromised.
Do you really think Zora wants us here in her territory? Dominant wolves from a
larger pack that nearly surrounds her territory? Think. She has no choice but
to accept us until she has an army strong enough to stand on its own. She’s
already compromised in the eyes of some of her Weres. You could force a
challenge to her rule.”


Trent’s gut clenched. “I don’t want to be the cause of endangering
her Pack…or her.”


“Then ignore her call. Let someone else answer her need.”


Imagining Zora with another Were, of her taking them the way she’d
taken Trent—wild with lust and craving release—shattered Trent’s slender
control. She trembled, and her wolf cut scathing tracks through her vitals.
“I’m not sure I can.”


“If you can’t, I’ll have to send you down. I can’t risk having the
operation disintegrate and our alliance fracture.” Jace clasped Trent’s neck
and dragged her close. “And I don’t want to do that. I need you here—remember
who you are, Trent.”


Jace’s power rolled over her, and Trent snapped to attention with
a thundering salute. “I understand, Centuri.”


Jace’s gaze cooled. “See that you do, Lieutenant.”


Trent spun on her heel and vaulted away. Jace was Pack, but she
might no longer be a friend.


Chapter Six


Trent.


The command shot through Trent like a touch, setting her afire.
The call came from the forest, clear and sharp and undeniable. Before reason
could prevail and she could remind herself of the pledge she’d just made to
Jace, the order she had vowed to obey, Trent pelted and dropped to all
fours. Racing toward the far reaches of the sanctuary, she avoided the gates
where Snowcrest sentries might question her as well as the training grounds
where Jace might compel her to stop. Propelled by the urgency of her wolf to
claim the one she deemed hers, and the wild rush of anticipation seething in
her loins, she vaulted the fence in one long leap. Landing with her limbs
already in motion, she tore through the underbrush, heedless of obstacles,
forging her own path, unerringly drawn to the echoes of Zora’s command pulsing
in her veins.


She ran for close to a mile, deeper and deeper into unmarked,
old-growth forest, until she suddenly broke through dense brambles beneath
thickly grouped towering evergreens into a clearing the width of a small pond
carved out of the mountainside. Meadow grass, topped with golden chaff and
small white and purple flowers, carpeted the ground around the water. A rocky
overhang curved around the bowl of green, and a rushing stream pockmarked with
boulders bordered the downhill side. Another time she might have stalked the
tall grass for a hare to startle into running in order to give chase, or
stretched out by the cold, clear water for a drink, but not today. Today all
her attention was riveted to the wolf who’d already staked claim to the
clearing.


Zora, muzzle resting on her forepaws, eyes alert and upright ears
flickering, rested on one of the huge fingers of rock extending from the piney
ridge overhead down to the water’s edge.


Gaze fixed on Zora, Trent settled back onto her haunches and
waited.


Zora had called her. Trent would not move first.


Zora’s wolf chuffed, stretched, and in the time it took Trent to
draw another breath, Zora shed pelt. She sat looking down at Trent, brilliant
and beautiful in her nakedness.


Trent’s heart pounded as she pushed past her wolf to shed pelt and
stand on two legs. Cocking her head, she grinned up at Zora. “You called?”


“You’ll find a niche under the rocks over there,” Zora called,
reaching behind her and coming out with a pair of plain black cotton pants. She
stood and pulled on the pants. “You can dress.”


“Your private cache?” Trent called as she reached into the shadows
and pulled out a waterproof nylon go bag. Inside were several pairs of T-shirts
and pants and two pairs of short leather boots. She left the boots. She’d
return to Cresthome the way she’d come, in pelt. Taking her time, she crossed
the clearing and stopped beneath Zora’s perch, the clothes in her hand. Zora
was watching her, and the intent way her gaze moved over Trent’s skin fanned
the simmering coals deep in Trent’s belly. The inferno quickly spread lower,
and her clitoris grew pronounced and firm. She grinned, knowing Zora would be
able to tell just exactly what had happened. Why hide her arousal? Zora had
instigated it.


With Zora tracking her every move, she stepped into the pants,
pulled them up, and zipped the fly halfway, leaving the top open over her
belly. She held the shirt in her fist and, registering the invitation in Zora’s
appraisal, climbed up the rocks to stand next to the Alpha. Zora’s eyes dropped
to Trent’s breasts, and a low rumble percolated in her chest.


The growl sent a jolt to Trent’s sex—swift and sharp. A spasm
twitched down her thighs and coiled in the heated space between her legs.


Zora scraped a blunt claw down the center of Trent’s bare abdomen.
“Your wolf needs a leash.”


Trent sucked in a breath, the muscles in her abdomen tightening
and a thin line of pelt streaking down the muscular divide beneath her navel
and into the open V of her pants. Zora’s claws lightly scratched lower on her
belly, and Trent closed her eyes. Her glands pulsed, full and ready. So soon.
So ready. “Not usually. You rile me up.”


“Put your shirt on,” Zora murmured.


“Why?”


“Because I said so.”


Trent quivered. Zora’s command had not been that of an Alpha, but
of another dominant Were, toying with her. Testing her. Would she yield? Would
she submit? Would she let Zora command her?


“And if I refuse?”


Zora pressed her claws deep enough to draw pinpricks of blood on
Trent’s belly. Putting her canines against the beating pulse in Trent’s neck,
she pressed almost hard enough to break skin. Almost. “You won’t.”


Trent’s skin ran with sex-sheen, hot and slick. Zora licked her
neck.


“I need…” Trent gasped.


“I know,” Zora said with satisfaction and stepped back. “Put your
shirt on.”


This time, the command came from the Alpha, and Trent jerked,
opening her eyes. Zora regarded her with calm, utter control, as if she’d never
touched her. As if Trent wasn’t on the verge of exploding. Fury warred with
lust. “Why?”


“Because I said so.”


Trent bared her teeth. “What is it you want, Alpha?”


“I want you to learn your place, Lieutenant.”


“And what would that be?”


“You are a guest in Snowcrest territory. By order of your Alpha,
your duty is to assist my imperator and the captain of my guard in
training our soldiers for war.”


Trent snarled. “I’ve been doing that.”


“My captain informed me that you consider my soldiers unworthy for
battle.” Zora’s canines flashed. “You insulted my Pack, and you threatened me.”


“That was not my intention.” Trent dipped her chin, ever so
slightly. Zora was Pack Alpha. Zora had won her place, and Trent yielded to her
dominance. “My apologies, Alpha Constantine.”


“I don’t want your apology. I want your obedience. You could have
forced my Weres to issue challenge if they’d heard you. Loris has never been
happy to have so many Timberwolves within our borders, and you would have given
him all the justification he needed to evict. You’re arrogant and reckless, and
you overstep.”


Trent growled and made a show of stepping forward until her
body touched Zora’s along every surface. Her bare breasts pressed into the
tight cotton shirt where Zora’s nipples stood out like small, hard stones. She
swept her fingers through the dark waves of Zora’s hair, her mouth a fraction
from Zora’s. “Do I?”


Zora’s power burst from every pore, bombarding Trent as if a
thousand fists struck her at once. Her knees buckled, and she would have fallen
were it not for the arm that came around her waist. Zora spun her around and
down until her back landed on the hard rock. Trent barely noticed the jolt of
pain coursing through her tense muscles, a swift shock just as quickly gone.
All she felt was the desperate need for more. More of Zora everywhere.


Zora poised above her, thighs on either side of Trent’s hips,
canines glinting just above Trent’s face. “Foolish and arrogant.”


“Don’t forget reckless,” Trent taunted, pumping her hips hard
enough to tease Zora’s clitoris through her cotton pants.


“I haven’t forgotten.” Zora’s kiss struck like a lightning bolt
exploding between Trent’s thighs.


Trent’s back bowed off the rock, and she drove her pelvis into
Zora’s. The pressure-pain and pleasure blended into one massive burst of
excitement, scorching her nerve endings and leaving her blind. Blind with lust
and need and the brilliantly clear desire in Zora’s gold-rimmed eyes. Grasping
Zora’s shoulders, Trent opened for her kiss, pulling her deep and drenching her
with pheromones.


“Wild and fearless,” Zora gasped, yanking Trent’s zipper the rest
of the way down and thrusting a hand between her legs.


Trent shredded Zora’s T-shirt, baring her torso, and slid her hand
over the rigid planes of Zora’s abdomen to cup the fullness of her breast.
Zora’s nipple hardened against her palm, and Trent flicked it with a claw.


Zora threw her head back, a rumble of pleasure slipping between
her gritted teeth. She was holding back a torrent of need. Pheromones thick
with sex chemicals and Zora’s unique scent misted Trent’s skin. Zora was
frenzied, and so very, very controlled.


Trent hungered to crush that control, yearned to bring the Alpha
to her knees the way she had been. She wanted, needed, ached to
claim Zora as she had been claimed. Lust turned to imperative—she had to
bite her. Mating frenzy clouded her mind, driving her beyond caution.


Zora was wiry and quick, but Trent was more heavily muscled, and
Zora hadn’t anticipated Trent’s quickly shifting her weight and twisting Zora
under her. Zora stared up in shock when she landed on her back, no longer in
control.


“You’ve never been beneath anyone, have you?” Trent growled and
wedged her hips between Zora’s thighs. Her clitoris pulsed against Zora’s, hot
and hard, despite the layers of clothing separating them. Trent palmed Zora’s
breast beneath the tattered shirt and rubbed a claw over her nipple.


“Arrogant and dangerous.” Zora raked her fingers down Trent’s
shoulder, leaving faint tracks that made Trent’s clitoris pound faster. “And
careless with your life. You’re toying with death right now.”


“I don’t see your guards anywhere.”


Zora growled. “You know they are not here.”


Trent grinned and dragged her canines down Zora’s throat. “Tell me
to get off you.”


“Would you heed my command?” Zora’s eyes held more than that
question.


Was she asking Trent to submit? To acknowledge her as Alpha? Or
something else?


“I want you.” Trent gave Zora an instant to protest, to remind her
she had no right to touch her, to want her, to take her. But Zora met her gaze
and said nothing.


Desperate to immerse herself in Zora’s essence, to drown in her
scent, Trent took Zora’s nipple into her mouth and taunted it with her teeth.
Zora bucked beneath her, claws scraping down her back. Trent straddled Zora’s
thigh and worked her center up and down the hard muscle, her cotton pants a
thin barrier between her rigid clitoris and Zora’s. Aggravated, frustrated, she
pushed her pants down to midthigh.


“This time,” Trent gasped, “I won’t release alone.”


Licking, biting, teasing her way down the middle of Zora’s torso,
she traced the soft pelt line with her tongue until it disappeared under Zora’s
pants. She didn’t bother with the zipper but hooked her claws on either side
and tore the fabric open. Zora’s scent, wild and rich and bright as sunlight,
enveloped her. Her glands throbbed and victus coated her thighs and
Zora. She dipped lower and licked Zora’s clitoris.


Zora gripped Trent’s shoulders and heaved her upward with strength
she hadn’t anticipated.


“No.”


Staring directly into the Snowcrest Alpha’s eyes, Trent snarled,
“Why not?”


Zora’s pupils were huge, ringed in gold, her wolf straining to
ascend. “You know why not.”


Trent pushed up on both arms, her clitoris throbbing against
Zora’s belly. “Why do you call me then?”


Zora gripped Trent’s hips and drew her up and down over the tight
muscles of her belly. The downy softness of her faintly pelted skin caressed
the sensitive undersurface of Trent’s clitoris, edging her to the brink of
emission. Zora dug claws into Trent’s ass and her glands swelled against Zora’s
middle. “This is why—you ready for me.”


Trent gritted her teeth, still locked to Zora’s gaze. The pounding
in her loins spread through her belly to her spine. Her vision dimmed until
there was nothing but Zora, and she exploded. Coating Zora’s abdomen with her
essence, Trent whimpered with pleasure and need. Zora growled, her canines
pressed to Trent’s breast. But she did not bite.


“Please,” Trent begged. “Please.”


“No,” Zora said, her mouth against the bounding pulse in Trent’s
throat. “This is the last time this will happen. Remove your warriors from my
Compound—”


“Zora—”


“Alpha,” Zora snarled.


Trent shuddered. “Alpha—please. Your soldiers need further
training—”


“You will set up your base at the outpost beyond this ridge and
conduct your maneuvers from there.”


Trent gasped, hollowed out and still so hungry. “As you command,
Alpha Constantine.”


Zora pushed Trent aside and stood. Stripping off the remnants of
her tattered clothing, she shifted. Her wolf, powerful and untouched, shook her
thick black pelt and launched from the rocks into the clearing below. With a
howl that drew answering howls in the distance, she broke into a run and
disappeared into the forest.


Drained, Trent sat up and lowered her head to her bent knees, her
breath ragged, her soul in tatters. Jace had told her to stay away from Zora,
from Alpha Constantine, and she hadn’t listened. She couldn’t. She
couldn’t take a breath without wanting her. She couldn’t fight the raging fury
of her wolf to mate.


Zora was right to tell her to go.


Chapter Seven


Timberwolf Compound


War council gathering


 


Jody Gates, the Vampire Liege and heir to the Northeastern US
Vampire seethe, shook her head. “Bad idea.”


Sylvan snorted. “Eloquent as always, Liege Gates.”


Jody’s dark eyes, slashed now with the crimson marker of the most
powerful Risen, blazed for an instant with humor rarely seen. Beside her, her
consort, Becca Land, stroked her arm.


“Really, darling,” Becca said with her customary calm, “you’re
usually far more succinct.”


Jody, her pale face made paler in the flickering firelight,
smiled, another rare occurrence and something she apparently only reserved for
her consort. Cloaked in shimmering black leather pants and a midnight silk
shirt open down the center of her torso, her slenderness belied the strength
that matched even Sylvan’s. She sighed. “Cecilia is known for subtlety,
and this is anything but—or so she would want you to believe. She wants you to
think she is desperate, that you have the upper hand in any negotiations. But
that’s the lie. Her appearance of vulnerability is just another of her
manipulations. It’s a trap. Once you cross over into Faerie, she can cloak you
from your allies. We won’t be able to follow.”


“You forget,” Torren de Brinna pointed out, “I will be with
Sylvan. Cecilia cannot keep me from any path in Faerie I wish to travel. I choose
to remain earthbound for the sake of peace.”


What Torren, an ancient royal Fae, did not need to say was that
she remained earthbound to prevent a power struggle that would reignite ancient
Fae rivalries and drag her mate, one of Sylvan’s Weres, and all the Praetern
nations into a war.


Misha, draped across Torren’s lap in her customary seductively
possessive position, one hand beneath Torren’s silken shirt, shook her head.
“Both you and the Alpha will be in danger.” At Torren’s smirk, Misha
snarled. “Oh, I know you believe you’re invincible, but Cecilia will have all
of Faerie at her command.”


Torren raised a midnight brow, the air around her glimmering for
an instant, as if shattered with rainbows. She murmured something in Misha’s
ear.


Misha growled low in her chest and her canines gleamed.


With a self-satisfied shrug, Torren said, “I have all the reason I
need to return to your realm. In Faerie I am at my full power, and Cecilia
knows it.”


“We all know nothing will keep the Lord Torren from returning,”
Drake said, her eyes on Sylvan. “Nor you either. But Jody is right. A handful
of you, no matter how powerful, will be no match for Cecilia and all her
forces.”


“Cecilia will not risk open war against the combined strength of
the Weres and Vampires,” Sylvan said. “She’s too smart for that.”


Max, the highest ranking among her centuri and married to a
human, added, “Our allies among the humans increase every day. While they are
frail, their numbers are mighty, and they will come to our aid if needed.”


Sylvan scanned the gathering. “I appreciate your counsel. All of
you may be affected by the outcome of this journey, especially if war ensues.
But as Alpha, as the leader of all Weres in the northern continent, I have a responsibility
to ensure their safety. If Cecilia is planning war, I…we…need to know. If
something is threatening Cecilia to the point that she wants a parlay, I need
to know that as well. I have no choice.”


“And Cecilia knows that,” Drake said quietly.


“Cecilia made an overt invitation,” Sylvan said. “If she wanted
war, she would not announce it. She knows if she breaches the rules of parlay
and threatens us, she will have war. That makes no sense.”


“And what if Cecilia is not the only enemy within Faerie?” Jody
said. “If Cecilia’s rule is threatened, you may be facing other enemies who
will not care about the etiquette of parlay.”


Drake said, “We already know there are other dangers in Faerie.
Whatever…whoever…is behind the assaults on the Snowcrest Weres came from
Faerie. How do we know Cecilia did not send them?”


Torren shook her head. “No, those are not Cecilia’s creations. If
they were, she would not be seeking an audience with Sylvan. Those creatures
were ensorcelled. Cecilia, like most Fae, has no love for Mages.”


“Cecilia does not need to love something…or someone…to use them,”
Drake pointed out. “Forgive me, Lord Torren, but Cecilia is Fae, and all Fae
play a long game.”


Torren nodded, the tilt of her head and the faint smile regal.
“That’s true. We have little else to do with endless time.” She glanced to
Misha and stroked a hand along the angle of her jaw. Misha’s eyes flared, and
her wolf, called by her mate’s power, strained to emerge. Torren smiled. “That
is, unless we find something better than games.”


“Niki,” Sylvan said, turning to her imperator, “your
opinion?”


Niki stood with legs spread and her arms crossed over her chest
between Sylvan and Torren, her small tight body tense, a muscle bunched along
the angle of her jaw. “I agree with Liege Gates that this smells like a trap.
And the Prima makes a good argument regarding Cecilia’s motives.” She took a
slow breath. “But I support your decision to accept the parlay, under one
condition.”


Sylvan’s brow rose, and she growled a warning. She was Alpha, and
no one set conditions. “What condition do you presume to make, Imperator?”


Niki shuddered under the Alpha’s hard gaze, but to her credit she
held her eyes just below Sylvan’s. “That I be allowed to lead your guard.”


“You are my second,” Sylvan said. “We cannot leave the Pack
undefended.”


“I am also your general.” Niki glanced at Drake. “The Prima does
not need me here. Max is your third and can stand in my place.”


Max squared his shoulders. “The imperator is correct. I
know what must be done to secure our borders in your absence, Alpha.”


Sylvan didn’t like it. She wanted her most powerful Weres to
remain behind with her Prima, her young, and the vulnerable members of the
Pack. But she wasn’t reckless. She trusted Max and, more than that, trusted her
mate. Drake would see that no harm came to their Pack. She also appreciated
that a show of power was essential within the walls of Faerie. She would arrive
with her general, the Master of the Hunt, and the strongest members of her
guard.


“Very well,” Sylvan said.


“If you’re set on this,” Jody said, “then you will also take a
member of my guard to remind Cecilia that she deals not only with the
Timberwolves, but the Vampires.”


“Agreed.” Sylvan glanced at Drake. She would never show what some
would consider weakness by consulting her mate except in front of those in this
room. But these were her most trusted allies, her most valuable friends, and
Drake was her Prima. She was proud of all they shared. “Agreed?”


“As your mate, no,” Drake said softly, but loud enough for
everyone in the room to hear. “But as your Prima, I agree.” She leaned across
the distance between them, gripped Sylvan by the shoulder, and pulled her
forward. She kissed her, the low growl in her throat a show of ownership.


Sylvan’s wolf silently howled in delight. Nothing excited her more
than being claimed by her mate. Sylvan’s power surged, encompassing everyone in
the room. Max and Niki shuddered, their wolves instantly alerting. Misha whined
softly and shivered into Torren’s lap. Laughing, Torren threaded an arm around
her waist and kissed her. Becca gripped Jody’s hand, lifted it to her lips, and
kissed her fingers.


Crimson eclipsed the endless black of Jody’s irises. “We shall
leave soon, my love.”


“Hurry then,” Becca whispered.


Sylvan stood, pulling Drake with her. She clasped her nape and
held her close. “We are decided then.”


“How will you get a message to Cecilia?” Jody asked, straightening
the sleeves on her suit jacket that was without a single wrinkle to begin with.


Torren spoke up. “We won’t.” For an instant, another burst of
power rolled through the air, this jolt carrying the sensuous edge of the
Otherworld. “We’ll arrived unannounced, as did her guards.”


Laughing, Sylvan dragged Drake toward the door and called over her
shoulder, “At dawn, then.”


“At dawn.” Torren lifted Misha into her arms and kissed her before
disappearing in a shower of crystal light.


 


* * *


 


“You’re not happy with me, are you,” Sylvan said when they reached
their den.


Drake sighed. “I meant what I said in there. You are my heart. I
trust you, and I respect your strength.” She caught Sylvan’s jaw, her claws
unsheathed, and Sylvan stilled. “But that does not mean I don’t fear for you
every time you leave me. And you always leave me when there is danger to be
faced.”


Sylvan pulled Drake down on the bed beside her. “And most
of the time you insist on coming with me, no matter how hard I try to protect
you.”


Drake dragged Sylvan’s shirt from her pants and stroked the places
on her chest and abdomen that set Sylvan aflame. “True. You wanted a mate. You
didn’t want a mate who wouldn’t challenge you, did you?”


Smiling, Sylvan kissed her. “Until you, I didn’t want a mate at
all.”


“Well, now you have one, and I will never stop loving you, and wanting
you, and wanting to protect you…as you protect me.”


Sylvan rested her brow against Drake’s. “I will always return to
you. You have my promise.”


“I know.” Drake pulled her shirt off, opened her pants, and pushed
them down. She smiled, watching Sylvan’s eyes flash gold. Her clitoris strained
at the emergence of Sylvan’s gleaming canines, hungry for her. “Now I want
something else besides the promise. I want you.”


With a snarl, Sylvan shed her clothes and pulled Drake down on top
of her. “I am yours, always.”


Drake sat astride Sylvan’s abdomen, running her hands over
Sylvan’s chest, circling her breasts, tracing the etched lines in her abdomen
with her claws. She kissed her, smoothing her palm down the pelt line in the
center of Sylvan’s abdomen until she reached the cleft between her thighs.
Deepening her kiss, catching flesh with her teeth, she gripped her sex and
squeezed.


Sylvan’s neck arched and she hissed, the bones in her jaws
angling, harsh and stark and wild.


Drake nipped her throat. “Remember, you said I could have you.”


“Be careful, mate,” Sylvan said through gritted teeth. “It is
dangerous to tease an Alpha.”


“Is it now?” Drake nipped her lower lip again, hard enough to
produce another growl. “I’m afraid I’m not intimidated.” To punctuate her words,
she stroked the length of Sylvan’s clitoris, pressing against the glands buried
deep beneath, forcing Sylvan’s hips to buck beneath her hand.


Sylvan tensed. Her instinct was to assert her dominance, to take
her mate in swift, hard claiming thrusts, but her passion for Drake was not
only instinct. Drake was her heart, her equal, and her love. She would let
Drake take her in any way she wanted. But her wolf knew Drake loved a challenge
as much she did.


Sylvan clenched her jaws and shoved upward, unseating Drake and
flipping her onto her back in one powerful surge. Before Drake could reassert
herself, Sylvan straddled her torso and clasped her nape. Pushing her hips
forward, she pressed her clitoris to Drake’s mouth, heedless of the glint of
canines. A bite would only make her release harder.


“Take me.”


On a snarl, Drake gripped Sylvan’s ass, her clawed fingertips
piercing skin, and closed her lips around Sylvan’s clitoris.


Lust hammered at Sylvan’s sanity. Her pelt shimmered beneath her
skin, sex-sheen running in rivulets down her bare chest onto her etched
abdominals. She pumped into Drake’s hot mouth and her glands pulsed.


Drake sucked and Sylvan emptied. Her stomach contracted, her
clitoris spasmed, and her essence filled Drake’s mouth. Groaning, she fell
beside Drake, her cheek on Drake’s chest.


“I’ll always come back,” Sylvan murmured.


Drake took Sylvan’s hand and pressed it to her swollen sex. “I
know.”


Chapter Eight


Cresthome


Midday


 


Zora felt Loris land on her balcony, pushed aside the report from
Ash on their combat readiness she’d been trying to read, and moved to the open
door. In casual battle dress—black combat pants and tee—Loris leaned against
the railing, his arms crossed over his chest, his legs extended in front of
him. He’d look relaxed to anyone else but her. She recognized the pose as his
relaxed but wholly alert position. She’d never seen him under any circumstances
be less than ready to jump into battle.


“What is it?” she asked.


“The Timberwolves are gone.”


Zora’s stomach tightened. Of course they were gone. She’d told
Trent to take her soldiers into the forest. That had to be the reason. “All of
them?”


Loris nodded. “Including Jace. Ash is not happy.”


“No, I imagine she isn’t.”


“If I may speak,” Loris said.


“When have you not?”


He almost grinned, but his dark eyes remained serious. “Something
will need to be done about that.”


“That? You mean Ash, the captain of my guard?”


“Forgive me, Alpha, but Ash is now mated to a high-ranking
Timberwolf, and”—he shrugged—“we can’t make room for Jace without substantial
challenge from within our ranks. Nor should we.”


“If I appoint Jace to a position within our Pack, there will be no
need for a challenge. I am Alpha here, and I choose who serves, and where.”


He was quiet for a moment before he slowly shook his head again.
“That’s never been done.”


“There are many things that have not been done, Loris,” Zora said
quietly. “We’ve never been attacked by creatures like the ones we saw, and
we’ve never been in an alliance like this with another Pack in all the history
of our time in this territory.”


“I understand. But Pack is Pack, and hierarchy is hierarchy. It
can’t be…” He appeared to be searching for a word.


“Appointed?” Zora said helpfully.


“Exactly. Position must be won and held through strength and
power. Even yours.”


“Believe me, I am well aware of that.” Zora grimaced. “And I don’t
disagree with you. For now, we have more important things to consider. I will
deal with this at the first reasonable opportunity.”


He nodded. “I think that’s all our Pack needs to know. They trust
you.”


“And you, General? Do you?”


“Yes,” he said instantly.


But his scent was wary. “Something still troubles you.”


“Besides our new enemies?”


“Beside that.”


“Trent.”


Zora’s skin heated at the aggression in Loris’s tone. “What about
her?”


“She won’t be accepted in our ranks, challenge or not.”


In a single leap, Zora crossed the fifteen foot span of deck,
stopping mere millimeters from Loris’s suddenly tense body. She growled, low
and steady, until Loris dipped his head and exposed his throat. Zora fixed her
descended canines against the pulse beating in his carotid artery until he
shivered, sweat trickling down his throat. Only then did she step back. “Do not
presume that your position gives you leave to tell me what my Pack will or will
not accept, or what commands they will follow. I respect your experience and
value your counsel when it comes to war, General, but do not ever forget who
rules here.”


“Forgive me, Alpha. I have not forgotten.”


“And I expect you to set an example for the others and obey,
unless you wish to challenge my command.” Zora loosed the rein on her wolf and
power rolled.


Loris gasped. “I understand. You are and ever will be my Alpha.”


“Then tell me, General, what are my soldiers prepared to do in
response to this new approach from our allies?”


Returned to Zora’s graces, Loris grinned. “I have them ready to
march within the hour, Alpha. The Timberwolves have only been gone a short
time, and they won’t expect us to follow so quickly. They’ll be making camp and
preparing their own ambush, but we will be in place well before
nightfall.”


She nodded. “I want you to strike first. We will show the
Timberwolves that our Weres have ruled in these forests far longer than any
visitor, and that we know how to defend our territory.”


“Yes, Alpha.” Loris showed his canines in a satisfied smile.


“I will rendezvous with you for a briefing to review the plans,”
Zora said. “You have scouts out already?”


“Sent out as soon as I was informed of the proposed maneuvers.”


“Very well. But remember, the Timberwolves are not our enemies,
and you will control your soldiers. Overpower them, submit them if need
be, but avoid outright challenge. These are maneuvers, not Pack wars.”


“As you will, Alpha.”


She nodded in dismissal, and bracing an arm on the top of the
railing, he jumped over the side.


Zora returned to her quarters to prepare for her return to the
forest. She planned to oversee the skirmishes herself and, most importantly,
lead the first assault on Trent’s forces. Trent thought to distance herself
after Zora’s rejection of her advances by demonstrating the weakness of Zora’s
soldiers. An image of Trent on her knees, proud and aroused and begging to
touch her, sent a shiver of exquisite pleasure through Zora’s sex. Trent had
much to learn about Snowcrest power, and her wolf rejoiced at the opportunity
to teach her.


Chapter Nine


Timberwolf Compound


Dawnbreak


 


Sylvan stopped at the gate, slung an arm around Drake’s shoulders,
and dragged her close. “I will return as soon as I can.”


Drake pressed a hand to Sylvan’s chest. “In one piece, and
uninjured.”


Sylvan grinned, her eyes sparking. “As you wish, Prima.”


Drake kissed her again. “I wish you many things, and when you
return, I’ll make sure you know what they are.”


“I’ll be ready. I’ll see you soon, Prima.” Sylvan stepped away and
nodded to Torren, who stood nearby, Misha’s hand in the curve of her elbow. At
the edge of the forest, Niki pulled Sophia, her mate and the Pack’s Omega,
against her body and kissed her. Rafe, a senior member of Jody’s personal guard
and the last of Sylvan’s retinue, waited a few feet away by the side of Jody’s
black limo, apparently unperturbed by the approaching dawn. Rafe was old and
powerful and could tolerate a few moments of sunlight, but even had she been
concerned, her marble-like, sharply curved façade would not have revealed it.
Her wide, full lips lifted, a glint of incisor showing when she caught Sylvan’s
gaze. Sylvan rumbled, amused at the arrogance and what, from any Were, would’ve
been considered a challenge. The Vampires had long been their allies and had
just as often been their enemies, but under Jody’s command, their allegiances
had grown stronger.


Sylvan signaled the others to join her with Torren. “Ready?”


Torren pressed a kiss to Misha’s temple. “Until I return, stay
safe, My Lady.”


Misha stroked a hand on Torren’s shimmering countenance. “As My
Lord wishes. And remember what I said.”


Torren chuckled, a lilting, sensuous sound Sylvan had rarely ever
heard. “As I value all my body parts, I shall be certain to heed My Lady’s
warning.”


“See that you do, My Lord.”


Misha moved away to stand next to Sophia and Drake, her gaze fixed
on Torren, who waved a hand amidst a shower of light.


The brilliance winked out, and Sylvan experienced nightfall
again—a darkness without stars so dense it eclipsed the coming dawn. A
shuddering breath later and the sun rose in an instant, dazzling enough to make
her blink, gorgeous enough to make her heart lift. Such light—so pure and
bright her wolf wanted to howl with joy.


She glanced at Rafe, concerned. “You are well?”


“I had not thought to see this moment again.” Rafe gazed at the
sky, at the magenta sky, breaking into pale pinks and oranges and, in
its center, a blood-red sun.


A sharp cry, birdlike, but with the eerie echo of a Pack at night,
heralded the graceful flight of a four-winged creature overhead, its long tail
swishing, its scaled snout on a long, narrow head streaming tendrils of flame.
Dragon.


Torren watched the flight of the enormous monster, unperturbed.
“Cecilia has marked our arrival, and her Herald greets us.”


“Does it speak to you?” Sylvan asked.


Torren’s smile reminded Sylvan of a lethal predator. “Ixtal sends
a warning. Cecilia reminds us we have arrived unannounced, which could be taken
as an act of war.”


“Tell Cecilia,” Sylvan said as the dragon spiraled closer, its
jaws opening wide to reveal double rows of daggerlike teeth, “that we arrive as
we had been visited, unannounced, but ready for her parlay.”


The great howling cry, sharp and piercing, came again, and the
dragon swept majestically sunward until its form winked out as if swallowed by
the sun.


Sylvan glanced at Torren and raised a brow.


“A royal pathway, direct to Cecilia’s throne room in the royal
Faerie Mound.”


“Are we close to that, then?” Sylvan said.


“In distance, no. If we follow the royal pathway, mere seconds.”


“And if we do that, what will we find on the other end?” Rafe
inquired.


“That,” Torren said softly, “I do not know.”


Niki growled. “It seems we are at the disadvantage here.”


“Not if we have something Cecilia wants,” Sylvan reminded her.


“Besides us,” Niki rejoined with a disgusted grunt.


“That is true.” Sylvan motioned to Torren. “Let’s be on our way
then.”


 


* * *


 


“Report,” Zora said as Loris returned from conferring with her
scouts. She’d been waiting impatiently for a sighting of the Timberwolves’
position since nightfall, when the Snowcrest forces had moved under cover of
darkness into the forest. The Timberwolves had covered their tracks as much as
possible, fording creeks and traveling along rocky paths, but this was her
land, and no one could hide from her here. She’d led her advance guard rapidly
along the trail and now was only a few hours and a shorter distance behind
Trent’s warriors.


“It is as we expected,” Loris said. “The Timberwolves are encamped
a mile away, beneath the bluff beside the river. They have good cover from
above and will be able to see any attempt to cross the river in a frontal
assault.”


“Are all of them there?”


“That we cannot tell, Alpha. We can see their campfires and
movements, but not clearly enough to accurately count. There may be others
sequestered in the forest on the near side of the water.”


Zora nodded. Trent would not be foolish enough to put all her
forces in one place. “They will have sentries posted, and Trent will have
divided her forces enough to protect her flanks.”


“Yes, but we expect they will be moving into position to ambush
us.”


Zora smiled. “Well, where they think we will be.”


Loris grinned.


Zora gestured to Ash. “Captain, choose six of your most
experienced, and we will form the head of the spear.”


Ash moved off and Zora turned to Loris. “Assemble four other
cadres, on our flanks. We will be in position as they move down to circle
Trent’s right and left platoons. At my command, we will close the pincer and
force them to the banks of the river. Once there, they will have no place to
retreat that will not leave their rear guard vulnerable. The bluff will become
their prison, not their protection.”


Loris nodded. “If I may, Alpha?”


“Go ahead,” Zora said.


“I would lead the first cadre at the point of the spear, Alpha, to
protect you from—”


“No,” Zora said.


Loris’s jaw bunched, but he made no argument. Instead, he saluted
and followed Ash back to the encampment where their soldiers were secluded
downwind of the Timberwolves.


Zora carried no weapons. She would fight this day as wolf. Once
the Timberwolves acknowledged the sovereignty of the Snowcrest Weres in their
own territory, and her Pack was assured that they were under no threat from
them, their alliance would be more secure. There would be no call for
challenge.


And Trent would be safe.


Chapter Ten


Sylvan glanced at Torren uneasily. She sensed they had moved, but
the glade seemed the same—only different. The trees were taller, the sun in a
different position in the sky. Had they somehow been transported to a new
destination, or another time altogether? Time kaleidoscoped and the very fabric
of reality warped in Faerie. Sylvan couldn’t tell if she’d been standing in the
glade for a few minutes or even days. Cecilia was toying with them, a maneuver
Sylvan understood well, although not one she cared for herself. When she hunted
prey, she respected them and gave them the opportunity to outsmart her if they
could. Outrun her, outlast her, or, like the clever hare that took to the
underbrush and foiled her pups, outwit her through sheer force of will. But
this foreignness, even while she understood the purpose, unsettled her. And of
course, that’s exactly what Cecilia intended. Knowing the Faerie Queen wanted
her off-balance and disoriented, Sylvan shook off the disquiet. Beside her,
Niki stood at rigid attention while internally her wolf paced, a far less
controlled reflection of Sylvan’s wolf, unhappy and itching for a fight. Niki
was her general and always ready for a fight. That battle lust made Niki the great
warrior she was and also, at times, the one Sylvan needed to control with teeth
at her throat.


Don’t give her what she wants. Sylvan spoke wolf to wolf.


Niki’s lip lifted in a snarl, her elongated canines the only sign
that her wolf was prowling close to the surface.


Cecilia seeks to tease you, to put you off-balance.


I am not concerned by Fae games, Niki replied.


Laughter like the sound of birdsong in flight, undercut with the
predatory warning call of the hawk, floated through Sylvan’s mind. Tell your
general she should be concerned with this Fae.


Sylvan stared at Torren. My Lord Torren. I did not realize you
could participate in Pack communication.


Ordinarily I would not be able to.


Like all Fae, friend or foe, Torren often spoke in riddles and
half thoughts. Sylvan tamped down her irritation. And Cecilia? Can she too
share our thoughts?


Torren shook her head. I don’t think so. I am bonded to Misha,
and Misha to you. Through you, I am linked to your Pack. Here in Faerie, those
bonds are entwined with the magic of the land. That merging has strengthened
our link in unexpected ways.


Sylvan had no time or reason to question Torren’s assessment. Many
things had changed as members of her Pack had mated outside their borders with
other Weres, humans, and even Fae. A new world order was emerging, one Sylvan
needed to understand so as to protect those who were hers. She had left her
mate, her young, and her Pack behind when she’d stepped through the Faerie
Gate, just so she could begin to understand what forces might be arrayed
against her. Torren was a friend of the Pack, and she trusted her. You are
welcome then, Lord Torren. Do you know where we are? Or when we are?


Time is meaningless here. Torren’s full melodic voice
reverberated through Sylvan’s mind. What may feel like hours or even days to
you is mere illusion. We are creatures with endless time, and therefore time has
no significance.


And when we return to our own world, Sylvan queried, a pang
of fear roiling in her belly, will my young be adults, will my Prima have
gone years without me?


Only if Cecilia bends the dimensions, and that might require
even more power than she possesses. Torren held her gaze, something no
other being dared do without challenge. Sylvan showed her canines in warning,
though she smiled inwardly, adding Torren to the small circle of her equals,
her friends, in the ongoing fight for Praetern survival. Time was
changing, despite its irrelevance here in Faerie.


You are not here voluntarily—nor bespelled as most earthlings
are when they arrive. I do not believe Cecilia would be foolish enough to
perpetrate what would be considered an act of war. If you do not return…soon,
Torren smiled, and for an instant rainbow colors slashed through her eyes, Drake
and Misha and I suspect a legion of Vampires will find their way through the
Gate. As I am connected to Pack, Misha is connected to Faerie, more strongly
than she realizes.


Sylvan frowned. If that’s true, can she open… She shook her
head and closed her mind. Whatever Misha’s emerging powers might be, Cecilia
did not need to know of them. Beside her, Niki growled.


“Yes,” Sylvan said aloud, “I feel it too.” Power, pressing against
her chest, attempting to choke her. Her skin prickled and pelt rolled beneath
her skin. Her wolf alerted, signaling danger, ready to do battle.


Attillus, the Fae warrior, stepped into the glade as if he’d
merely opened a door and walked through. Behind him, twelve Fae guards bedecked
in Cecilia’s livery, standards held high and spears in hand, stood at placid
attention. Attillus’s gaze swept over Sylvan and came to rest on Torren. His
eyebrow arched, the only expression on his transcendent, perfectly etched
features.


“Torren,” he said coolly, eschewing Torren’s title.


Torren smiled. “Attillus. We are here to see Your Lady.”


If possible, Attillus’s features cooled even further. “The Queen,”
he said, emphasizing the word, “is aware.”


“If Cecilia has changed her mind…”


“You will address the Queen as she deserves to be
addressed.”


“I shall?” Torren shrugged. “And you? How shall you address me?”


The royal guard behind Attillus remained as immovable as statues.
Sylvan, attuned to the nearest movement of prey in the deepest shadows, sensed
Attillus’s tension.


“Lord Torren, Master of the Hunt,” Attillus said, as if the words
were acid pouring over his tongue, “Cecilia, Queen of Thorns and All of Faerie,
Ruler of Dark and Light, and Mistress of All Seasons, welcomes you to Faerie
and invites you to her royal presence.”


“Consort,” Torren said evenly, “I come with Sylvan Mir, Alpha of
the Timberwolf Pack, and Rafe, Emissary of Liege Jody Gates of the Northeastern
US Vampire seethe, for audience with Cecilia, Queen of Thorns and All of
Faerie, Ruler of Dark and Light, and Mistress of All Seasons.”


Attillus swept an arm in a glittering semicircle, and Sylvan found
herself on a marble path as wide as many highways. At the horizon, a pair of
golden arches fronted a gold-domed mound that rose in the midst of an ephemeral
glade, circled by tall trees with bright orange leaves and delicate green and
turquoise fruits dangling in bunches from vines as thin as hairs. In a crystal
magenta sky, the blood-red sun shimmered within a golden halo. Beyond the
golden arches, Cecilia no doubt awaited. Along the length of the marble
colonnade, more guards as still as statues held the Queen’s standard with its
fluttering blue pennant adorned with Cecilia’s crest of roses and thorns, while
another dozen flanked two towering ornate doors cast in what might be pure
gold. The grandeur was a show of power, so like Cecilia.


Without waiting for an invitation, which would only underscore the
advantage Cecilia held in her own territory, Sylvan took a step onto the marble
walk, shoulder to shoulder with Torren and Niki. Rafe and the Vampire guards
fell in behind her. Time to see exactly what Cecilia had planned.


Chapter Eleven


Trent drew Jace aside as the first glimmer of dawn broke above the
tree line in the east. She’d stood guard all night, too restless to sleep, her
wolf agitated and pacing. The Snowcrest Weres would be on the move now. The
engagement might commence at any moment. And still, she scented nothing. Where
were the Snowcrest wolves? More importantly, where was Zora? Trent shuddered at
the memory of Zora’s hands and mouth on her, and still, the air carried no
scent of their opponents.


She asked Jace, “Does it bother you how quiet it is out there?”


“I was thinking the same thing myself.” Jace glanced around the
clearing, checking their warriors’ positions. Most were secluded under cover in
the surrounding forest or on sentrie duty along their perimeter. “None
of our runners have reported sign of them yet.”


“I don’t like it,” Trent said. “It’s not like Loris or Ash to let
us have the high ground.”


Jace smiled, the satisfied look she got whenever Ash crossed her
mind fused with a warrior’s hunger. “This is a perfect encampment for defense,”
Jace said, “and Ash would know that. So would Loris.”


“Which means they may suspect our location.”


“They still have to approach us,” Jace said, “and by the time they
draw close enough to engage, we will have the advantage of location.”


“We should have the advantage of time on our side too,” Trent
said. “We left quickly.”


“True,” Jace said slowly, “but this is their territory, and they
know the ground.”


Trent scented again—still nothing, but the wind was coming from
behind them. If the Snowcrest were foolish enough to launch a frontal assault,
she wouldn’t know until she sighted them. The Snowcrest Alpha and her general
were not warrior trained, but they were wolves. They would not be foolish. “We
need to send out an advance guard—I don’t want any surprises.”


Jace nodded. “Take the point with six of your best warriors, cross
the stream, and occupy the bluff above the trail. You’ll see any movement from
the direction of Snowcrest from there, even if they try to circle around behind
us.”


“As you command, Centuri.”


“And Trent,” Jace said quietly, “remember, they are our allies.”


Trent showed her teeth, but she did not argue with her commander.
She wasn’t so certain exactly how much of an ally Loris and some of the other
dominants really were. Even Ash, mated to a Timberwolf or not, was Snowcrest,
and she led the Snowcrest soldiers today.


Trent saluted. “Good hunting, Centuri.”


“And you,” Jace said, shifting into pelt and loping to join her
cadre.


Trent gave her wolf leave to ascend, her pelt swiftly rolling over
skin. She dropped to all fours, signaled with a quick bark, and trotted off
into the forest, her warriors at her flanks. The bluff from which she would
command the hunting ground was a quarter mile away. They should be well
ensconced before Snowcrest moved in for a counterattack. She expected them to
advance in groups along the line, sweeping outward fanlike from their Clan
home, protecting their flanks while driving forward in the center. A sound
defense, but not always the best offense. But then, that’s what she and her
warriors were here to demonstrate.


Her heart thundered as battle hormones and the simple joy of
running filled her blood. That, and, knowing Zora was coming. The Alpha would
not let this battle pass her by. No Alpha would, and Zora, above all else, was
Alpha. Were she not, Trent would’ve pushed her claim on Zora’s wolf by now.
Would have let her wolf show all her power, would have let Zora know her
desire, and would have answered the pull of instinct and primal need that could
not be denied even if they should want to.


But Zora was not for her.


Had Zora merely been Snowcrest, as Ash was, then Trent might have
chosen as Jace had chosen, to move into the uncertain ground between the two
Packs to claim her mate. No might’ve been about it. She would not have
hesitated. Sometimes, the wolf in them understood far better the rightness of
an action than their reasoning mind. But she was not all wolf, and Zora
had made it plain what she wanted, and that did not include anything more with
Trent than the one-sided tangles they’d shared. Trent was duty bound and heart
bound to follow Zora’s command. The ache in her chest never relented despite
her focus on the coming engagement.


At the crest of the bluff, she signaled with a low growl for her
warriors to follow her off the path and into the forest. Perhaps if she hadn’t
taken that route, and the wind hadn’t shifted in just that instant, she would
not have scented the dark, oily, foreign scent of the enemy.


They were not alone in the forest. She could turn back and warn
Jace, but then the enemy would be behind her, and she and her wolves would be
vulnerable in retreat. At the very least, she needed to know what they faced.


Benjamin, she signaled to another lieutenant. Take
three, scout left. Dara, two on the right.


She sent the last Were back to warn Jace. Silently, her
wolves melted into the undergrowth. She went forward alone, slipping through
shadows, climbing ever upward toward the scent of wrongness, of death
and the metallic stench of sorcery. If the Snowcrest wolves were spread out in
an advancing line as she suspected, they would be at risk for attack from
whatever held this bluff. They needed to be warned.


Zora needed to be warned. If she could not warn them, she would
have to search out the enemy and attack before the enemy could make the first
move.


 


* * *


 


“Ah, Sylvan, so good to see you again. And you brought your
friends!” Cecilia’s voice shimmered through Sylvan’s mind, a sound like the
tinkling of bells and the rustle of the wind through the trees, mixed with the
scent of spring blossoms bursting with life. And underneath it all, the sharp,
bloodied edge of thorns.


Cecilia sat ensconced on a surprisingly modest throne that only
with close inspection revealed its construction of precious metals and even
more precious jewels studding the curving surface that wrapped around Cecilia
as if it was a living beast. For all Sylvan knew, it might be. The Faerie Queen
seemed to emerge from the glittering gems and swirling gold and silver filigree
as if she herself was a precious jewel, her skin the pure translucency that
marked the high Fae, her hair a gleaming shimmer falling around her breasts to
her slender waist in golden ripples, and her green eyes, the rarest of all
emeralds. She was beauty personified, and Sylvan often wondered what lay
beneath her glamour. Perhaps she was even more beautiful, or something more
terrifying to match her power. Sylvan never forgot that nothing in Faerie or of
the Fae was as simple or true as it appeared.


“Cecilia,” Sylvan said, intentionally eschewing all her many
titles, “I think you know my allies.”


Sylvan emphasized allies ever so slightly. Friends, they were
indeed, but they had come with one intent—to do battle if needed. “My imperator,
Niki Kroff and Rafe, of Liege Gates’s guard, and of course—”


“Torren de Brinna,” Cecilia said, sex and censure rolling through
her throaty caress. “It’s been far too long since you’ve graced my court, my
love.”


“Only a century or so, my Queen,” Torren said, the sarcasm
imperceptible to those who didn’t know her well.


Sylvan knew her well enough to know she’d spent a century in an
earthbound prison, stripped of her powers at Cecilia’s hand. But as well as she
knew her, Torren was still Fae. Immortal, centuries-old, a power without
reckoning and motives far more complicated than what might appear on the
surface. If Torren and Cecilia were involved in some ancient Fae game, Sylvan
didn’t care, as long as it didn’t impact those she was sworn to protect.


“We could have made you comfortable at the Compound,” Sylvan said,
“or met with you somewhere of our joint choosing. But considering your
invitation, I assumed there was some urgency to this meeting.”


Cecilia swept her gaze over Attillus and his guards, coming to
rest on Attillus. Her expression was far cooler than it had been when she’d
first greeted Torren. Torren had called him Consort, but as the Fae did
not take partners, or mates, Cecilia undoubtedly had many lovers. Nothing
showed on her face when she said, “Leave us, Attillus, and take the others.”


Attillus’s displeasure, a swirling breeze heavy with anger and
surprise, raised the hair on Sylvan’s nape. Her wolf tensed, and pelt prickled
her skin.


“My Queen—” Attillus protested.


“It’s quite all right,” Cecilia said, her smooth tone doing
nothing to hide the steel in her voice. “Go now.”


Every Fae in the spacious chamber snapped to attention and saluted
as her power flooded the air like an ocean wave. Within seconds, the audience
chamber was empty. Cecilia drifted down from her throne. To say she stepped or
walked would be to do an injustice to her motion. She was as ephemeral as the
wind, as beautiful as a ray of sunlight slanting through the evergreens. Sylvan
wondered what the others saw, if what they perceived as beautiful would be how
Cecilia appeared to them. Sylvan blinked, but the glamour remained. And then,
Cecilia was within touching distance of her, and Niki growled.


“Stand,” Sylvan murmured.


Cecilia leaned in and kissed Sylvan’s cheek. “It’s been far too
long.”


Sylvan sighed. Cecilia’s glamour slid along her skin like a soft
touch, teasing and provocative. Even had she not been mated, she would not have
been tempted. Now, she was barely amused. “As I recall, at our last meeting, we
didn’t exactly agree as to much of anything.”


Cecilia laughed again, the peal of the bells dancing through
Sylvan’s consciousness, and her wolf perked up. Her wolf recognized the ploy
too, the seduction that was second nature to the Fae. She huffed, annoyed, and
settled back into wary watching.


“You needn’t have brought so much power with you.” Cecilia stepped
up to Sylvan and slipped her arm through Sylvan’s, as if they were about to
promenade. She turned, ignoring the others in Sylvan’s party, and Sylvan
followed her down the length of the audience hall and through the arches.
Instead of the marble colonnade she’d entered through, she stepped out into a
verdant meadow, surrounded by more of the trees with the orange leaves and
delicate fruit. A rainbow-haloed stream cascaded into a shallow pool the color
of morning glories. Niki, Torren, and Rafe followed as Sylvan accompanied
Cecilia along the path lined with polished opalescent stones.


“It appears,” Cecilia said, “we have a common enemy.”


“Do we,” Sylvan said.


“I’m afraid so.” Cecilia stopped beside a marble bench and settled
down on it, gesturing for Sylvan to join her. She tucked her diaphanous skirts
around her legs, and when she finished, her hand came to rest on Sylvan’s
thigh.


Sylvan shifted just enough to break the contact, and Cecilia
laughed. “Still not one to be tempted.”


“You spoke of enemies?” Sylvan said.


Celia glanced up at Torren. “You remember the Dark Lord of the
South?”


“Of course,” Torren said. “The last time I saw Cethinrod, he
commanded a small army and coveted your throne.”


“Not much has changed,” Cecilia said conversationally, “although
now, apparently, his army includes a Sorcerer and a Master Vampire.”


Rafe hissed. “Francesca.”


Celia nodded. “They’re cloistered somewhere in a peripheral realm,
one of the old Fae knowes that’s been long abandoned and slowly disappearing.
They won’t be able to stay there for long but…” She sighed, and frustration and
anger tingled in the air so thickly Sylvan could taste it. “I cannot find her.
The Mage—Sorcerer—whatever they are, has managed to mask them.”


“And they’re using this place,” Sylvan said carefully, “as their
headquarters while they regroup and move back into the human world.”


“I think so, yes.”


Sylvan narrowed her eyes. “Why call on us with this news? What
they might do in the human world doubtlessly gives you no pause.”


Cecilia smiled, a smile that offered so much more. “And that’s why
you’re here, because not only are you honest and trustworthy, and oh so
handsome, you’re also intelligent. They’re not just interested in what is in
the human realm. They are—”


Torren interjected, “Interested in your throne.”


“As are so many,” Cecilia said, as if to throw off the threat as
of little importance. But they would not be there if she wasn’t worried.


“My Queen,” Torren said, respectfully, “I would think you would be
able to find them.”


“I would, under ordinary circumstances,” Cecilia said, “but my
situation is unusual.”


Torren barely registered surprise with a flicker of her eyebrows.
“Unusual.”


“My power has been…diverted somewhat by a greater demand.”


Torren stiffened. “There hasn’t been a royal Fae birth in
millennia.”


“Apparently that is about to change.” Cecilia smiled, and a flight
of doves broke from the trees above them, spiraling into the sunlight like
diamonds. “So you see, now is not the time I want to go to war.”


“What is it you want from us?” Sylvan said.


“An alliance. I want the Weres and their allies to fight for me,
if my throne is threatened.”


Chapter Twelve


Zora led her soldiers along the winding deer trail toward the high
bluff above the creek. From that vantage point, she would be able to see the
most likely positions where the Timberwolves lay in wait for her and her wolves
to walk into their trap. She chuffed. As if they were so naïve. They were
wolves, hunters, and among the largest predators in the forest, but not so
arrogant or inexperienced that they would allow themselves to be seduced into a
trap.


She was halfway up the bluff when she scented Trent and the other
Timberwolves. Four—no, six wolves, close but rapidly scattering into the
forest. She slowed, scented again, and Trent’s power stirred her wolf. A pulse
of danger followed the wash of heat that stirred her as only Trent’s essence
could do. Something threatened Trent’s wolf.


Zora reached out to her soldiers. Spread out, form a line, be
ready for an attack.


She couldn’t risk her small force being surrounded, although
separating them might be just as risky. Still, if faced with an overpowering
enemy, some of them would escape to warn the others.


Pressing low to the ground, stalking forward through the thinning
scrub, she sent a warning through the Pack bonds to the rest of her Snowcrest
wolves, alerting them to danger and calling her lieutenants for reinforcements.
Well out ahead of her own small troop, she bounded the final yards to the
bluff, homing in on Trent’s scent. Trent was close, her battle lust a potent
tang on Zora’s tongue, emboldening her wolf with the joy of the hunt. Zora
covered the ground with long bounding strides, heart pounding, blood simmering,
her only goal to reach Trent. To stand beside her and fight whatever danger she
faced.


Soaring up and over the rocky ledge, she landed on a barren shelf
of rock in the midst of a nightmare. Trent battled half a dozen of the
creatures Zora had seen before, wolves but not wolves, their skeletons twisted
and deformed, their elongated muzzles dripping saliva from fangs too long to be
contained within their muzzles, eyes a fiery red, their coats mangy patches of
fur interspersed with leathery skin, as if their pelts had been burned away. At
the center of the ring of reanimated wolves, Trent charged and snapped,
spinning with power and grace to drive back first one, then another of the
creatures that lunged at her, attempting to clamp their jaws on her limbs or
her neck. Blood darkened Trent’s pelt in a dozen places from bites and tears,
but she fought with relentless fury.


Zora’s wolf growled and vaulted over the nearest creature, landing
at Trent’s side.


Go back, Trent demanded.


On your left, Zora warned, ignoring the foolish wolf. As if
she would leave her to fight alone. Trent spun away, and Zora drove beneath the
snapping jaws of the nearest creature. Catching its throat in her jaws, she
clamped down hard and twisted her shoulders with a sharp snap, tearing out its
throat and severing its spine. The head lolled, and the creature collapsed,
oily smoke seeping out of its disintegrating body. Nothing with any spark of
life would do that.


A second creature joined the first as Trent tore into its skull.


Now they were two against four. Zora howled, wild with unbridled
power.


The creatures were twice the size of even an Alpha Were, but their
battle prowess was fragmented and fractured. Had they fought as a Pack, Trent
and Zora might’ve been overcome, but these creatures had no Pack sense, perhaps
had no free will.


Trent took down another, and Zora dispatched a fourth. One-on-one
now, and in the distance, Zora felt her Pack nearing. She circled the last
creature, dashing in to pull it away from Trent. Above her, lightning flashed
and the sky tore open.


A beast the size and distorted shape of a bull moose dropped to
the ground a few feet in front of her. What would have been a rack of antlers
appeared like rows of gleaming, two-foot long silver-tipped spikes. A wound
from one of those might kill even an Alpha Were. The maw pulled back to expose
double rows of canines, longer than her forelimbs, and talons tipped the cloven
feet at the end of limbs resembling human legs. The massive chest heaved, and
the beast bellowed a sound like demented thunder, lowered its head, and
charged. Zora twisted, and a silver spike glanced across her shoulder, opening
her flesh. The silver burned, her muscle froze, and she stumbled. Ignoring the
pain, she caught her balance and swirled to face the beast again as it rammed
forward, head down, lethal spikes aimed at her chest.


Trent streaked in from Zora’s side, slammed into the beast, and
latched onto its throat. Blood, black and thick as pitch, poured from the
wound. With a roaring bellow, the beast vaulted skyward and, in an instant, was
swallowed by the darkness that closed as if a giant eye had winked shut.


Three Timberwolves raced into the clearing, and a dozen Snowcrest
soldiers cleared the bluff. Within an instant, the two remaining creatures were
torn asunder. Zora searched frantically for Trent’s scent, for the connection
that had settled in her chest the moment she’d seen her, and that she could no
longer find.


With a howl, she threw back her head and raged.


 


* * *


 


Trent landed on her back, the weight of the beast pinning her to
an uneven stony surface. The scent of blood and rot choked her. She thrashed,
kicking and twisting until she broke free. Backing away on weakened limbs from
the feebly writhing creature, she panted as pain cut through the battle lust.
Shaking off the torpor that threatened to immobilize her, she spun about in
search of more enemy. She was alone except for the thing that had dragged her
to this place.


Some kind of cave, dim and dank and smelling of death. Not far
away, a glimmer of light called to her. The beast thrashed weakly, blood, or
something that might’ve been blood had it been alive, seeping from its neck,
black and odorous. Leaving it to whatever end existed after death, Trent
trotted cautiously toward the light and emerged on a ledge beneath a hazy
greenish sky. Moss the color of orange blossoms covered the hillside below her.
She sniffed, scented the waning signature of the creatures she’d fought in the
clearing. If those creatures had a way into her world from this, she needed to
find it and make her way home.


Zora was somewhere beyond the veil, and Trent’s imperative was to
find her. Nothing else mattered. Stepping onto the strange moss, she padded
downhill, searching whatever cover she could find behind shining obsidian
boulders and short clumps of brush that tugged at her pelt as she passed. The
forest, or what she assumed was one, loomed ahead, the trees twining their
branches together in a filigree pattern of yellows and white, like an
impenetrable latticework, dense and ominous. Following the lingering scent of
death, Trent slipped into the shadows underneath the arching branches and
padded on.


Chapter Thirteen


“Did you invite us here to drive these intruders from Faerie?”
Torren asked.


“You doubt my ability to protect my realm, Hunt Master?”


“I would never underestimate your power, my Queen,” Torren
replied, neatly sidestepping the question, Sylvan thought.


Cecilia sent Torren a chiding smile, clearly recognizing the
dissembling reply. “If I knew their location, I would do that myself.” She
paused as if listening to a distant melody, her gaze darkening like storm
clouds boiling down a mountainside, threatening to drown anything in their
paths. “Forces are gathering, testing our will. Some foreign magic hides the
intruders from our sight.”


“What is it you need of us then?” Sylvan said.


“I need your power,” Cecilia said, her voice deepening, blinding
white light radiating from her glowing form and encompassing them in a
shimmering cloud. “Open to me that I might see.”


Sylvan shuddered as electricity coursed over her skin, speared
beneath her flesh and bone, and struck at her wolf deep inside. A seductive
heat built in her loins, forcing the blood in her sex to pulse and pound. She
snarled and drew on her ties to Drake, to her Pack, to counter Cecilia’s
assault. An answering surge of strength and magic flowed into her depths, and
she grew taller, gritting her teeth as her bones and body shifted into her
half-form. Massive chest heaving, her claws erupted from her forelimbs, her
face and jaws elongated into her lethal warrior shape. She towered above the
Faerie Queen. “Do not attempt to steal what is not yours.”


Beside her, Torren laughed, her body incandescent, a circle of
power enclosing and shielding her from Cecilia’s reach. “My Queen, you have a
strange way of welcoming those you would want as allies.”


The shimmering cloud of pulsating force surrounding Cecilia
dissipated, and she resumed her usual shape with a playful smile. “You’ve both
grown in power.”


Sylvan refused to relax her guard and ground out, “You have broken
the parlay. We are leaving.”


“They have one of yours,” Cecilia said conversationally. “Would
you leave that one behind too?”


Sylvan snarled. “What are you talking about?”


“I can’t reach them, but I can sense where they are, and I sense
something else too. A wolf.” She cocked her head. “Take my hand and see for
yourself, Alpha.”


“No!” Niki pushed in front of Sylvan and grasped Cecilia’s
hand. With a high, keening whine, she shuddered and fell to her knees.


Sylvan growled and lunged, but Torren intercepted her.


“Wait,” Torren said.


“Move aside,” Sylvan growled, torn between attacking her ally and
rescuing her wolf.


Cecilia stepped back, and Niki dropped to her hands and knees,
panting. Sweat dripped from her forehead onto the gleaming marble floor. She
gasped. “Trent.”


“You saw her?” Sylvan knelt by Niki’s side and wrapped an arm
around her, let her power and Pack magic flow into her. Niki leaned hard
against her, her breath rasping in and out.


“Not saw,” she finally said. With each passing second, she grew
stronger until she pushed upright. “I sensed her. Alone, wounded. Somewhere…”
She shivered violently. “Somewhere not this world, not ours.”


Sylvan jerked around, baring her teeth at Cecilia. “Where
is my wolf?”


“I told you,” Cecilia said with exaggerated patience, “some lost
knowe. Of Faerie, but not in Faerie.”


Sylvan bolted to her feet, slipping back into her normal form.
“How do we get there?”


Cecilia regarded Torren. “Are you willing, Hunt Master?”


“If I open my power to yours,” Torren said calmly, “will you abide
by the terms of parlay?”


“No harm will come to you.”


Torren smiled thinly. “No harm will come to us or ours.”


“Until you leave this realm,” Cecilia said, “no harm will come to
you or yours.”


Torren glanced at Sylvan. “She makes no promises about the
future.”


Sylvan glared at Cecilia. “Nor do I.”


Bowing regally to Cecilia, Torren held out her hand as if inviting
her to dance. “My Queen.”


“It has been far too long.” Cecilia’s smile was self-satisfied and
sensual as she took Torren’s hand.


 


* * *


 


Weres in pelt poured out of the forest onto the bluff, the
Snowcrests and Timberwolves facing off on opposites sides of the clearing, the
air clouding with battle pheromones. In the center of them all, Zora raged, her
power and fury blasting into their bones and their blood. Wolves snarled and
bared their teeth in challenge, pelt bristling, ears pulled back and heads low
to the ground. Loris raced to Zora’s side, blocking her flank from the slowly
encroaching Timberwolves. Ash joined her, and the two most dominant Weres in
Zora’s Pack readied to protect their Alpha.


Jace burst out of the mass of Timberwolf warriors, shoulders
bunched, eyes gone wolf, and confronted her mate and Loris.


“Hold your soldiers,” Jace growled at Loris.


Loris swung to face her, quivering with rage, dripping saliva from
gleaming canines.


“Back away from the Alpha,” Loris demanded.


“Control your wolves,” Jace repeated and glanced at her mate.
“Ash, help me.”


Shuddering, torn between Pack bonds and mate, Ash reached out to
Loris. General, there is no challenge here. Our enemy… Chest heaving,
Ash fought the primal urge to charge the foreign wolves in the heart of her
territory. Her mate waited, proud and strong and trusting. Our enemy is not
these wolves.


Zora, mad with fury and battle lust, howled again, straining at
the Pack bonds for more power, pulling everything—anything—she could in her
need to find Trent. The Pack bonds strained, and one by one her wolves fell,
writhing and panting on the ground as she took their strength. Their agony
finally broke through her fury, and a thread of sanity glimmered. Pack above
all else, and she was their Alpha.


Hold, she ordered and shed pelt. The Snowcrest wolves
slowly relented, and the Timberwolves backed away.


“What happened?” Jace asked.


“Another attack,” Zora said. “They have Trent.”


The Timberwolves snarled and snapped.


“Stand down,” Jace commanded, overriding their wild energy
with her own power. Turning to her warriors, she added, “Captains, secure the
perimeter.”


Loris repeated the order and the two Packs formed a defensive
perimeter around the clearing. Satisfied the immediate threat was over, Jace
trotted over to Ash, who stood with Loris and the Alpha.


“Where did they take her?” she asked.


“Through another Gate, like before,” Zora said, struggling for
reason with every cell in her body, fighting her wolf’s demand that she find
Trent.


“Are there other enemies still here?” Jace asked.


“Not that I can scent,” Zora said.


“Clan home?” Ash queried.


Zora reached out along the Pack bonds, sensed no disturbance. “All
is quiet, but we must fortify our defenses there.”


Loris said, “Should I send our soldiers back, Alpha?”


“Do it.” Zora spun, her eyes fierce, and fixed on Jace. “I need
your warriors. We will find Trent.”


“Alpha.” Jace lowered her gaze. “Let me contact my Alpha. Another
attack may be coming. We are not ready.”


Zora didn’t hesitate. Calling on the Timberwolf Pack’s superior
strength was a risk, but Trent was missing and her Clan home was endangered.
She would not invite a slaughter for the sake of pride. She had trusted Sylvan
Mir thus far. She would continue.


“Do it.”


 


* * *


 


Drake paced restlessly behind the stockade barricades. Sylvan had
been gone only a few hours, but her wolf bristled with an uneasy sense of
danger. The Pack bonds vibrated and tugged at her depths when Sylvan pulled
power and shifted into her warrior form. Some kind of danger. Her need to be at
her mate’s side clawed at her body and her will.


Max trotted up beside her. I’ve doubled the sentries,
Prima.


You feel it? Drake queried.


Yes, Prima.


Secure the maternals and all the young, Drake
ordered.


I shall see to it.


Max leapt away and Drake bounded onto the top of the
fortifications. Surveying the forest, she lifted her muzzle to the sky and
breathed deeply. She could not capture Sylvan’s scent—that had disappeared with
her through the Gate that had opened like an impenetrable black mirror, winking
out when Sylvan and the others stepped through it. But her mate bond remained
strong. Still, something, somewhere had alerted her wolf. Sylvan would call on
her if she needed, but something else, some other threat, was close.


Anya burst out of headquarters and raced across the Compound to
Drake.


“Prima,” Anya said. “Jace on the sat radio. Something’s happened
at Snowcrest. An attack.”


Drake spun around, shedding pelt as she followed Anya back to
headquarters. She jumped onto the porch, pausing only long enough to grab pants
from a stack by the door, and took the stairs to the comm room two at a time.
Once she’d pulled on her camos, Anya handed her the radio.


“Jace,” Drake said, “what’s the situation?”


“A raid in the forest near Cresthome, Prima. Only a few invaders,
but Trent was taken.”


“No other evidence of an invasion?” Drake asked.


“Not yet, Prima. The Snowcrest soldiers and our warriors are
securing Cresthome. Alpha Constantine requests additional soldiers.”


“We’ll send two more teams,” Drake said instantly. She had no
doubt that would be Sylvan’s decision. They could not allow the Snowcrest
territory to be invaded or their allies to be destroyed. “What about Trent? Can
you follow her trail?”


“No, Prima,” Jace said. “She was taken through the veil. There are
no Gates.”


“I’ll try to reach the Alpha,” Drake said. “Misha may be able to
contact Torren, also.”


“Yes, Prima.”


“Reinforcements will be there as quickly as we can mobilize them.
Do not let Cresthome fall.”


“As you will,” Jace responded.


Drake disconnected and reached through her mate bond to Sylvan. We
need you to return.


The mate bond burned deep in her chest, Sylvan pulling power—first
from Drake, then through her from the Pack. Wherever she was, whatever she was
doing, Sylvan could not help them now.


Chapter Fourteen


Sylvan landed on all fours on a slope covered with musty smelling
orange moss. Torren’s massive Hound shook itself beside her, the rumbling in
its chest like thunder. Niki’s wolf drew close, rubbed its shoulder against
hers.


Where are we, Niki asked.


Somewhere other, Sylvan replied, instantly on guard. She
hadn’t expected to be pulled into her change when Torren’s power and that of
the Faerie Queen catapulted them through a Gate, and the swift involuntary
change left her momentarily disoriented. Wherever they were, the magic was old
and, surprisingly, not completely unwelcoming. Remnants of broken song and
sweet breeze tugged at her mind, but the ruff on her back bristled a warning.
When she reached out for any sign of Trent, she hit a barrier as substantial as
if she’d awakened in a cage of silver. She growled. This place holds danger.


“This place is very, very old,” Rafe said, twin iron-forged short
swords in either hand. “Old enough to have a mind and will of its own. And we
are strangers to it.”


She lowered but did not sheathe her swords in a show of
nonaggression.


How is it the Queen did not sense your weapons? Sylvan
asked, iron being one of the few substances that could counter or even destroy
Fae power.


“We have shields as well,” was Rafe’s simple and no doubt truthful
answer. She smiled, magenta shards slashing through her obsidian pupils. She
was far older than Sylvan had realized, a well-kept secret, apparently. Rafe
was Risen, a Vampire in full possession of her powers and strong enough to lead
her own seethe. Yet she served Jody Gates. The new Liege Lord was amassing
power of her own, it seemed.


Sylvan chuffed. Jody chose well sending you.


“My Liege is wise.”


Hunt Master, Sylvan asked, leaving the always tangled mesh
of Vampire politics aside, do you know where we are?


The Hound lifted its massive muzzle to the sky and drew deeply.
Air rushed into its bellows-like lungs with a tornado’s force. After a moment,
her answer filled Sylvan’s mind. “This was once a minor realm. When the Faerie
Queen came to power, those who resided here remained loyal to the old Queen and
closed their Gates, choosing to remain until their power waned and they slowly
faded.”


Yet it is not empty. Or dead, Sylvan said, scenting a dark
and pungent force, like roiling death, on the air.


“No, not any longer. Whatever powers hide here, they have not
restored the knowe to life. We have little time before all the exits
disappear.” The Hound swung her head toward Sylvan, fiery eyes glowing hot.
“Can you sense your wolf?”


No, Sylvan said. Something is blocking my connection to
my Prima and my Pack—to everyone except Niki.


Rafe gave a dark laugh. “Sorcery. Powerful, but not unbreakable.”


If you can open a path for us, Vampire, Sylvan said, her
wolf snapping at her restraints, do it.


Rafe slipped in front of them, and the three formed a shield at
her back. Extending both iron blades in a cross at arm’s length, she opened her
arms wide in a sweeping circle, spoke a few words in an ancient tongue, and
what had appeared to be only a thick, heavy miasma of rot clouding the air
parted before her blades.


Enchanted iron? Sylvan didn’t ask what she knew would not be
answered. She shuddered as her mate bond blossomed within her along with her
connection to Pack and the resurgence of her power. The rush of air through the
rent in the foul magic brought a plethora of scents, some living, some dead.
And there, a thin filament she recognized.


Trent.


I have her, Sylvan said.


“Then take us there, Alpha,” the Hound growled.


Sylvan reached for Trent and bounded into the Gate.


Her wolf was injured and surrounded by danger.


 


* * *


 


Trent stood her ground, forelegs planted, head lowered, haunches
bunched and preparing to spring. The thing in her path hissed and waved two
distorted limbs from its leathery chest, pincer-like claws opening and closing.
Once, it had been a big cat. Now, it was a horror, the sinuous and graceful
body of a mountain lion deformed into something that stood on two short,
jointless rear legs, beneath a torso covered with mottled fur, a cavernous
midsection, and a bulging chest stripped of everything except bone and swaths
of decaying muscle. The head was earless, with yellow, slitted eyes, a long,
misshapen jaw with upper canines that hung down below the hinged and gaping
maw.


Trent hoped it was dead and not something that knew what an
abomination it had become. The claws snapped out, faster than she’d
anticipated, and fire ignited in her shoulder. She landed hard on her back
twenty feet away.


Too slow, too weak.


The wound in her rear leg, still leaking blood, had sapped her
strength, and she struggled to rise. She was no match for the size and speed of
the cat-thing, but she would not die on her back. Struggling against the pain
and slowly encroaching darkness, she managed to get up and face the thing
again.


Readying for the blow, she growled her challenge. Come, try me.


She drew a breath and prepared to leap with the last ounce of her
strength. An infusion of strength struck her like a fresh wind blowing down
from the mountainside. The Alpha had come! Trent howled, leaping at the same
time as the cat-thing pounced, and managed to rake her claws across its belly
as she flew past. Being smaller had its advantages now. With some of her
strength regained, she pivoted as she landed and jumped clear as the creature
screamed in frustration, pulled its oversized overbalanced body around, and
crouched for another attack.


Sylvan soared into the clearing and landed on its back. The
massive wolf, twice Trent’s size, clamped down on the creature’s spine, her
powerful shoulders and jaws wrenching at it. The creature reared up, and
Sylvan’s body whipped from side to side. Niki struck at its hindquarters, and
the Hound tore into its exposed underbelly. Entrails and foul ichor spewed from
the gaping wounds.


The flame in Trent’s shoulder spread into her chest, and she
dropped to the ground, dizzy and weak. Her breath was tight, her heart
pounding. Through her dimming vision, she caught flashes of steel and a shadow
circling the creature, too quickly for her to make out, cutting and slashing.


The creature fell with a long, keening cry, and Trent closed her
eyes. She hoped her Alpha could hear her thoughts.


Tell Zora I died like a wolf, fighting.


Chapter Fifteen


Shadows fell across the clearing, the sky turning an oily black and
swirling above their heads like grasping fingers, blocking out the sun. The air
grew dense with a suffocating presence, stealing the breath from Zora’s chest.
She stood on the spot where Trent had disappeared, ringed by Ash, Jace, and a
phalanx of Timberwolf warriors.


“Stand,” Zora ordered, broadcasting her power with primal
force. Whatever came through the next tear in the veil between realms, they
would face, and they would defeat. This was her territory, her Weres to
protect, and she would not fail.


Several of the less dominant warriors dropped to all fours,
compelled to give rein to their wolves in the presence of an Alpha. Jace
steadied herself, confident in the strength and will of her warriors. A slash
of black lightning tore through the suffocating barrier above them, and in a
flash, as if sucked into a whirlwind, the oily mass disappeared, leaving clear
sky behind.


Jace gave a cry of exultation. Her Alpha knelt in the
center of the clearing a few feet from Zora, with Trent’s wolf in her arms.
Torren and Niki dropped at her side, and a Vampire ghosted away into the cover
of the surrounding forest, almost too quickly to be seen.


Zora leapt forward, landed in front of Sylvan, and reached for
Trent. “Give her to me.”


“No,” Sylvan said in a snarl, rising to her full height, Trent
cradled against her chest. Power rolled through the clearing, and the rest of
the Timberwolf Weres shifted into pelt. “She is mine.”


Zora’s canines gleamed and a growl burst from her chest. “She is mine.”


Sylvan’s eyes glowed gold and pelt rolled beneath her skin. “You
would challenge me now?”


“I would have her,” Zora thundered.


Niki eased forward at the same time as Ash stepped to Zora’s side.


“Alpha,” Niki murmured, “Zora seeks her mate.”


“The wolf needs a healer,” Ash murmured gently to Zora, “and we
have none here. Her Alpha might be able to save her.”


Zora shuddered, warring with her frantic, enraged wolf who knew
only that a strange wolf kept her from her mate. “Can you heal her?”


“There is poison,” Sylvan said. “Something unknown to me—but she
is strong. If we have time—”


Torren slipped into Zora’s view, her gaze drawing Zora into a deep
well of seductive power. “I can counter the poison, but the process will tax
her body. By your leave, Alpha Constantine, I will tend to your mate.”


Sylvan stiffened. “Trent is bonded to me. I can feel her.”


“Reach in, then, Alpha,” Torren said, “and search her bonds. See
what her wolf has done.”


With a snarl, Sylvan centered her power, connected to Trent’s
wolf—injured and furious—and read the tangled bonds mired in dark magic in
Trent’s spirit. She met Zora’s gaze, held it. “Her wolf has chosen, but you
have not yet claimed her, nor allowed her to claim you.”


“She knows I am hers,” Zora said. “As do I.”


“Then help me protect her.” Sylvan knelt and gently placed the
unconscious wolf on the ground. Tarry fluid oozed from a row of ragged tears in
her shoulder, the flesh puckered and inflamed.


“Give her your power, both of you,” Torren said.


Sylvan reached out to Jace and her warriors, drawing them closer
and amplifying their strength. She buried her fist in the ruff on Trent’s neck.
Zora knelt on the opposite side of Trent’s still form and pressed her hand over
Trent’s heart.


Torren crouched between them, her magic glowing like an
incandescent prism. She placed her spread fingers directly over the wound, and
then her hand disappeared inside the wolf. Trent twitched and whined, and Zora
snarled.


“Hold,” Sylvan murmured.


Pelt burst down Zora’s chest and over her arms, her wolf riding
hard beneath the surface. She trembled, forcing her power into Trent, reaching
for the connections that she’d never been able to ignore and that now only her
ties to the Pack could equal.


Torren whispered on the wind, more music than words, a slowly
rising symphony of sound that drowned out the scent of rot and the putrefaction
destroying Trent’s shoulder. Slowly the festering flesh receded until a raw,
red wound remained, free of the oozing black death.


Torren withdrew her hand, and the light around her dimmed. Trent’s
wolf sighed and settled into an easy sleep.


“We are in your debt once more, Lord Torren,” Sylvan murmured.


“As am I,” Zora said.


Torren, paler even than usual, rose and stepped back. “She will
need time to heal, and all the strength you can give her.”


“And you,” Sylvan said, “need to recover what you have given her.
Go now, and take Rafe to safety too.”


“I will find my Lady and await you at your Compound, Alpha.”
Torren bowed and was gone.


Zora, her hand still on Trent’s chest over the steady beat of her
heart, felt some of her fury drain away as the fear slowly settled. She met
Sylvan’s gaze. “I would have her now.”


“If she so chose,” Sylvan said, leaning back, “then it shall be
so.”


Zora lifted Trent’s wolf into her arms. “I must return to Clan
home and ensure the safety of my Pack.”


“My wolves are coming,” Sylvan said. “Once we secure this area, I
will meet you there.”


Zora looked to the sky. “And what of those in the beyond? Are they
coming also?”


“We saw no others where we found Trent,” Sylvan said. “The enemy
may have departed, for now.”


“For now,” Zora said.


Chapter Sixteen


The fire searing through Trent’s chest seeped away into the fading
blackness. With the first glimmer of light, warmth, like the embers of the fire
pit in the center of the Compound, flared deep within her, bringing a sense of
peace and safety that burned away the agony and quieted the terror. She basked
in the light and basked in the connections that bound her to Pack. She clung to
cords of silk and steel that whispered of strength and power, tenderness and
compassion, lust and need. Cords that were new and wild, yet somehow familiar.
Her wolf rose within her, stretched, breathed freely, growing stronger with
each passing second. The light eclipsed the last dark slivers of pain, and she
opened her eyes to fingers of dawn sliding through the window high above her
head.


“Good morning, Wolf,” a husky voice murmured in her ear.


Trent laughed, feeling the silken cords tighten around her heart
with joy and expectation. “Good morning, Wolf.”


Zora kissed the angle of her jaw and nuzzled her neck. “How is my
wolf this morning?”


My wolf. Trent’s heart leapt, and her wolf howled in answering
joy. “Yours, as always.”


“And the pain?” Zora asked gently, skimming a hand down Trent’s
bare flank.


The touch, both possessive and claiming, ignited Trent’s core. “I
am healed, Zora. How long?”


“Almost a day.” Zora nuzzled Trent’s neck, a low rumble of
invitation vibrating against Trent’s throat. “You are a stubborn wolf. You
refused to give up.” Zora kissed her, her grip on Trent’s hip tightening, the
press of claws the only sign of her wolf prowling close to the surface. “I
would rather you did not risk another wound like that again.”


“Stubborn,” Trent teased, seeking to ease Zora’s worry, “but
yours.”


Zora shifted her naked thigh over Trent’s hips, her center pressed
to Trent’s flesh. She was hot and open. “Not yet mine, though, are you?”


Trent grasped Zora’s shoulders and drew Zora atop her until Zora
straddled her, sex to sex. The need that had simmered deep inside Trent for
weeks flared into mating lust, and desire raced through her. She growled and,
claws bursting free, raked them down Zora’s back. “I have been yours for the
taking always, Alpha.”


Growling as the faint slivers of pain stoked her sex frenzy,
Zora’s eyes blazed gold and her canines gleamed. She rubbed her clitoris, hard
and proud and hot, over Trent’s. “You know, if I take you, you will be mine,
and I will not let you go.”


Trent lifted her hips, urged Zora deeper. “I am yours already, and
I do not want to go anywhere you are not.”


“And if I must challenge your Alpha for you?” Zora panted, her
skin shimmering with sex-sheen, her abdomen etched in muscle and quivering with
the pressure to complete the mate bond. Her sex pulsed, full and flushed with
hormones and ready to explode. “Answer quickly, Wolf. I cannot wait any
longer.”


“I would submit to any punishment to prevent that,” Trent said.


“That I will not allow. Do you trust me?”


“I love you,” Trent said, “with all that I am. I trust you, Zora,
but I would not see you hurt.”


Zora grinned, an Alpha predator’s grin. “I would not lose a fight
that I fought for you.”


Trent lifted her chin, exposed her throat. “I am yours, as I’ve
ever been.”


“I would not have you submit, but I would have you accept my
claim.” Every muscle taut, Zora softly pressed her canines against Trent’s
throat, barely piercing the skin. “Choose now.”


“My wolf already has.” Trent pushed her fingers through Zora’s
hair, clenched tightly, and drew Zora’s head to her chest. “I am yours. Take
me.”


With a lash of power, Zora settled her hips deeper between Trent’s
and locked her sex to Trent’s with her clitoris riding Trent’s cleft. Joining
them body-to-body and heart-to-heart, she pierced Trent’s flesh just above her
breast. Trent arched, the rush of power rocketing into her loins and exploding
from her sex. Her clitoris pounded with each pulse of her heart as she emptied
over Zora’s sex. Zora drenched her as she released, their victus fusing,
their unique body chemicals joining, reconfiguring, and linking them heart,
body, and soul.


Zora’s head snapped back, a snarl of passion and possession
rolling from her chest, bombarding Trent with fury and need. Trent arched from
the bed, clamped her jaws down at the angle of Zora’s neck and shoulder above
the pounding lifeline, and buried her canines, claiming as she had been
claimed. Zora pumped between her thighs, sending her into a shower of racking
pleasure as their sexes fused again.


Zora collapsed upon her. “The next time we’re in a battle, you
fight by my side, not in front of me.”


Trent chuckled. “You are mated to a warrior, Alpha. My wolf will
always fight for you.”


Zora pushed herself up on both arms, glared down at her mate. “You
will fight for me and our Pack, Prima. But never alone again.”


Trent answered with a growl and a kiss.


 


* * *


 


When Trent emerged from Zora’s quarters, the first Were she saw
was Loris, standing guard at the end of the hall. She’d sensed him outside
Zora’s room, just as she’d sensed all the Snowcrest Weres from the instant
Zora’s bite had joined her to Zora and, through the commingling of their very
atoms, to the Pack. The Snowcrests, her Pack now, would have felt her bond join
theirs as well, and some would not be happy.


Some would think to challenge. She wouldn’t mind a fight, but she
would not destabilize Zora’s Pack now, in the midst of a war. And Zora would
see any challenge to her mate as a sign of disloyalty.


Trent moved quickly, before Zora could do what needed doing for
her. If she was to lead at Zora’s side, she must claim her place and hold it on
her own. With her own power. She leapt the length of the hall and landed a few
inches from Loris. His eyes held tinges of gold, his wolf on the brink of
challenge.


“Don’t,” Trent warned, putting every ounce of new power into her
tone. “We are on the brink of war, and the Alpha will need her general.”


Loris quivered, a cascade of fine dark pelt dusting his throat and
upper chest. He breathed deeply, nostrils flaring as he drew in Trent’s changed
scent. Now she carried the scent of Zora and their mate bond.


Trent held his gaze, letting her wolf rise, and growled softly. Do
not test me.


Loris’s eyes widened at the unspoken command.


Softly, lethally, Trent whispered, “Yield, Wolf, or you will die.”


Gasping, Loris lowered his gaze as he lifted his chin.


Trent pressed close, her chest to his, her groin to his. She could
make him submit, sex and soul, but she clamped down on his throat without
drawing blood. She held him in her grip until he whined softly and relaxed
against her.


“Prima,” he murmured.


“Imperator,” Trent replied and, with a final roll of power,
released him.


Zora appeared at Trent’s side and slid an arm around her waist.
“Are you done, mate?”


Trent’s sex readied again at the first scent of her mate, and she
slid her hand beneath Zora’s shirt to caress her abdomen. “Not yet.”


“I should hope not.” Laughing for a heart-stopping instant, Zora
sobered and nodded to Loris. “We need to see to our soldiers. Join us.”


Loris saluted. “Yes, Alpha.”


When Trent and Zora stepped outside together, Loris on Zora’s left
in his usual position, Zora paused and surveyed the training yard. Snowcrest
soldiers and Timberwolf warriors milled about. Sylvan Mir stood with her centuri
in the very middle of the yard, as if she’d been waiting there the whole
time Trent had been healing.


“Wait for me here,” Zora said to Trent.


“Zora,” Trent murmured, “this is our fight.”


“This is for me to do. Trust me.” Zora vaulted the distance to
Sylvan in one leap. Meeting Sylvan’s glacial gaze, she said formally, “Alpha
Mir, the Snowcrest Weres thank you for your aid and welcome you to Clan home.
Forgive my absence. My mate required my attention.”


Sylvan glanced past Zora to Trent. “She is still bonded to me and
mine.”


“I know.”


“She cannot give her allegiance to both.”


“She doesn’t have to,” Zora said. “She is my mate, and she will
lead my Weres with me. But we are your allies, and we will both honor your
call, should you have need of us.”


Sylvan huffed and cut her gaze to Jace and her Snowcrest mate.
“And Ash?”


Zora sent a silent question to her captain. How do you choose,
Ash?


Ash straightened, her hand moving to Jace’s back. By your
leave, Alpha, I would join my mate.


“It seems,” Zora said, motioning Trent to her side, “our Packs
will share more than one bond.”


Sylvan nodded. “We may find ourselves united in war and
peace in the days ahead.”


Zora took Trent’s hand. “Together we will fight, and together we
will triumph.”
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