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        A year ago, War had everything. A mate, a life, a pack.

      

        

      
        Now, he’s trapped in a world turned upside down. Where once there was a sun, there’s now only darkness. All thanks to a witch with a bloodthirsty vendetta. She stole his mate and drove every last werewolf mad, turning them into feral beasts hell bent on killing any human that crosses their path.

      

        

      
        Without hope, War is lost…until a ray of light pierces his endless darkness.

      

        

      
        Emma.

      

        

      
        He’d know his mate’s scent anywhere. Only she can keep away the madness. Only she can return his humanity.

      

        

      
        But the humans won’t let her go easily, and War will have to risk everything to finally reclaim what is his.
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      Before today, Zara Bennett had never understood the phrase murderous. But damn if she didn’t feel it now. Red hazed her vision as she watched her lover profess his undying devotion to another woman.

      Another woman? What’s happening? Who the hell is this woman?

      Zara’s blood boiled. Especially when War offered his throat to this random woman—and a human, no less. A human! He was the damn alpha of the Pinelands Pack, the largest werewolf pack in the eastern United States, and he was lowering himself to this? To taking an insignificant human as his mate?

      Hell no! That was her place! She should be the one standing at his side.

      Gritting her teeth, Zara fisted her hands in her hair. This could not be happening. War was hers. She felt it deep in her bones—the same way shifters felt it when they found their true mate. And she refused to stand here and watch as he took another woman as his bride. His mate. His queen.

      After everything War had put her through, she’d hoped he’d start to see sense. When he’d first told her they had to end things because he’d met somebody else, she’d thought he was kidding. It had to be a prank or a test. Shifters were strange creatures. They often played games of the heart—or so her sisters had once warned her. They’d cautioned her to keep her distance from him. Wolves are dangerous, they’d said. They played hard and felt zero remorse after ripping out someone’s heart.

      Zara had assured them War was different. He was the alpha, and he cared about her.

      He had to.

      She couldn’t have misread the situation that badly. Couldn’t have been so very wrong.

      Yet, there his little human stood, draped elegantly in white flowers, face aglow with happiness, and love shining in her eyes. The way she clutched War’s hand… Zara scoffed. War hated public displays of affection. He’d told her so himself after she’d once leaned in for a kiss and he’d turned away. He’d muttered something about it being inappropriate, but she couldn’t remember his exact words. If only she’d listened a little closer. But standing in War’s presence had always left her feeling a little muddled. His aura was so intoxicating, his strength overwhelming.

      Releasing her hair, a tiny whimper rose from Zara’s throat when War leaned in and kissed his bride. She hadn’t meant to make a sound, but it was hard to choke back such hate. War lifted his head, his gaze narrowing the second he spotted her. A tic leaped at his tight jaw and displeasure darkened his face.

      Her brows furrowed as she contemplated his expression. Was that scowl meant for her? No. No, it had to be a response to this entire situation. Did he not want to marry the human?

      Relief loosened Zara’s shoulders. She knew it! Who would want to marry a human anyway? His anger was written as plain as day on his face.

      Clearly, he was being forced into this.

      She could work with that. They could still be together. She could take care of the human. It wouldn’t take more than a couple words and a bit of intent. She’d been born with magic in her blood—she didn’t see any harm in using it to get what she wanted.

      And she wanted War, just like he wanted her.

      No doubt about it.

      War held her gaze, the sizzling heat in his dark brown eyes lifting the hairs on her arms.

      The woman turned, her pale blue eyes widening. Zara bit her tongue to keep from cursing the human right here and now. Just the sight of her evoked such hatred. These insipid humans were always in the way. But thankfully, she knew exactly how to overcome this. Her mother had long since taught her how to conquer any obstacle.

      Summoning her powers, Zara clasped her hands and began a low chant. The words came to her as naturally as breathing. Her mother had bestowed upon her every bit of earthly essence she’d ever possessed. An essence Zara now called upon.

      Her magic crested, the deadly intent focused on the pitiful human. Zara felt it boiling over, the taste of blackness creeping across her tongue. But before she could release it, something hard slammed into her and sent her sprawling across the ground.

      Zara cried out, her spell shattering and the power trickling back into the earth. She forced open her eyes to find War towering over her, rage twisting his handsome face into something beautifully savage. The man was a living statue. A tapestry of perfection. It was what drew him to her in the first place.

      “What the hell are you doing?” He snarled, revealing a pair of sharp, white fangs.

      A soft smile curled her lips. He sounded angry. Maybe because he didn’t want her to see him like this? Prostrating himself to some human? Soon he’d understand he didn’t need to hide anything from her. “Saving you so we can be together. I just need to take care of her.”

      “Her?” War grasped Zara’s arm and hauled her to her feet. “Emma is my mate. Not you.”

      Zara stared up at him, her bottom lip trembling. Emma, ugh. “She can’t be! You and me—”

      “There is no you and me, Zara!” War’s words thundered through the glade, and his grip tightened around her arm. “We’ve been through this. But let me say it again, slowly. Maybe this time it’ll get through. I. Love. Her.”

      Zara sucked in a shivering breath. “No.”

      “Go home.” War released her arm and gestured toward her car. “Just go, okay?”

      “But…” He loved the human? How could that be? No, this wasn’t right. He was hers. Had been since the moment they’d first locked eyes across the bar, since he’d taken her home and showed her what it meant to make love, since she’d woken up the next morning to find him asleep next to her. That made him hers!

      “Zara!” His harsh growl dragged her thoughts back to the present. “Did you hear a word I said? You aren’t welcome here. Go home.”

      She shook her head, her attention drifting toward his “mate.” So pathetic the way she huddled behind his pack, fear alight in her eyes. Disgusting, really. Humans were nothing more than prey for the wolves. They certainly weren’t worthy enough to marry.

      The woman stole a step back, as though adding distance between them would protect her. A fascinating thought, really. Because nothing would protect this little lamb.

      A malicious grin curled Zara’s lips. She liked seeing this Emma afraid. And for good reason.

      “Don’t,” War snapped. “If you lay so much as a finger on her or utter a single word in her direction, I’ll rip out your heart right here and now.”

      Zara choked on a laugh. What an interesting threat. Did he not realize he’d already done that? Ripped it out and stomped on it in front of everyone? That he’d destroyed something precious within her?

      So appropriate, really.

      Because now she was going to do the same to him.

      Lifting her chin, she met his heated stare with one of her own, albeit cold and calculating. One full of hate and loathing for him and his new bride. They had no idea the future that awaited them. She had just the punishment in mind.

      “Enjoy your time with your new bride,” Zara said, grinning venomously at War, “because it won’t last long.”
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      A howl broke through the perpetually dark sky and made Emma Davis shiver. Despite the humid heat of July, she couldn’t stop the goosebumps from crawling up her flesh at the sound. A wolf was hunting.

      Was it War, or maybe one of his pack members?

      Dropping her head with a sigh, she tried not to think about the shifter who was her soulmate, because he was forever lost to her. He might be with his pack in the same area as Fort Allegiance, the safe zone in what used to be Forked River, New Jersey, but that meant nothing. He was as far gone from her as possible. Savage. Fully wolf, all the time. Dangerous beyond belief.

      What the militia who ran the safe zone called feral.

      Not at all like the man she’d loved. The strongest alpha. Firm but kind. Dangerous but protective of his people and those he loved. Which had been her…before.

      “Ugh, I hate that sound,” Luna, Emma’s best friend, said as she plopped next to her on the ground with her gardening tools.

      Outside the home they shared with Luna’s mother, Marianne, was a garden that they tended together. Marianne was a great baker. Her pies and sweets were among the most requested in the market where they traded for things they needed.

      “I know, me too.”

      “Mom sent me out for a stevia leaf.”

      “Okay. Wanna help me weed?”

      “Nah.”

      “Ah, you suck.”

      Luna chuckled. “Mom wants me to go to the market for apples too.”

      “What do you have to trade with?”

      “Dried stevia. She wants some fresh leaves for her tea.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      Emma turned her attention back to the garden. Several rows of four-foot-high stevia plants needed attention. While they also grew other vegetables and fruit in the garden, they were the primary supplier of stevia sugar to the safe zone and traded it for almost everything they needed. She continued to weed until Luna appeared carrying a backpack brimming with small mason jars filled with dried stevia leaves.

      “Apple pie for dessert tonight?” Emma asked as she cleaned up the weeding tools and brushed the dirt from her pants.

      “Yep. And I need to pick up some honey and elderberry root for Mom’s flu symptoms.”

      They walked together away from their small home and down the street. They didn’t have a choice but to walk. The only vehicles permitted in the safe zone were ones driven by the militia. They’d found bicycles in an old shed in the backyard, but the militia had confiscated them for their own use.

      “Hello, dears,” Mr. Friedman said as he waved from behind a weather-worn white-picket fence. “On the way to the market?”

      “Yes,” Luna said. “Can we get you anything?”

      “If they have pears, I have a hankering.” He bent and plucked several eggplants, handing them to Luna to put in her pack. “See how many you can get. And keep an eggplant for yourself for dinner.”

      Emma didn’t make a face, even though she wanted to. She loathed eggplant. Vegetables shouldn’t be purple.

      “Thank you,” Emma said.

      The market was two miles away from their neighborhood, in a repurposed home improvement store. When the world plunged into darkness a year earlier, the sun disappearing and an always full moon rising high in the sky, two things happened—humans turned into assholes, and the shifters became wolves permanently. She’d lost many things that fateful night, among them the other half of her heart. She still felt his loss as sharply as if it were the night he’d shifted along with his pack. War had raced away from her, leaving her alone and confused in the dark. Chaos had ensued in the following weeks as the wolves appeared to go fully savage and attacked any human they came across. About one-quarter of attacked humans survived but were changed into wolves. The others died gruesomely, their bodies mangled beyond recognition.

      “What are you thinking about so seriously?” Luna asked.

      “The anniversary.”

      Luna hummed. “Just a few more days.”

      July twelfth. The first anniversary of the night the world went dark. And darkness reigned.

      In the safe zone, there would be a celebration. A new Independence Day. But what did it really commemorate? That the wolves had been insane for a year, and that humans had proved themselves relatively incapable of functioning in a dangerous environment without nearly ruining everything. Hardly something worth celebrating.

      A year ago, Emma had stood with War in front of his pack, and they were about to declare each other mates. They’d been interrupted by a woman who threatened her. War had sent Emma away with his wolves for protection while he dealt with the woman. By the time he made it back to her, it was dawn. He’d begun to explain that the woman was someone he’d been involved with, when the ground shook suddenly, knocking many off their feet. Emma had crashed into War with a yelp. He’d caught her before she hit the ground, and he’d looked around with a growl.

      The morning sky darkened like someone was sucking the sun back down, a night sky blooming as if time had reversed. A full moon rose high in the sky, casting the clearing in a strange blue light.

      War had let out a pained grunt, and it startled Emma to feel fur prickling her hands where she touched him.

      He shifted, his furry form exploding from him faster than she’d ever seen. Around them, the wolves followed suit, shifting and howling. She’d met War’s eyes, and she’d seen the recognition for her die in his gaze.

      He snarled, baring shining fangs at her, and she’d instinctively known that he wasn’t the man she’d known. Something had happened—forced his change and turned the sky dark. And, as he raced away from her with his pack, leaving her alone in the darkness, she realized something terrible had occurred.

      It wasn’t just the wolf pack in New Jersey that had changed without warning. According to the news, every wolf shifter—everywhere—had turned. Humans were told to stay hidden in their homes. Those who listened lived. Those who didn’t ended up killed or turned.

      The government crumbled. The president’s entire security force had been a wolf pack, and they’d obliterated everyone in the White House. Day by day, the conditions grew worse. People looted stores, robbed and killed each other for supplies. Utility companies went dark. No more electricity. No more running water.

      No more Wi-Fi.

      Humanity’s reliance on technology had brought them to their knees in a heartbeat.

      And here they were, a year later, planning to celebrate.

      Emma was thankful she, Luna, and Marianne had made it to Fort Allegiance, the only safe zone in New Jersey. She was thankful for the tall wire fences and the security forces that patrolled. She was thankful for the scavengers who left in small groups and hunted for meat and supplies.

      But she hated being separated from War. She hated going to bed at night without his strong arms around her and his wolfy, woodsy scent in her nose. She didn’t think she’d slept well in the last year. Fear did strange things to people.

      Shaking her head out of her thoughts, she focused on the walk to the market, greeting people as they passed. The safe zone’s fenced city spanned eight miles and housed five thousand people. The militia, headed by General Laurence Taylor, had approximately three hundred members and were in charge of everything from the city’s safety to dispensing supplies. For the most part, Emma steered clear of the militia. While many had real military and police backgrounds, there were just as many disgruntled average-Joes who hated wolves and loved being in charge. They’d been bullies before the forever-darkness, and they were bullies now, but with guns and power.

      “Oh blergh,” Luna said, bumping into Emma so she veered to the left once they were inside the market.

      Emma looked around and noticed Fritz Banner, part of the militia and in charge of the scavengers. He also had a hard-on for Emma’s lovely bestie.

      “How many times has he asked you out?”

      “This week? Twice.”

      Emma tried not to snicker, but Luna always saw through her. She smacked her shoulder as she ducked behind a stand with clothes for trading. “I hate you so much. Why can’t you have a stalker?”

      “Because I made it clear the moment I walked in here that I wouldn’t be dating anyone since my heart belongs to someone else. Not that there’s much to do in the safe zone, anyway.”

      Luna leaned against the stand with a sigh. “Right? No alcohol, so no bars. No bars mean no dancing. And there’s the mess hall for meals if we don’t want to cook in our houses. I wouldn’t have dated Fritz before the darkness, and I’m not about to now.”

      “I understand. You wanna sneak out, and I’ll handle the trading?”

      “You’re a gem!”

      Emma chuckled as Luna gave her the pack and darted away. Turning her attention to the stalls, she found the apples and traded a jar of stevia, which allowed her to fill up the pack with apples. “Anybody have pears, Mildred?” she asked the older woman who ran the stall.

      “I’ve seen some around, check with Dennis.”

      “Thanks, I will.”

      “Thanks for the sweetener.”

      Emma found Dennis, and picked up the last few pears he had, trading them for eggplant. It was her last action on her list. Hefting the heavy pack onto her back, Emma made her way to the door. Fritz blocked her path.

      “Hello, Emma.”

      “Hey.”

      “Where’s Luna? I thought I saw her.”

      “Just me, I’m afraid.” Pointing with her thumb over her shoulder, Emma said, “This pack is heavy, and I’ve got a two-mile walk back, so if you don’t mind.”

      “I could give you a ride.” He jerked his head out the door to where a Jeep waited.

      “I like the walk, thanks anyway.”

      He held the door open for her, and she caught a whiff of body odor, which made her nose wrinkle. She waved goodbye as she stepped outside, hurrying away from the store. Foiling any attempt to follow her and give her a ride, she darted down a side path, weaving her way through the homes secured for the militia. One was General Taylor’s and the grand home reminded Emma of a mansion. Now considered the militia’s command center, there were always guards stationed at the front.

      She turned down another side path, and just as she reached the corner, she heard voices coming from the back porch of Taylor’s home. Pausing, curiosity getting the better of her, she listened intently.

      “Friday night,” a man said. His voice was whiskey-rough, and Emma thought it might be one of Taylor’s high ranked men.

      “Yes,” Taylor said. She heard an inhale and then a sharp exhale, and she wondered if he was smoking. “Munitions are coming from Fort Kingdom tomorrow night at eleven, which will shore up our stock. With the firepower coming from the other fort, we’ll have no losses on our side, and we will eliminate the wolves. Then we’ll really have a reason to celebrate on Saturday.”

      “Expanding our territory into the Pinelands will be worth the effort,” the other man said. “We lose a scavenger at least once a week to a wolf attack.”

      Emma’s heart jumped into her throat.

      The militia was planning to attack the pack?

      War!

      She listened to the men discuss the specifics regarding the delivery of guns and ammunition from another fort. And the plan for killing every wolf in the Pinelands so Fort Allegiance could expand to include the woods and freshwater sources. The details ringing in her ears, she hurried home without being detected and went straight to Luna, who was in her bedroom reading.

      “I need your help,” Emma said, closing the bedroom door.

      “Of course,” she replied without hesitation. “Whatever you need.”

      “I have to get out of the safe zone. The wolves are in danger.”
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      The wolf lowered his muzzle to the earth and huffed the grass surrounding a massive fence. A strange scent tickled his nose, something familiar and sweet. Something delicious. His instincts screamed to track it, hunt it, take it, make it his. But the familiar note made him think he’d already claimed it before. Like it’d once belonged to him. No, not once. It was his. And he wanted it back.

      He lifted his head and peered at the massive barricade the humans had put in place to keep him out. Humans, he thought, his lips curling into a snarl. They hated his kind. Hated their teeth and their claws. But this wall kept him from something, something he couldn’t remember.

      Unfortunately, there was much he couldn’t remember.

      He was pure wolf. But some time ago, he’d been different. He’d gone by a different name. Another thing he couldn’t recall. But this particular scent made him want to be something more.

      Something different.

      It was like a memory of a memory. A faded dream. A woman. Beautiful. Kind. Giving. His.

      Another low snarl graced his lips. How he wanted to rip down this stupid wall just to see what was inside. Food, definitely. Maybe he wouldn’t need to hunt anymore. Maybe he’d find the source of this intoxicating scent that wouldn’t quit.

      Something brushed his shoulder.

      The wolf glanced over to find one of his brothers standing next to him, pale green eyes staring up at the wall. But instead of anger, there was something else in his brother’s eyes, an unfamiliar twinkle.

      Curiosity, he realized.

      Well, they could be curious all they wanted. There was no getting past this barricade. The thorns alone would shred their fur and slice open their sides. The wolf had seen it happen before. And he didn’t wish that torture on anyone. It’d been a slow, painful death. Until finally, he’d wrapped his jaws around his brother’s throat and bit till all went silent.

      He butted his head against his brother’s side and nudged him away. It was his job as their alpha to keep them safe. A job he took seriously.

      When his brother didn’t move, the wolf growled and nipped his ear, before a single, guttural word rose in his mind. Move.

      His brother dropped his head and immediately fell in line, obeying the unspoken command.

      They’d moved a few feet when a loud pop exploded through the trees.

      The wolf jumped, his gaze wide as he analyzed the forest for a threat. He lifted his nose into the air and sniffed. Something metallic and oily replaced the teasing scent from before. Guns.

      A howl poured out of his mouth, the sorrowful bay warning his pack mates of the attack. The humans were nearby. Above the wall, if his nose could be trusted. Guards protecting their wall and den. Like he protected theirs.

      Another loud pop. Except this one was accompanied by a sharp yip.

      The wolf whirled around, his eyes landing on his brother.

      No!

      The bitter stench of blood wafted through the air. It stirred the wolf’s protective nature. He threw his head back, an enraged howl renting the eternal night. Wolves poured out of the trees, surrounding him and their injured brother.

      Whining, the wolf lowered his head and nudged his pack mate.

      No response.

      The wolf nudged him again, his whine quieter. Almost a question.

      But he knew the truth. His brother was gone. Stolen from them by the humans. If he could, he’d kill them all. Sink his fangs into their throats until they, too, stopped moving. If not for that damn wall.

      The wolf turned, his narrowed gaze locking on the towers in the distance. Perched on top stood the human who’d killed his brother. His keen gaze took in everything. The muddy colored hair, the thin body, even his stance. The wolf preferred to hunt by scent, but the man stood too far away.

      Regardless, he stored that information in his memory.

      One day, he’d return the favor.

      He turned back to his fallen comrade, a final quiet whine slipping past his lips. He bowed his head, closed his eyes, then touched his nose to his brother’s, offering a silent farewell. One by one, his other pack mates did the same before slowly vanishing back into the trees.

      He needed to go as well. He had a pack to tend to and territory to defend.

      They’d recently learned a second pack had begun encroaching on their land. And the wolf refused to allow that to happen. This was his land. His brethren had spilled blood here. He wouldn’t lose it now. Not after everything.

      But instead of slinking back into the trees alongside his brothers, the wolf lifted his nose and drew in another long breath. There, beneath the metal and blood, was the sweetest scent he’d ever smelled. The familiarity both soothed and upset him. He didn’t like that he couldn’t remember it, and yet, could at the same time.

      Holding the scent close to his chest, he finally turned and trailed after his brothers.

      There was much to mourn, but the wolf intended to sleep with that scent wrapped around him. Perhaps one day he would remember.
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        * * *

      

      Luna put her book down, giving Emma a long, quiet look. “You’re certain?”

      Emma paced as she explained what she’d overheard. “I have to warn the wolves. The army is going to gather Friday night at nine o’clock and explain to the safe zone residents that they are performing training drills. That way, they can keep everyone in their homes under an early curfew and negate any questions about gunfire. Then Saturday, they’ll be celebrating expanding the safe zone’s territory to include the Pinelands—the land of War’s pack—as part of the city. That leaves me a little over two days to warn the wolves and get back into the safe zone without being noticed.”

      “What about roll call?” Luna asked, concern deepening her frown. “They’ll know you’re missing.”

      “That’s why I need your help. You can come up with something, I believe in you. Please, Luna, I need your help.”

      “I know you love War, but he’s feral. Everything that we’ve learned about the wolves since the darkness took over is that they’re not human anymore. It’s like the darkness did something to their humanity, and they’re natural animals, not shifters.”

      Emma’s eyes stung with tears. She felt helpless. “I have to try.”

      “What if he kills you? You’re hoping he realizes it’s you when there’s no evidence that any wolf shifter has recognized any human in the darkness.”

      Emma closed her eyes and clenched her hands. She knew that leaving the safe zone—by herself, no less—was a foolish and incredibly dangerous thing to do. But she loved War. Even if he wasn’t the sexy man of her dreams anymore, he was still her alpha and she was his mate, and that meant something. It meant she had to try. War was the kindest and most supportive man she’d ever met. He wouldn’t give up if their roles were reversed. He wouldn’t just let an army destroy her without at least attempting to avoid catastrophe.

      Opening her eyes, Emma said, “Will you help me or not?”

      “I don’t like it, but yes, I will.”

      Relief swamped Emma, and she nearly crumpled to the floor.

      “I need to get out without being seen by any of the guards,” Emma said, perching on the edge of the bed.

      “There’s a tunnel. It leads from underneath a house to about twenty feet inside the tree line.”

      Emma frowned. “How is there a tunnel, and how do you know about it?”

      “Remember back in January when I decided to clean the old cobwebs outta my lady place and sleep with Brent O’Brien?”

      Nodding, Emma said, “I remember you said it was the shortest, least fun thing you ever did.”

      Luna snorted. “For sure. Well, I wasn’t about to spend the entire night with a guy who couldn’t make me even halfway happy during sex, so after he fell asleep, I snuck out. It was past curfew, so I had to zigzag around in the shadows to avoid the patrols. They’re not worried about people inside the fence, more about what’s outside getting in, but I still didn’t want to get caught. I was hiding by one of the older houses that the militia uses—in the neighborhood that we always say looks like a trailer park—and I heard a creaking sound. I peeked around the corner and saw a handful of militia guys coming up from a cellar. They carried cases of alcohol and boxes of other things.”

      “They’re smuggling alcohol inside the safe zone?”

      “Yep. I waited for a half-hour to see if anyone else came out of the cellar. Then I snuck down myself. It was hollow—it must have taken months to move all that dirt and reinforce the walls. There are little pigeonholes and alcoves dug into the dirt for storage. I found crates of porn magazines, food, and medication, but mostly alcohol.”

      “Did you follow the tunnel all the way out?”

      “I didn’t leave the tunnel, but yes. It must be a mile long, and it sloped up like a ramp with a reinforced door at the end. I pushed it up and peeked out, and I was in the woods.”

      Emma was amazed, but also not really surprised. The soldiers doing the smuggling were probably trading the coveted items for other things—maybe more food or fuel or using them to coerce women to sleep with them. People always found a way around rules they didn’t like.

      “You can’t go with me, you know. It’s dangerous enough for me, and I can’t risk you being hurt.”

      “I know, babe. I want to go with you, but I’d honestly probably just piss myself at the first howl I heard.”

      Chuckling, Emma hugged her best friend. “What do you think I should do about the timing?”

      “Curfew is ten o’clock. It was after two a.m. when I saw them leave, so I imagine they wait until curfew, sneak out and then sneak back in after midnight.”

      “I should hide before curfew and then I can watch who goes in and see when they come out.”

      “Smart. That way you won’t run into anyone.”

      Emma nodded. Rising to her feet, she looked at the clock on Luna’s nightstand. The hours would pass quickly, and then she’d leave Fort Allegiance, find her mate, and save the day.

      She was feeling positively hero-like.

      And she’d be really happy if she actually survived the night.
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        * * *

      

      Emma wore all black, from the long-sleeved shirt and tactical pants she’d traded for at the market earlier that afternoon, bartering some precious books for the shirt and one of Marianne’s apple pies and a jar of stevia for the pants. Luna’s black tennis shoes were a little snug on Emma’s feet, but they were better than her own white tennis shoes. Her blond hair was in a bun, a navy blue stocking cap on her head to cover her golden tresses. Luna had explained exactly how to get to the house with the cellar tunnel, and she wedged herself in between a stack of cut wood and a steel drum for trash in the house across the dirt path. She’d hidden at nine thirty, hugging the side of the house and making herself as small as possible. Once curfew was in effect, soldiers patrolling the area came close to where she hunkered down.

      After the patrol passed, it was another two hours before she heard footsteps and saw one soldier move stealthily through the shadows to the cellar, unlock and open the door, and whistle softly. Ten soldiers hurried inside, one-by-one disappearing into the darkness. The first soldier followed, closing the door behind him. Marking time, Emma waited for nearly two more hours until the soldiers returned to the surface, arms laden with items.

      She wondered if they were raiding stores or homes. She didn’t think they were staying in the Pinelands, the wooded area belonged to the wolves. But they couldn’t get to the towns and cities by walking, so they must have had bikes or vehicles stashed somewhere. Shaking her head, she wondered how they’d been able to smuggle things into the safe zone with no one knowing. Whoever the soldiers were, they’d kept the secret. She’d never even heard a rumor about a way to get out of the fort.

      By the time the soldiers locked the cellar and departed, every joint in her body ached from sitting still for so long. She straightened from her crouch and listened intently for sounds of soldiers returning or patrols on their rounds. When she was certain it was clear, she hurried to the cellar. They sealed the wooden doors with a combination lock, but she didn’t need to worry about that. She used a screwdriver and removed the screws from one side of the hinge, tucking them and the screwdriver into her pocket.

      Lifting the side of the hinge, she opened one door, looked around to be sure no one was watching, and climbed down into the cellar.

      Darkness eclipsed her in the cellar, the doors blocked even the moonlight. She took out a small flashlight she’d liberated from the kitchen drawer and twisted the top. The beam illuminated the area, and she cast it around the space. It reminded her of one she’d seen in a movie based in the south. The walls were made of concrete blocks. The golden light caught the far wall, where they’d stacked boxes high enough to touch the ceiling.

      Just as Luna had told her.

      Emma hurried to the closest stack and ducked to the side, finding a tarp adhered to the ceiling and draping on the floor. Pushing it aside, she sucked in a breath at the gaping hole in the concrete and the darkness beyond. The tunnel had been dug by shovels and the walls reinforced with beams that looked like they had taken them from a lumberyard. It was just tall enough for her to walk into without hitting her head.

      Keeping the light beam in front of her, she walked as quickly as she dared on the uneven ground, occasionally tripping on a root or piece of trash.

      Eventually, the ground sloped gradually, and she tipped the flashlight up to see the door. It was a steel door that locked from the inside with several latches. She reached up for the door, and her shoe slipped on the dirt, and she tumbled down the slope, banging her shoulder as she fell against the wall.

      Cursing, she rolled to her knees and looked at her shoulder. Her skin was red and bleeding from several scratches where her shirt tore. Blowing out a breath, she rose to her feet and dusted herself off, then headed up the slope again. This time, she dug her feet into the dirt as she reached the door, unfastening the latches, and pressing her palms to the door.

      She hadn’t been outside of the safe zone in months. While she wasn’t exactly sure where she was in the forest known as the Pinelands, she knew she was in the territory of War’s pack. As much as the humans patrolled the safe zone, the wolves patrolled the Pinelands. She knew what the militia officially said, each safe zone’s general sharing information on the wolf shifters. All over the world, humans were the wolves’ favorite thing to hunt and kill. They were not to be trifled with, could not be reasoned with like the rational beings they’d been before the darkness. What she was doing was akin to suicide. She didn’t even know if—on the off-chance she could even find War in the woods—he’d be able to understand her.

      She’d had a childhood dog named Benny. She’d talked to him like a person. Scolded him like a child when he snatched things he wasn’t supposed to, cried into his furry shoulder when she was sad. She’d been sure that he’d understood her in some way, but wasn’t that what Hollywood wanted her to believe? That animals had emotions that allowed them to relate to humans in a way that blurred the lines between their species.

      Pushing up on the door before she lost her nerve, Emma peered into the darkness. She couldn’t hear anything except the pounding of her heart against her rib cage. It was now or never. She either went through with this—tried to warn her mate and his people that death was coming for them within the next day and a half—or she ran back to the safety of the fort and abandoned her duty as alpha female to help keep the pack safe.

      She raised the door up as she walked, then turned as she exited the tunnel, kneeled, and lowered the door into place as quietly as she could. She stayed in her crouch and looked around to get her bearings. All she saw was trees lit by the full moon overhead. Then she looked beyond the trees, turning in a slow circle and staring intently until she oriented herself, finding the lights from the safe zone’s wall and corner guard tower. She was a hundred yards away, too far for the guards to see her, but close enough she could make out the flag that flew atop the southern wall. Turning her back to the fence, she straightened from her crouch and tilted her head, listening.

      She didn’t hear anything for a long moment, and then she picked up a faint bark. It was the sharp reprimand of a wolf who was putting another in line. She’d heard it many times as War had courted her, bringing her to meet with his people in human and wolf form many times. A nip accompanied the reprimand, and she heard the soft yelp of pain. Probably a parent correcting a child. Or perhaps War teaching a young one how to behave. Either way, that was the direction she needed to go.

      The wolves would find her. They’d smell her scent on the air, and they’d find her. She only hoped when they found her, that they didn’t kill her immediately. She hoped she could call War’s name, and he’d hear her and make the connection that they were mates. Even if he was entirely animal, there had to be a part of him that recognized what she was to him.

      Because if he didn’t recognize her at all, she was as good as dead.

      It was tempting to turn back and disappear into the tunnel. But she wasn’t about to take the cowardly way out. Wasn’t taking on challenges, facing down fear, and accepting hardships what being an alpha female was all about? She was afraid, but she would not let fear stop her from trying to help.

      She loved War. If he died because she did nothing, then a part of her would die too. And that wasn’t acceptable on any level.

      As Emma made her way deeper into the woods, leaving behind the safety of Fort Allegiance, her spine tingled, and the fight-or-flight response in her subconscious kicked up a thousand notches. She heard nothing at all, but there was no denying the feeling that came over her.

      They’d found her.

      And she was being hunted.
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      A bitter scent prickled his nose.

      The wolf lifted his head and drew in a deep breath, his nostrils flaring. There, carried across the breeze, the scent of something warm and metallic.

      Blood, he realized.

      And not the blood of his surrounding brethren. No, this was different. Sweeter, sharper, familiar. Without a thought, he inched forward, his instincts leading the way. The closer he came, the stronger the scent until he finally placed it.

      Human.

      Fresh with grief from his brother’s death, rage surged through him. There was a human on his land. He could hear it now—the soft patter of footsteps through the foliage and the quiet snap of twigs as the human tore through his forest.

      The wolf slipped soundlessly into hunting mode, his nose wedged against the earth as he stalked through the trees. His haunches ruffled as he pictured himself ripping the human in half as justice for his brother’s death.

      A soft inhalation rose to his ears, one quickly followed by a frightened squeak.

      Female, then.

      Disappointment dulled his rage. The wolf hungered for the man atop the tower. This woman hadn’t been responsible for that. But she was human. For now, she’d suffice as payment.

      He’d barely taken another step when he heard her cry out and suddenly start sprinting through the trees, her steps clumsy like a baby deer. His pack immediately darted after her, their desire to chase spurring him faster. He loved this part. The feel of the air rushing through his fur, the many scents of the forest attacking his nose, the ground melting beneath his feet as he moved. He and the Pinelands were one and the same. Two beings, one soul.

      He stumbled over a log the instant that thought bounced through his head. Two beings, one soul. He’d heard that somewhere before. When he wasn’t pure wolf.

      No. He’d never not been a wolf. This was who he was.

      He focused on the chase, catching back up to the pack. The human’s scent smacked him in the face and knocked his legs out from beneath him. He faltered and fell, his head ricocheting off the cold, hard ground. Instead of clamoring back to his feet, he held still and fixated on that wonderful scent.

      It belonged to the female. But how? And why was it so familiar?

      A quiet snap to his left had the wolf leaping to his feet. She’d doubled back and was closing in on him. Why? What did she want? Another step, another snap.

      The wolf’s lips peeled back as a threatening snarl rumbled up from his throat. His pack circled around him, all waiting for permission to attack. If the female came within view, he’d give the command and she wouldn’t live to see another night. But the human didn’t sense how close to death she’d come. She continued closer, her steps growing louder and louder until finally, he spotted her.

      There, in the distance. A woman dressed in clothes black as night eased toward him. She braved another step before removing the dark knit cap atop her head. It was her hair that stood out to him first—a blond halo of perfection, tucked into a neat knot at the nape of her neck. A few strands framed her soft cheeks. But it wasn’t until she lifted her head and stared at him with the bluest eyes he’d ever seen that a sudden pain exploded within him.

      Snap!

      He choked out a pained howl and stumbled to the ground, his trembling limbs unable to keep him upright. He’d never felt anything like this before—the agony was unimaginable. Almost like every bone in his body was breaking all at once.

      His pack turned toward him, their own howls blending with his. A few of his brothers braved closer, tentatively sniffing the ground as though searching for the source of his pain.

      Crack!

      The wolf’s back arched toward the night sky, the force of the sudden movement nearly lifting him to his feet. He panted for breath and squeezed his eyes shut. Every inch of him shattered as what smelled like magic assaulted his body.

      The attack seemed to last forever, with every passing second a new lesson in pain. Distantly, he was aware of his fur melting away, of his four legs melding into two, of his body lengthening into the thing he detested the most.

      Human.

      Only when he finally stood on two legs did the magic release him. He lifted his head and met his beta’s gaze. Hatred and fear burned brightly in his pack mate’s eyes, and for a moment, he feared an attack, now that he was the one thing they despised the most. Instead, his second unleashed a long howl, one that sent the pack scattering into the trees, abandoning him to the forest.

      Relief coursed through him, and he collapsed into the undergrowth, his chest heaving as he fought to catch his breath. Refusing to move, he stared up at the damn moon as a chill swept over his nude body, the cold lifting the coarse hairs on his arms and legs.

      “War?” came a soft whisper.

      The wolf’s head jerked to the side at the sound of her voice.

      No. Not a wolf anymore.

      War. His name. He knew it without a doubt. Just as he knew this body was his. Or what had once been his before…

      “War!”

      Someone toppled into the undergrowth next to him. Before he could utter a word, they threw their arms around his neck, their lithe body trembling against his.

      The human.

      He lifted his arms, intending to shove her away when her delicate scent invaded his nose. And with it, every single memory came screaming back to him all at once. If he’d thought being forced back into human form was painful, it was nothing compared to now. His head felt as though it might burst as all his memories flooded him.

      Him as a child, running through the woods with his father. Him as a shifter, learning how to control his abilities. Him as a teenager, sharing his first kiss. Him as an adult, dancing with the witch.

      Him as an alpha, proclaiming himself to his mate.

      Two beings, one soul.

      Emma.

      Emotion suffused him, and instead of shoving her away, his arms instinctively curled around her waist. He pulled her close, reveling in the wondrous feel of her pressed against his chest. It felt like it’d been months since he’d last held her.

      “War,” she whispered as she buried her face against his neck.

      His eyes fluttered shut, and he turned his head toward her, his lips brushing her cheek. Because of her, he’d found himself again. She made him feel like everything was falling back into place. She was the string that tethered him to this world, that had kept him sane when others had lost their minds.

      “Emma…” War’s voice came out rough from lack of use.

      She eased up from him, her face hovering over his. The sight of her damp cheeks sparked something in his chest. He ran his hands up her back and cupped her throat, his thumbs caressing her lips. Lips he so desperately wished to taste. His gaze caught hers, then he dragged her toward him. The second their mouths came together, War’s body relaxed. She was the balm to his tortured soul.

      His fingers slid up the nape of her neck and slipped under her bun. A quick twist and her hair tumbled free, shielding them from the rest of the world. He swept her hair back and deepened the kiss, their tongues coming together in a heated frenzy. War gently fed at her mouth, his entire body hardening beneath hers. Man, he’d missed this. Missed her. And he never wanted to be without her again.

      Emma slowed the kiss and pulled back, her lips a bit swollen. She smiled sweetly, but fresh tears welled in her eyes. “I missed you so much. But how is this even possible?”

      War frowned. How was what possible? But before he could ask, he remembered. Zara. Her threat. The spell and how the world had suddenly reeked of her magic. The ground shaking beneath his feet. The pressure to shift into wolf form.

      His gaze shot back to the moon. It hovered in the middle of the sky, as full now as the night they’d lost themselves. It had to be all Zara’s doing.

      Damn witch! And damn her revenge. All because he didn’t love her? Wasn’t this taking things a little far?

      Growling, War turned back to Emma. “Tell me everything.”

      A slight frown turned down her lips. “The world isn’t the place you remember, War. That witch, she did something.” Sighing, Emma dropped onto her back next to him in the undergrowth. “We haven’t seen a hint of sunlight since the day the ground shook. It’s like she stole the sun from us. Every day is the same. Eternal darkness. The moon never moves, never wanes. It’s always full up there. And it traps you guys in wolf form.”

      “How long?” he demanded, his voice guttural.

      “It’ll have been a year in two days.” She blew out a long breath, her arm brushing his.

      War savored the feel of her skin against his. It’d always been this way for them. As though her touch reinvigorated him. To think he’d gone a year without it…

      “The world suffered,” she continued. She turned her head and peered at him from beneath thick lashes. “You aren’t going to like this.”

      “Probably not. But I need to know.”

      She nodded. “All right. The night you guys changed, you went berserk. Attacked everything that moved. It was like you had no control over yourselves.”

      War’s eyes narrowed. He couldn’t quite remember that. A side effect of the spell?

      “Wolves slaughtered any humans they could find. The first few weeks were horrifying. I don’t remember how many died. But last I heard, only half the world’s population remains.”

      War sucked in a sharp breath. “That can’t be. There aren’t enough of us to cause that much devastation.”

      “Unfortunately, there were quite a few humans who survived the attacks and became shifters themselves.”

      “Holy hell…” War dragged a hand down his face. This was the worst thing imaginable. And all because he’d scorned a witch. He’d known getting involved with Zara was foolish. Tangling with witches never ended well. But when she’d caught his eye at the bar, she’d intrigued him.

      They’d had their fun.

      But soon afterward, he’d met Emma, and they’d just clicked. He’d known instantly she was his mate. He’d done the right thing by both women. He’d been upfront with Emma that they needed to wait until he ended things with the witch. He’d gone to Zara and confessed everything. Told her he’d found his soulmate, and they were finished.

      She’d smiled so calmly. He’d left her house believing everything was fine.

      But then she’d shown up at his and Emma’s mating ceremony.

      A ceremony they’d never even finished, thanks to Zara.

      “Then what happened?”

      Emma placed a hand against his bare chest, her fingers playing idly with his hair. “The world sort of just…crumbled. We couldn’t handle it. It was a war, and we lost. After the government fell, the militia stepped up and established safe zones. Places where we could live without fear.”

      “The walled encampments,” War supplied.

      “It worked. Your people stopped infiltrating, and our people stopped dying. But I’m afraid it didn’t end there.”

      War’s head lolled against the ground until he caught her gaze. “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve been at each other’s throats since then. The militia refuses to lose any more territory to the wolves. They want to take back what they’ve lost.”

      That didn’t sound promising.

      Sighing, Emma rose onto her elbow and stared down at War. “They’re coming for your pack. In a little less than two days, these woods will be infested with General Taylor’s men. He plans to wipe you all out and take the land back as ours.”

      War almost laughed. “Let them try.”

      “But they will try,” Emma murmured, fear evident on her face. “I heard them discussing a delivery tomorrow night of more guns and ammunition. They’re planning an attack the night after—Friday at nine o’clock. Believe me, War. Your pack is outgunned and outmanned. They’ll kill you all.”
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      Emma sat up and looked over her shoulder. She could feel the pack. They weren’t close enough to see, but they were around. Probably wondering what the hell was up with their alpha. “It’s so strange,” she said.

      “What is, love?” War asked.

      “After the darkness came, and you left me, I couldn’t really feel a connection to the pack anymore. When we were together before the darkness, I felt a communion with them, and I know it was because of you. I felt not only your loss when you shifted, but the entire pack’s loss.”

      War frowned and sat up. “When I was forced to shift, I didn’t feel human at all. I was just a wolf. I think the curse changed everything. Not just shifters, but how humans interact with them. I can’t believe you came here to warn us. We could have killed you.”

      “I know. But I couldn’t just let the militia destroy the pack without trying to alert you.”

      He raised a brow. “How were you going to do that? Did you really think we’d be able to understand you?”

      “I had to try, War! Come on. If the roles were reversed, tell me you wouldn’t have done everything in your power to save me?”

      He let out a little snarl, his eyes flashing. “Of course.”

      “Then you understand.”

      “I just don’t want you to put yourself in danger.” He rose to his feet and pulled her up with him. “Speaking of, we need to get to safety.”

      “The fort?”

      “What? Hell no. I need time to think. And we need to talk.”

      She looked up at her mate, and her libido, which had tanked after the darkness came, roared back to life. War’s nostrils flared, and he growled softly. “I said talk, love.”

      “Talk like talk-talk, or talk like sexy times? Because I’m okay with both, but mainly interested in the latter.” She wiggled her brows, and he huffed out a chuckle.

      “Only you would have sexy thoughts on your mind in the middle of the woods with an attack imminent.”

      “You’re naked. I’m just going to point that out.”

      He glanced down at himself as if not even realizing that he wasn’t wearing any clothes. Then his cheeks pinked in the most adorable way, and she fell a little more in love with him right then.

      “Damn it.”

      “Don’t be upset. I missed you. All of you.”

      He tilted her chin back up so she couldn’t see all his sexy goodness. “Shelter first, then talking.”

      “Then?” she asked, her voice tipping up hopefully.

      He slid a hand to the back of her neck and pulled her in for a kiss. “Then you’re mine.”

      “I always was.”

      He flashed her one of his devastating smiles that made his eyes crinkle at the corners. He gave her neck a gentle squeeze, and she closed her eyes, letting out a quiet sigh. It felt so good to have his hands on her. Even if they were in the middle of the woods and not planning anything sexy-fun, anytime soon.

      “If my memory’s working correctly,” he said, “there’s a homestead a couple miles from here.”

      She opened her eyes and looked up at him. He was staring off to the side, away from the fort.

      “Who does it belong to?”

      “I don’t know, but the main house and outbuildings are all empty.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because it’s part of our territory. We stopped from time to time and drank water from the creek that runs through it. I remember it smelling like chickens, so they must have had a henhouse at some point, but no humans were living there.”

      “Okay. I’m up for a walk.”

      He took her hand and brought it to his lips and gave her a half-smile. “Good.”

      They started off through the woods toward the homestead, walking in silence for several minutes.

      “I have a weird question,” he said.

      “Just one?” she asked with a laugh.

      “Well, I’ve got about a million of them, but I was just wondering how the plants are still alive. There’s no sun. But the woods look the same after a year with no sunlight.”

      “I wondered that myself. The consensus is that whatever the cause of this was, it had the power to change even the biochemistry. Plants grow in the moonlight now, and daytime is still warmer than night. Almost like the energy comes entirely from the moon.”

      “Did no one know it was a curse?”

      “Some people questioned if it might be magic, but here’s the weird thing.”

      She stopped walking and he turned to face her. “What?”

      “There aren’t any witches left. Like anywhere. It’s as though everything went dark, and all the magic disappeared with it too.”

      “It was Zara,” War grumbled. “Had to be. She’s the only one I can think of who’d pull off a stunt like this. But she had a coven, and there were quite a few witches all over the world. How could they all be gone?”

      Zara. Emma sighed and shook her head. She’d always wondered if the woman who’d interrupted their ceremony had something to do with all this. War had been trying to warn her about the witch when this supposed curse struck. “No one knows. In the beginning, people begged for the covenhood to do something. To fix this mess. But no one ever spoke up. No witches revealed themselves. You’d think if there were any witches left that they would have reversed the curse,” she said, chewing her bottom lip.

      “Exactly. I don’t know much about magic, but I know a curse this powerful needs some serious mojo. More than Zara has. More than any witch I ever met. Maybe to accomplish this, she convinced the witches to join her cause? Or hell, maybe she drained them of their powers.”

      “That’s awful.” Emma shivered.

      They continued walking. She had no idea where they were going because it all just looked like woods to her. Glancing over her shoulder, she couldn’t see the fort anymore.

      She could feel him occasionally tense, his hand gripping hers a little tighter. “What’s wrong?”

      “I can feel the pack. It caught them off-guard when I shifted so suddenly and they ran away. They aren’t afraid any longer.”

      “You’re still their alpha.”

      “I was before the curse, and during the curse. Now? I’m not the same as they are. They’re like natural wolves. I don’t think they’ll trust me if they even recognize me.”

      That thought was unwelcome. Her stomach churned. “If they treat you like any other human, then they’re not following us because you’re their leader. It’s because they’re feral, and we’re human.”

      “I’m afraid so. The truth is I don’t know, but I have to get you to safety first, and then we can figure the rest out.”

      She nodded. They walked faster. She wanted to run, but the first thing she’d learned about wolves was that when they were in their shifted form, the last thing you wanted to do was act scared. Cowards ran. And she wasn’t a coward.

      Her legs were burning by the time they reached the homestead. She was so happy to see an end to their walk, and not just because her thighs were screaming for a break. She’d been worried about the pack. Being back with War had restored the connection to the pack she’d had before the curse. But while she felt the connection to the pack, there was no way to know if the pack felt a connection to her.

      Her feet hit the front porch of the cabin, and she let out a relieved breath.

      Turning, she faced the woods. The moonlight made the trees glow, and she inhaled quietly.

      War put his arm around her. “Can you feel them?”

      “Yeah. I can’t see them, but I can feel them near. Geez, it smells so good here.”

      “Oh?” He looked down at her, and she lifted her face and smiled at him.

      “The fort smelled too much like people.”

      “How do you mean?”

      She shrugged, looking back into the woods. She couldn’t see the wolves, but she knew they were out there in the shadows. “There were always people around. There was never any quiet, never any nature smells, just cooking food and body odor because there were definitely people who didn’t bathe regularly.”

      He chuckled softly. “There’s no electricity, is there?”

      Shaking her head, she said, “No. When the government collapsed, the infrastructure went with it. Some people hoarded things like fuel, ammunition, and food, but those guys seemed to end up in charge of the militias. They established forts, fences went up, and they assigned us to housing. I live with my bestie, Luna, and her mom, Marianne.”

      “I remember you talking about her before the curse. Shall we?” He gestured to the front door.

      Emma stared into the woods a little longer. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she could see the mostly white fur belonging to War’s high-ranked male, Snow. His brother, Ice, would have been near him for sure, assuming they were both still alive. Sad suddenly, she walked with War into the large, two-story home. The front door creaked as he shut and locked it behind them.

      It was pitch black inside. She pulled her flashlight from her pocket and shone the light around. “I’m sure there are candles.”

      “How are you sure?”

      “I don’t know, aren’t farmers always prepared?”

      “I think that’s the Scouts, but it’s worth a look.”

      Using the flashlight, they made their way to the kitchen. They found candles and matches in a drawer, and after lighting them, they discovered several battery-operated lanterns in the pantry.

      Emma set a candle on the coffee table. “Too bad it’s too hot for a fire, it would lend a lot of light to the room.”

      War moved around the family room and opened the curtains. As Emma’s eyes adjusted to the additional light in the room, she saw War at one of the windows, his arms crossed over his broad chest.

      He was still naked.

      She didn’t want to snicker, but she couldn’t help it. Shifters had a high comfort level with nudity. He probably forgot he was naked again.

      He looked at her when she wasn’t successful in covering her giggles.

      “Something funny, Em?”

      A smile spread across her face. He was the only person she ever let call her Em. She didn’t need a term of endearment like honey or baby. She liked Em just fine because it belonged to War alone.

      She sat on the couch and patted the cushion next to her. “You’re naked. I promise I’m not peeking. Too much.”

      “Woman,” he said, shaking his head with a smile.

      Leaving the window, he joined her on the couch. He faced her, stretching one arm over the back of the sofa, his fingers playing along her shoulder. “Maybe there’s a first aid kit somewhere, so I can bandage up your shoulder.”

      “I’m fine. I’m just so happy to see you. Everything else is secondary. You’re back. You’re really back.”

      He put his hand on her neck, running his fingers through her hair. She shivered at the touch.

      “Tell me what it’s been like, Em. I need to know what I missed.”

      Nodding, she started at the beginning, when she stood alone in the clearing, abandoned by the pack and confused. “I tried to follow you. I didn’t understand what happened. But the pack just raced away. I went to our home, hoping you’d show up.”

      “I didn’t, though.” His brows furrowed, his lips a thin line.

      “No. Thankfully, I had Luna and her mother. After a few days of darkness, the news reported that wolves were attacking humans. Of those attacked, only a quarter survived, but they became wolves. No one was allowed to touch dead bodies for fear of contracting lycanthropy, as they called it.”

      Luna and her mother had joined Emma at her place, thanks to a secret storage room in her house that could protect them.

      “The militia established the forts and sent organized rescue parties to find survivors and bring them to the safe zones. I was thankful for the fort and that Luna, her mom, and I were together, but I never really felt secure there. I missed you.” Tears stung her eyes.

      He cupped her face with his big, warm hand. “I missed you too.”

      She sniffled and choked on a laugh. “You did not, you big liar. You were fully wolf and didn’t even remember me.”

      He grinned. “Okay, okay. I was trying for a romantic moment there.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      His smile disappeared. “Did you date while you were in the fort?”

      She blinked in surprise. “What?”

      “Did. You. Date.” His voice dropped an octave, and a shudder raced down her spine. He was using his alpha voice.

      “Of course not. You’re mine. The other half of my heart. My alpha mate. No human can compare to you. I never even wanted to be with anyone else, it would’ve been like cheating on you.”

      The fury dropped from his tone, and he exhaled. “I thought I’d need to kill someone.”

      “You don’t, I promise.”

      “I would try to understand,” he said. “You didn’t know if I’d ever be human or if I was even alive. If you’d moved on…”

      His voice trailed off and her heart cracked a little bit. “I couldn’t move on. You’re it for me. If I was going to be alone for the rest of my life, then I was really lucky to have the time we had together, and I cherished it.”

      “I have some other questions,” he said. “But I don’t want to talk right now.”

      Her heart started to race. “You don’t?”

      “Even if I didn’t know it because I was a wolf, I missed you, Em. You’re not half of my heart, you’re the whole damn thing.”
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      The second War finished his sentence, Emma slid into his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. He grinned up at her, enjoying the feel of her warm body pressed against his. It might have been a year since they’d last been together, but he remembered every nuance and every curve. Like how her ass always fit perfectly in his palms, much like it did now.

      Perched above him, she ran her fingers through his mussed hair as she studied his face. Almost as though she meant to recommit him to memory. He couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for her. To spend a year not only living in fear but also alone. She’d mentioned having Luna and her mother, but it wasn’t the same as living with your mate. The one person in the world fate decided was yours.

      From the sounds of everything, the world had become a miserable place where everyone lived in a state of near panic. All because of Zara. To think a witch had destroyed the world for a taste of revenge. It was ridiculous.

      “Where’d you go?” Emma whispered, her fingers still combing through his hair.

      War nearly purred with contentment. In all his life, she was the only one who could evoke such a reaction from him. He was War, the Alpha of the Pinelands Pack—he purred for no one. Except for Emma.

      “Sorry, love.” He slid his hands up her back and cupped her neck. “My thoughts ran away from me there. I was thinking about how horrible this past year must have been for you.”

      “Mm. But that’s the past. We’re together again. That’s all that matters, right?”

      He didn’t want to admit it, but there were other things he had to worry about. Like his pack. They were his to protect, as was Emma. And as much as he wanted to ease her back on the couch and show her how much he’d missed her, he couldn’t. Not until he knew his people were safe without him.

      But that didn’t mean he couldn’t first enjoy a little time alone with his mate.

      Perhaps spending the last year trapped as a wolf had been a blessing. At least he hadn’t understood how much he’d missed her. She must have been so strong. He couldn’t imagine being parted from her for so much as a day. And to think of everything she’d survived, like the initial attacks, the contamination, and the forts. Not to mention how lucky they were to find one another again.

      Zara’s curse had kept them apart. Well, he refused to let that stand. He and Emma weren’t the only separated couple. He could think of three or four wolves in his pack alone who must have been separated from their mates. One of them had been together for a decade prior to the curse.

      He couldn’t allow this to continue.

      “You’re far away again,” Emma whispered. “Here, let me help.”

      With a wicked grin, she leaned down and stole his mouth in a burning kiss. War groaned, his eyes slipping shut as he sank into her embrace. How he loved the feel of her mouth against his. It was such a simple thing, but her kiss always made him feel whole. Burying his fingers in her hair, he ran his tongue along the seam of her mouth, demanding entrance. The instant her lips parted, their tongues joined in a heated dance. Every inch of War ignited, his entire body inflamed with desire. Almost like his body hungered for her.

      Growling, he pushed off the couch and guided her back, resting her head against the cushions. Seeing as he was naked, he couldn’t hide his desire for her, not that he wanted to. He wanted his mate to know everything about him, including how he felt about her.

      He nipped at her bottom lip, then pulled back. The sight of her flushed cheeks and dazed eyes made his heart flutter. She was everything he ever wanted. The only one he wanted in his life. And he was desperate to prove that to her.

      “Mm.” She arched her back, bringing their bodies flush, her center brushing against his erection.

      War gave a slow hiss, his eyes fluttering shut as he basked in the pleasure she wrought. “You’ll be the death of me one day, I think.”

      “But what a way to go,” she teased, rising to nip at his jaw. “Now, less talking, more kissing.”

      Grinning, War brushed her hair back and claimed her mouth in another searing kiss. But this time, he took a few extra liberties. While enjoying the taste of her mouth, he ran his hands up under her top, his fingers stilling when they found her perfect breasts.

      He drew back with a smirk. “No bra?”

      “Who has time for bras when it’s the end of the world,” she said, laughing.

      “I’m not complaining.” His fingers grazed her pert nipples. “But it makes me wonder…”

      She chuckled and swatted at his shoulder. “Tomorrow is laundry night, all right? I wasn’t expecting to go all stealthy in the woods to save your ass.”

      With a cocked brow, War moved his hands south and dipped his fingers beneath the waist of her pants. “I wonder what I’ll find under here.”

      Emma squealed and batted his hand away. “Excuse me, sir!”

      “Just a peek, I swear.”

      Laughing, Emma pushed against him and rolled to the floor. “Keep those hands to yourself!”

      “That’s not what you were saying a few minutes ago,” he said, waggling his brows. “Come here.”

      “No!” Another peel of laughter escaped her lips when he rolled off the couch and pursued her. “War!”

      With a playful growl, he lunged at her and eased her to the floor. She squirmed against him, laughing the entire time, her cheeks pinked with excitement. The sight of her like this did more than amuse War—it downright turned him on. He’d always loved Emma’s playfulness.

      “Do I get to peek?” he mused while toying with the button of her cargos.

      When he popped them open, Emma’s laughter turned to a quiet gasp. A gasp that turned to a moan when his fingers slipped beneath the elastic band of her panties. He honestly didn’t give a damn what she wore beneath her pants. She could have been wearing the ugliest pair of granny panties, and he’d still believe she was the most beautiful woman alive.

      Fueled by desire, War leaned in and claimed another kiss, pouring his entire heart and soul into it. His fingers moved of their own volition, settling between her thighs when a sharp howl broke through his passion-induced haze.

      Reality sliced through him, and War lifted his head, peering out a nearby dusty window.

      “The pack,” Emma murmured.

      War nodded, regret dousing the flames within. As much as he wanted to be alone with Emma, he couldn’t. Not tonight. His pack was likely in chaos, lost without him, maybe even terrified. And panicked wolves tended not to think clearly.

      Retracting his hand, War stood, then helped Emma to her feet.

      “You need to go find them, don’t you?”

      He nodded. “It’s my duty.”

      “I know.”

      He caught her gaze, silently noting her grim expression. “Hey. I just need to make sure they know I’m still their alpha.”

      “What if they don’t trust you? What if they attack?”

      “They’re my pack. It might take a bit, but I’ll remind them of who I am. They won’t hurt me.” He wasn’t sure if he even believed that, but he needed Emma to. “Come on, let’s take a quick look around. See if we can find any clothes.”

      She nodded, then grabbed her flashlight and led him upstairs. By the end of their exploring, they’d found a pair of sweats that were a smidgen snug around his hips and a black T-shirt that emphasized his physique more than he would have liked. Unfortunately, they hadn’t found any shoes, but he’d deal with it. It wouldn’t be the first time trekking through the woods without any footwear.

      They stood at the back door, peering out into the darkness. Thankfully, the full moon provided them a fair bit of light to work by, regardless of the actual time.

      “Are you sure you want to go out there?” Emma murmured, her arms wrapped around her waist.

      “I am. I won’t be gone long, I swear. Promise me you’ll stay here, no matter what. I can’t lose you again.”

      She lifted her chin. “I’m not useless, you know.”

      “I never said you were. But my pack doesn’t trust humans. Even those who belong to us. Until I can guarantee your safety, I don’t want you anywhere near them.”

      Defiance flashed through her eyes, but after a moment’s pause, she nodded. Then she stretched up onto her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Cupping the back of her head, he brought their foreheads together and drank in her presence. Afterward, he placed a kiss on the tip of her nose, then stepped off the porch and started across the land.

      It didn’t take long, maybe thirty feet from the house when pain exploded through War’s head. Grunting, he reached up and rubbed his brows. Every step he took felt like he was fighting quicksand. As though something was sucking at him, trying to drag him down. When another flash of pain exploded through his gut, he stopped and sucked in a deep breath.

      What the hell was happening?

      “War?” Emma called out.

      “Stay there!” he shouted. He couldn’t protect her out here. Could barely form a functional thought. He took another step, then another, but by the time he struggled through a third, the pain brought him to his knees.

      “War!”

      Before he could respond, his body initiated the shift, and his wolf burst free. War wobbled on all four legs, his heart racing and his pulse thundering in his ears. He hadn’t wanted this—hadn’t wanted to change. Honestly, he’d feared the idea after being trapped for a year. What if he shifted and couldn’t turn back? But his body had taken charge and forced him into wolf form.

      And from the feel of it, refused to let him turn back.

      Panic turned his blood cold. He whipped around and stared at Emma.

      All the color had drained from her face, and she stood deathly still, her fingers clutching at her chest as though her life depended on it. “War?”

      This couldn’t be happening!

      No. He refused to lose himself again. Refused to lose Emma again.

      He focused on his inner wolf and commanded the beast to retreat. Damn thing didn’t so much as budge. Anger rushed through him as he realized he was trapped. Again.

      “No, no, no,” he heard Emma chant.

      He lifted his head and watched as she disobeyed his order. She burst free of the homestead and raced toward him, fear shining in her eyes. War growled, and he shook his head, but she didn’t listen.

      A heartbeat later, she crashed to the ground next to him, her hands gripping his fur.

      The second she touched him, he felt it. The freedom he’d lacked a few minutes ago. His anger and panic melted away as a strange realization crashed over him.

      Was Emma the key?

      Putting his theory to the test, he initiated the change. This time, it eased over him. His limbs and fur retracted as he shifted from wolf to man.

      Emma glanced up with a gasp. “What the…? Are you okay? I thought…I thought…”

      “I know. I thought it too.”

      “So, you weren’t trapped in wolf form again?”

      “No, I absolutely was. Until you touched me.”

      “Me?” she squeaked.

      War contemplated her with a cocked head. Emma had approached him in the woods the first time he’d shifted back. The instant she’d neared him, he’d been forced back into human form. But his wolves hadn’t. So it couldn’t just be her. It had to be something else. Something about her that allowed him to shift freely.

      He glanced behind them into the trees. Right now, he would have wagered any money that if he walked away from her again, he’d be forced back into wolf form. Only one way to find out.

      “Go back inside,” he told her.

      Emma eyed him and shook her head.

      “I need to test a theory. Please, go back inside.”

      Biting her lip, Emma scrambled to her feet, then hurried back into the house. The second she stepped inside, the same unimaginable pain wracked him and turned him furry. After the pain passed, he yipped at her, beckoning her closer. And when she did, he turned back human.

      “It’s me, isn’t it?” she whispered.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” he panted, holding his head. Changing so many times had definitely put a strain on his body. “If it was you, my whole pack would have shifted.”

      “Then what?”

      War glanced up at the moon, as though searching for answers. So much about shifting was left unexplained. No one knew how or why. They simply were. What if there was a way to break Zara’s curse? It wasn’t Emma, but something about Emma. Something special.

      Understanding dawned as he studied the moon.

      She was his mate. The reason for this entire curse to begin with. The curse had separated them. But then they’d found one another, which had freed him. It wasn’t Emma so much as her presence. She made him human. Made him whole.

      This was good. Better, even. This gave him hope.

      He could free his pack.

      He just needed to find their mates.
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      Emma stared at War. Judging by the look on his face, he’d had an epiphany while looking up at the moon.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Do you remember what we were doing when the curse struck?”

      “We were at my house. You’d just returned, and we were about to finish the mating ceremony since Zara interrupted us earlier.” That night was forever burned in her memory because it was the night she’d lost the love of her life.

      “Right. Earlier that day, Zara had said something to me, said that I should enjoy what little time I had with you. It was why I’d sent you away with my men. But If I’d known what she had planned, I would have killed her right then and there.”

      “Okay,” she said, letting the word drawl out because she still wasn’t connecting the dots.

      “I think your presence has broken the curse for me. But not fully. If there’s too much distance between us, I’m forced back into wolf form.”

      “That’s a problem,” she said.

      He nodded. “I need to reach out to the pack and make sure things are square with them.” He put an arm around her waist and drew her to him. Her hands landed on his pecs, the firm, warm skin making her body light up.

      “My plan is to leave you here in the safety of the homestead, which will force me back into my shift. Unlike before you showed up, I had my human thoughts in my shift this time, so I’m not worried about going feral. I’ll seek out the pack and speak to them.”

      “As a wolf?”

      “We can communicate with one another, even when in wolf form, remember?”

      “Oh, right. But won’t their thoughts be wolfish?”

      “You’re asking me something I don’t know.”

      “Sorry. This is all so new.”

      “I know, love, but I have to try. I just hope they’ll understand me, even if they are mostly wolf.”

      “If they don’t?”

      “I’ll run like hell back to you.”

      She snorted. “I could go with you.”

      “No.” His eyes flashed. “I can deal with them in my shift if there’s a problem. You can’t.”

      “I know.” She leaned into him, putting her head on his chest, and listening to the steady beat. “I just got you back. I don’t want to lose you.”

      He rested his cheek on top of her head and held her firmly. “I don’t have all the answers, Em, but I know that I’ll come back here to you. I can feel our connection all the way to the center of my being. You’re mine and I’m yours, and with the curse broken for me, there isn’t anything on this earth that could keep me from you. Do you trust me?”

      “Always.” She lifted her head from his chest and looked up at him.

      “Good. I’ll come back for you, I promise.”

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      “I know,” he said with a smile.

      She felt the weight of the situation fall on her shoulders, fresh tears making her eyes sting. Blinking them away rapidly, she rose onto her toes and kissed him. “I love you. Make sure you come back to me.”

      “I love you too, Em. And I swear on my life that I’ll be back.”

      She nodded, too choked up to say anything else. She didn’t want him to go, but she also knew the gravity of the situation demanded he try to reason with the pack. They needed an alpha, and War was it. He gave her one last kiss and walked away, stepping down from the porch and heading toward the woods. He shifted with a grunt, and her heart clenched at the pain he was enduring.

      He turned to look at her, and she could see the recognition in his gaze.

      He was still himself under the fur.

      She breathed a sigh of relief.

      With a sharp bark, he bounded into the woods. She stared into the darkness until she couldn’t see him, and then she walked back into the house.

      Exhaustion plucked at her. It was three a.m., and so much had happened today. The night before had been restless. Now that she had War back, she felt like she could rest. First, though, she’d make sure everything was locked up tight. Not that wolves could suddenly unlock doors and windows, but she’d feel better knowing she’d checked.

      Taking the flashlight, she walked the entire house from room to room, ensuring the windows were latched. There were two doors on the first floor—glass sliders to the backyard and a regular door at the front. She stared out the back door for a little while, then returned to the couch. She’d liberated a pillow from one of the bedrooms, pounding it out on the front porch to free it of dust.

      She took off her boots and set them next to the couch, then blew out the candle. It was light enough with the moonlight through the windows for her to see. There weren’t a lot of candles, and she didn’t want to waste them. She settled on her back with the pillow under her head. She stared up at the ceiling and the way the moonlight made patterns across it, her mind drifting from War and the pack to Luna and the fort. She was straddling two very different worlds, and she didn’t know how either world would feel about her now.

      Would the pack ever accept her? She wasn’t a wolf like them. But she doubted the fort would welcome War back, seeing as he couldn’t fully control his shift. And she’d never go anywhere without him. If he wasn’t allowed in the fort with her, then she’d stay here with him.

      Hopefully, the pack would accept her because she was his mate. She’d known that wolf shifters could communicate with each other in their shifted form, something akin to a hive mind. She wondered, though, if because he was back to normal, if the wolves would understand him in their feral state.

      What she wouldn’t give for a phone to text him a message and ask how things were going. Or to send a picture of the homestead to Luna and tell her she was okay. She was sure her best friend was worried, but she had no way to get a note to her without going in person to the fort, and she wasn’t about to go traipsing through the woods without War.

      Yawning, she wiggled until she was comfortable and closed her eyes.

      Sleep stole over her, and she drifted away.

      She woke with a gasp, her heart pounding, and the hairs on the back of her neck prickling. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, but it swiftly came back to her, and she pressed her hand to her chest and sat up. She couldn’t figure out what had startled her awake. She listened intently but didn’t hear anything, which meant that War hadn’t come back and knocked on the door.

      Just to be sure, she shouted his name but got no response.

      Rising to her feet, she hesitated at the door, unsure if she should open it. Something had caused her to wake up suddenly. She could still feel fear tickling her spine. The last time she’d had such an unsettled feeling was when that witch showed up at the ceremony. Moving to the sliding doors, she stared out into the darkness. At the back of the house was a spacious yard enclosed with a mostly broken wooden fence. The woods were thick around the house, so the previous owners had cleared only the land they needed. She could make out six small houses in the cleared space, which she suspected were for guests, and a massive red barn stood to one side.

      The area seemed too small for a big crop of anything, which made her wonder if they’d perhaps raised animals. Not that it mattered anymore. Judging by the amount of dust on everything in the house, she didn’t think the previous owners had been around for a long time. She hoped they’d made it to safety.

      Awareness pricked at the back of her neck as she stared into the darkness. Turning away from the sliding doors, she strode to the front door and peered out the window into the front yard. The tree line was much closer in the front than the back, and she swore that she could see movement in the trees.

      Something was coming, and she didn’t think it was War or his pack.
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      It didn’t take long to find his pack. The second War shifted, he caught their scent among the trees. He knew they’d followed him and Emma to the homestead, but he was a little surprised to learn they’d stuck around. The question, though, was why? Were they here out of loyalty? Or were they planning an attack?

      Only one way to find out.

      War didn’t like advertising his position, but he had to ensure the pack wasn’t his enemy now. He couldn’t endanger Emma. And he would do anything to protect her—even if that meant risking his own life or abandoning his pack.

      Nose to the ground, War caught Snow’s scent and tracked it to the west. Before the curse, every pack member could communicate with one another telepathically. Part of the shifter magic. But afterward, everyone’s thoughts had become too chaotic, too wild. The idea of returning to that state of mind twisted War’s stomach. He never wanted to go fully wild ever again. It was like losing a part of yourself. Becoming a stranger in your own body. Hopefully, the pack still trusted him so he could help free their minds as well.

      War heard rustling and stopped. There, atop a small mound, stood Snow, his wintry coat gleaming beneath the moonlight. And surrounding him was War’s pack—all seventy-three members. He’d never stood on the outside before, looking in. This was his pack. He just needed to remind them of that.

      Every pair of gleaming eyes turned toward War, but their minds were silent, and he had no idea if that was a good sign or not.

      War inched forward, his paws easing through the underbrush as he met Snow’s steely gaze. “Can you understand me?”

      Silence.

      War cursed inwardly. If he couldn’t communicate with his pack, then things were truly hopeless. “Can any of you hear me?”

      “We hear you, brother,” Snow finally responded, his distinctly deep voice rumbling through War’s head.

      Relief loosened War’s muscles. “Why didn’t you answer me right away?”

      “I said we hear you. I didn’t say we trust you.”

      War’s eyes narrowed. He’d done nothing to warrant a lack of trust. “There’s no reason for you not to trust me. I’m still your alpha.”

      Uncomfortable murmuring echoed through his head. Apparently, the pack didn’t agree with that statement. The last thing War wanted was a fight. These men and women were his family. His pack. For the last ten years, he’d protected and led them. He refused to lose them all because he’d been reunited with his mate.

      But perhaps that was the angle he needed to take. Remind them they were more than wolves, that they were humans too.

      “When you last saw me, I was human again. But before that, I was just like you, trapped in wolf form. All because of Zara!” The witch’s name prompted a flurry of snarls and growls. “She placed a curse on us, forcing every single one of us into wolf form! Simply because she felt slighted. For a year, we’ve been stuck like this, and the world has suffered. The only reason I shifted back was because of Emma. My mate.”

      “We know Emma,” Snow commented. “She’s the only reason we didn’t attack. We remember her.”

      War nodded. This was good, and such a relief. A sign their humanity lingered. He’d feared the opposite. That they’d fall deeper into madness without him. Maybe his shifting back had weakened the curse? Allowed them to retain a bit of their humanity? Not only were they more cognizant, but they were calmer. More like the people they once were, while still being trapped in wolf form. “Together, she and I discovered a loophole to the curse. I can only be human when in her presence. Do you understand what that means?”

      The noise in his head quieted as his pack contemplated his information.

      “It means there’s a way to break this curse even though it isn’t permanent.” Excitement deafened him. “Quiet down, please. I’ve returned to share this news with you. I’ve returned to give you hope. To tell you there’s a way to end this madness.”

      “And what is it?” Snow insisted.

      War stole another step toward the pack. “It won’t be easy. But if we can find your mates, you can be human again.”

      Confusion crashed through his head. The pack threw so many questions at him, too many. He couldn’t hear them. But he understood the gist. The task he’d laid before them was far from simple. For those who’d already found their mates, they had no way of knowing where they were now. Or if they were even alive. Those who hadn’t, how could they possibly find them with the humans locked away in the forts?

      “I know this is hard to believe,” War called out. “But trust me when I tell you I will do everything in my power to break this curse. And I will do all that I can to find your mates.”

      The voices dimmed to a dull roar.

      “I have always been your alpha,” he proclaimed, his voice rising above the chaos. “And I will always be your alpha. Trust in me. I will protect you.”

      The pack fell quiet, all eyes turning to Snow, which was exactly what War had expected. Wolves were nothing if not predictable. When they’d scattered, they would have looked immediately to their strongest. Snow had always been his second, his beta. His people trusted him. And they showed that trust now as they waited for his decision.

      If it came down to it, if Snow refused to accept War’s offer, he had two options. Fight Snow to win back the pack or leave. War couldn’t imagine killing one of his brothers, but if he had to, he would. To save the rest of the pack, he’d obliterate his second in command.

      He only hoped it didn’t come to that.

      After what felt like an eternity, Snow bowed his head in reverence to his alpha.

      War breathed a sigh of relief, grateful that he wouldn’t have to fight one of his own. Wolves were predators, but their pack was family. It would have destroyed something in him to kill his second.

      “There’s a homestead nearby. A former farm. It’ll be tight, but I think we can find room for everyone. Those who don’t wish to remain on the property can take residence in the forest and keep guard. Emma is there waiting for us. If you intend to follow me, you must understand that I will kill anyone who harms a hair on her head.” He eyed his people from afar, his muscles tensing in case someone argued with him. “And by coming with me, you acknowledge you will be responsible for protecting her as well, a human.”

      Every wolf bowed their heads in reverence, agreeing to his terms.

      “You should also know that the humans plan to invade the woods in less than two days’ time. Emma risked her life to bring this information to us. As a pack, we will defend our territory and show these humans that this land is ours!”

      Shock spread through his people, but one-by-one, his wolves all tipped their heads back and joined in a howl. Joy spread through War’s chest. It’d been so long since he’d seen his pack like this. Sentient and joined in a cause.

      As a unit, the pack fell in line in front of War, their gazes locked on him. He nodded to them all, then turned and led them toward the homestead. There was a great deal to discuss, but the most important thing right now was getting them settled at the homestead and establishing a perimeter. He hated the thought of leaving Emma alone any longer.

      Halfway home, a familiar, yet unwelcome, scent caught War’s attention. He lifted his head, his focus darting to the side. Snow followed suit, his beta’s lips curling up in a silent warning.

      Yes, he smelled it as well.

      An enemy pack was nearby. One they’d run into a few times before. War tracked their scent, his hackles rising as he realized their destination.

      The homestead.

      Without warning, War shot off in the dark, his thoughts on Emma, and Emma alone. If any of them so much as laid a paw on his mate, he’d kill every one of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      As Emma saw several wolves step out from the woods, she wished once more that she had a cell phone. She’d love to call War for help. Or the police. While she didn’t know every member in War’s pack by fur color and markings, she was pretty sure that the ones stalking toward the house weren’t his. It was a gut feeling, her connection to the pack letting her know these were strange wolves. She glanced toward the kitchen. She could grab a knife, but she wasn’t a trained fighter, and a knife was the sort of weapon you couldn’t just wing knowing how to use in defense.

      Emma turned her attention back to the window, watching as three wolves moved stealthily forward, crossing the front yard. Then something panged in her chest, and she squinted to see past the wolves and into the trees. In moments, an entire pack of wolves raced out of the trees, barking and yipping. She recognized the wolf in front—War! The three strange wolves froze in their tracks, their hackles up as if they’d fight. But realizing the pack outnumbered them, they bolted away into the woods.

      She threw open the front door and walked onto the porch, so happy to see War with the pack. Her mate bounded up the stairs and returned to his human form. He grabbed her in a hug and held her close.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m just relieved you’re back with the pack.”

      “Me too. Those wolves weren’t from our pack.”

      “I didn’t think so. They didn’t feel familiar.”

      “There was another pack that had infiltrated our territory before you found me. I think they followed your scent here.”

      “There were only three of them, though. That’s hardly anything against your numbers.”

      “Those were scouts.” He looked at his pack, who’d gathered in front of the house. He stared intently at them for several moments, and then three small groups of wolves broke away, one heading toward the backyard, and two moving into the woods.

      “You can still talk to them with your mind, even though they’re feral,” she said.

      He nodded. “It’s as it was before the curse.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “I sent one group to follow the scouts, one to patrol the immediate area, and one to hunt for food.”

      “You’re still alpha.” She was so relieved, her shoulders slumped, and a weight lifted from her.

      “Yes.”

      “What about me?”

      “They recognize you. Their thoughts are kind of wild still, more animalistic than before the curse, but they won’t hurt you. They understand about the curse, and know they need to find their mates to break it.”

      “Geez. Where are we going to find seventy-three mates?”

      “It would be easier to find Zara and kill her to end the curse, but in the meantime, we’ll hope that mates will be found.”

      Emma nodded. “What now?”

      War caught her gaze, but rather than verbally answer her question, he took her hand and pulled her up against his chest. The way he watched her, his expression fierce but tender, it awoke something within her, something she hadn’t felt in a year, and something she’d so dearly missed. Simply staring up at him, she felt the spark, the magic, everything that made them the perfect mate for one another. And she knew now more than ever that she would do anything to never be parted from War again. He was the other half of her soul, the only thing in this world that completed her.

      And as she gazed up at him, she felt a calm settle around them. As though the universe itself had been awaiting this moment. She knew exactly what he wanted, something she wanted just as desperately.

      With a gentle smile, War cupped her cheek, his skin warm against hers. “I’m so glad you’re mine,” he said as he carried her to the nearest bedroom, away from prying eyes.

      “Me too,” she whispered, her lips tingling in anticipation.

      “Is tonight the night we become mates?” she whispered, stroking his jaw.

      She would have given anything to close the gap between them and claim his mouth. Her body practically ached with need for him. But War seemed to be in no hurry.

      “Not tonight. So much has happened, I think we need to give the pack time to adjust. I swear to you, we’ll complete the process soon. But let’s hold off for now until everyone is ready, and we handle this General Taylor situation.”

      Emma nodded. A faint sense of disappointment washed through her, but she understood. She wanted their mating ceremony to be perfect. If that meant waiting a few days, so be it. Best to do it when everyone was excited rather than dreading an upcoming battle.

      War said nothing as he stared down at her for a long moment before he lowered her onto the bed. Then he grasped the hem of her top and lifted it over her head. His lips were on hers a moment later, his tongue swiping against her mouth, demanding entrance. She parted her lips, groaning as his tongue slid against hers. He pressed her to her back and deepened the kiss.

      She slid her hands to his shoulders, massaging the muscles that bunched and tensed. He kissed down her jaw, tilting her head and nuzzling her throat with a soft growl. He slid down her slowly, his hands caressing her skin. He lifted over her, dragging his lips up her breast, where he planted a kiss to her nipple, and then stroked a slow circle around it. She watched him as he sucked and nibbled on her other nipple.

      He met her gaze, releasing her nipple with a low growl. He kissed down her stomach and undid the fastener of her pants, hooking his fingers inside and pulling her panties and pants down her legs. The clothes went airborne over his shoulder, and she chuckled at his eagerness.

      He grasped her ankles and gave her a long look, his eyes flashing to amber. He climbed between her legs, and she spread them to make room for his broad shoulders. He kissed up the inside of her thigh, her stomach flipping at the intense look in his eyes. His gaze dropped to the apex of her thighs. With a slow inhale, he eased forward and kissed her sex, his tongue slipping between her folds. She shivered and then moaned as he pushed his hands underneath her bottom and lifted her closer to his mouth. Her thighs parted a little further, his head tilting as he tongued her core.

      And then he growled.

      His tongue vibrated, the sensation sending little bolts of pleasure through her as he lapped at her and groaned as if she were the most delicious thing he’d ever tasted. He licked upward, circling her clit in rapid strokes. She felt herself drawing toward the edge of pleasure, fisting his hair as he growled against her again, fingering her with first one and then two fingers. He stroked into her as he tongued her tight bud, the whole bed rocking as she writhed under his attention. He pressed his arm over her hips to hold her still, stroking all the good places with his fingers and tongue until she threw back her head and cried out his name.

      In moments he was over her. In her. Riding her pleasure to his own. She wanted the moment to last forever.

      She slid her hands up his back and hooked them over his shoulders, lifting her head to kiss him as they moved together. She met his thrusts, tilting her hips to prolong the pleasure that continued to ebb and flow through her. Leaving his lips, she kissed his neck, biting on his pulse. He growled and increased the pace, sliding a hand between them and touching her clit.

      She nearly took a bite out of his neck, her eyes crossing at how good it felt.

      Her body tightened into a spiral of pleasure. “War, come with me!”

      He snarled, taking her harder and faster. She came, shouting his name again and again. He grunted, thrusting into her a few more times before he followed her into bliss, his cock spasming inside her as he filled her. He lifted his head and howled, and she grinned as tears stung her eyes.

      Lowering his head, he gazed at her with utter adoration.

      She touched his face. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma woke slowly, her body deliciously aching. War was next to her, breathing deeply in sleep, one arm over her waist and holding her close. She didn’t want to wake him so she relaxed and stared at the dark ceiling, realizing that the candle had burned out while they slept, and they hadn’t opened the curtains to let in the moonlight.

      She dozed off and on, her thoughts on Luna and the pack. War stirred, his arm tightening as he woke. He growled softly and kissed her neck.

      “Hey,” he said, his breath whispering across her skin and making her shiver.

      “Hey, yourself.” She wiggled around to her side to face him, snuggling close with a yawn. “This is so strange.”

      “What is?”

      “Waking up next to you. For a moment, when I first woke, I felt like everything was back to normal. Like we were never separated.”

      “Some things are back to normal. But the forever night is still there. It would have been awesome if you and I getting back together would have broken the curse for everyone and returned things to normal.”

      “We’re not that lucky, I guess.”

      “I’m feeling pretty damn lucky to have you in my arms again, love.”

      “Me too. I’d feel even luckier if there was a working toilet. Or a shower.”

      “I’m sure there’s an outhouse, and I saw a water pump on the back porch which hopefully works. If not, we’ll gather water from the creek.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Do you think the hunters were successful?”

      He was quiet for a moment, and then he said, “Yes. They’ve got a deer and some rabbits in the big barn waiting for us. I asked them to bring them out to the backyard.”

      Excitement for real food made Emma’s stomach growl. The past year, everyone had been living off military ration packs and canned goods. “I hope you know how to dress those things because I sure don’t.”

      “I’ll clean them, you cook them.”

      “Okay. What about the pack? Do they need to eat?”

      “According to Snow, they’ve fed. The deer and rabbits are for us.”

      Emma found the flashlight and turned it on, using the light to look for towels and soap in the master bathroom. While there was no soap, there was some shampoo left in the bottle in the shower, and several towels and washcloths under the sink. War found some clothes to wear since he’d shredded the ones he’d put on before during his shift. They made their way to the water pump on the back porch, and she left him to figure out the pump and found the outhouse.

      She’d add working bathrooms to the things she really missed.

      Every house in the fort had an outhouse, and she’d hated it at first, wishing the utility companies had stuck it out and kept electricity and water running. But she’d had no choice but to get used to it. This outhouse was bigger than the one she’d shared with Luna and Marianne. She shone the flashlight around to look for spiders and bugs, and finding a large spider in a web in the corner, she scooped him up and put him outside, then used the facility.

      “Spiders used to scare you,” War said when she joined him on the porch and watched him pump water into a bucket.

      “They seem to like outhouses. Luna got tired of coming to rescue me from spiders and said it wasn’t cool to kill them just because I wanted to pee. Marianne taught me how to tell if a spider was poisonous, and I got used to them. It’s just one of those things I had to deal with because of the curse.”

      “You clean up, I will butcher the animals and get a cooking fire going.”

      “Okay.”

      He stepped off the porch and walked several feet away to the three dead animals. He’d found a few knives in the kitchen and a butcher block that had a sharpener which he used before he set in to skinning the animals.

      Emma tugged the bucket away from the spigot and ducked under it, pumping a few times to soak her hair. She used a dollop of shampoo and worked it into her scalp before scooping the suds from her hair and washing her skin as best she could. She used the pump water to remove the bubbles from her hair and wrung her wet locks out, then rinsed the rest of her skin free of soap.

      She scooped a handful of water from the bucket and swished it around her mouth, then took a few drinks of the fresh-tasting water. As she dried her skin, she watched War work, the sharp knives making quick work of the animal hides. He sectioned the meat and set several large pieces on a tarp that one of the wolves brought to him, along with the cleaned rabbits. Then Snow appeared, and War gestured to the rest of the deer carcass, and Snow let out a few sharp barks. Wolves joined them, taking the remains away to the big barn.

      “I saved us the loins which are the most tender, and a roast we can slow cook on the fire. With the rabbits, we should have enough food for a couple days for you and me.”

      She wrapped her wet hair up in a towel and got dressed. War went with her into the house where they gathered cooking supplies and the long matches they found on the fireplace mantel. He stacked wood in a dirt section in the yard, and she looked at the fire and the few matches.

      “We need kindling.”

      He nodded, and they explored the barn, finding dried corn cobs in a bin. He fashioned a spit for the rabbits, and she used cast-iron pans for the roast and loins. Once the fire was roaring, War knocked it down, so it didn’t burn the meat. While she tended the meat, turning the rabbits on the spit, he cleaned up and dressed.

      He brought a blanket from inside the house and set it on the ground, and she joined him, leaning against his side and watching the fire crackle.

      “I found a watch in one of the kitchen drawers,” he said, lifting his wrist. “It’s still working.”

      The time read two p.m.

      “That’s good to know.”

      “You said there was a weapons convoy coming tonight at eleven, correct?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “We can formulate a plan while we eat. With a little luck, we’ll intercept the weapons, so they never reach the fort.”

      Emma bit her bottom lip, fear spiking her nerves. “The men have orders to shoot all wolves on sight.”

      “We’ll keep our people in the shadows,” War said.

      “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

      “Trust me, love, I don’t either.” War drew her into his chest, his arms closing around her tightly. “Don’t worry. As long as we’re together, we can do anything.”
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        * * *

      

      There really wasn’t anything quite like the night. Zara had always loved the dark. The edges, the shadows, the intrinsic secrets hidden beneath the surface. She’d always found the sun to lay bare her secrets, but the night…the night was her domain. Her entire life, she’d worshipped the moon, praised and reveled in its power. Like its ability to force man into beast, for instance. Very few things in this world were capable of such a thing. Transformation was a rare ability, one lost to this world long ago. But the moon was ancient. And with its age came secrets untold. Zara herself wasn’t strong enough to trap a man in the body of a beast, which was why she’d turned to her old friend. And even that had taken an unimaginable amount of strength. A curse so potent, it had required a massive sacrifice—the lives of her sister witches. Every single one of them.

      But Zara didn’t regret the loss. Her sisters had never understood her to begin with. They believed in the power of the earth, in letting nature guide them. Zara believed in the opposite. Her power was hers to control, hers to do with as she saw fit. And no one would ever convince her otherwise.

      With a contented sigh, she sat back against the purple-hued grass and stroked a nearby jasmine petal. Before the curse, Zara used to visit her garden nightly to wait for the flowers to blossom, but now, they were constantly in bloom. Without the sun, her garden had thrived. So much so that the plant next to her now stood six-feet high. This particular moonflower had become her favorite. Its toxic petals had been the source of her victory. They’d allowed her to sedate her coven, enough so she could absorb their power as a whole. And their power had been used to curse War and every werewolf out there.

      A grin spread across her face as she stroked her moonflower. The Devil’s Trumpet was another name for it. Aptly earned, in her opinion. After the world fell apart, she’d considered moving into a larger estate, but that would have meant abandoning her garden. She refused to do that. So, she’d remained in her home, a mere ten miles away from Forked River. A few enchantments had secured her home, and from within the safety of her bubble, she’d watched the world burn down around her.

      The sight was one she would remember until her dying days.

      To see all she’d accomplished, to know that she was the one who brought about the end of days. A laugh spilled past her lips as she cradled the moonflower in her palm. Her baby. Her one shining star amidst the darkness.

      And all thanks to her, War would never again know a moment of peace. She could just imagine him now, trapped forever in the body of a wolf, unable to think or feel, but most importantly, unable to find his so-called mate. There was a perverse satisfaction in knowing she caused his misery, and nothing would ever change that—

      Light spilled over her fingers.

      With a shriek, Zara snatched her hand back and stared in shock as the jasmine petals slowly began to close.

      No. No!

      This was impossible!

      Her flowers were always in bloom. Because they existed in a world of eternal darkness. The moon was hers to command. It never wavered, not even an inch in the sky.

      She lifted her head and stared up. A purple haze covered it all except for the full moon, which burned brightly. Just as it had for the past year.

      And yet…

      A single beam of sunlight warmed her knee.

      Zara cried out and lunged to her feet. This couldn’t be happening. The only way there could be sunlight was if… She sucked in a sharp breath and whirled toward her house. She bolted inside, her gossamer dress fluttering behind her in the breeze.

      Once inside, she grabbed a compact mirror and waved her hand over the glass. A wolf took shape, his dark shaggy fur more familiar to her than she liked. War. In wolf form. Relief surged through her until his shape suddenly began to change. Wolf no longer, the man she’d once loved stood on two feet, his arms wrapped around a woman she’d never forget, no matter how many years passed. The image swayed for but a moment, then grew sharper. She watched in horror as War and Emma embraced. So tender. So lovingly.

      Heat bubbled inside Zara, and, with a sharp scream, she chucked the mirror across the room. It shattered and rained glass down on the floor, but she didn’t care.

      This wasn’t possible.

      How dare they find one another again.

      How dare they try to break her curse.

      No. This wouldn’t do. She refused to let him find his happiness after all this time. He’d destroyed her—it only seemed fair that she return the favor.

      “Enjoy your happiness now,” she muttered to herself. “Because it won’t last long.”
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      “Where is she?” General Taylor demanded.

      Luna Hamilton sat at a table in the general’s home. She hadn’t been invited there for a chat or a cup of tea. She’d been escorted by soldiers.

      “I told you I don’t know,” Luna said.

      Emma had been gone for a day. Luna wasn’t about to tell the general how Emma escaped or that she’d helped her. He had no proof that she knew anything, and Luna would keep it that way. She’d do anything to protect her best friend, even if she got in trouble for it.

      “You two are as thick as thieves,” he said, brushing a hand through his wavy locks as he sat back in his own chair, the wood creaking as he moved. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Well, I can’t help what you believe, sir. When I went to bed last night, she was in the house with my mother and me. When I woke up, I didn’t see her, but I assumed she’d gone to the market or for a walk, and I went about my day.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re telling me that you didn’t worry about her?”

      “I didn’t know she was missing until the soldiers came by for the headcount before dinner, and they hadn’t seen her anywhere else in the fort.”

      Which was true.

      Taylor stared at her in silence for a long moment. Luna did her best to appear as if she was worried about Emma but not hiding anything. It was beneficial that she didn’t feel even the tiniest bit guilty that she’d helped her leave the fort. She returned Taylor’s gaze, thinking about how much she hated the changes that had taken over after the darkness came.

      Hated the martial law and the men who abused power under the guise of keeping the peace. Hated the fence even though she knew it kept them safe. Hated every man who called himself a soldier, whether or not he had the training. And mostly, she hated that her mom lay sick in bed with a fever that the medical staff hadn’t been able to diagnose. It wasn’t like she could just get in her car and go to another hospital for a different diagnosis. She was trapped in the fort, and her mom was too.

      Returning her attention to the general, she said, “The truth is, when the soldiers came for the headcount, and I realized Emma wasn’t there, I did freak out. But I don’t know where she went or what happened to her. I would help you if I could.”

      Taylor stared at her for a beat longer, then walked to the door and spoke quietly to the soldiers who stood by. While she didn’t hear everything, she caught that he wanted them to search the perimeter and focus on the fence to check for breaks or cuts that would allow someone to get out without detection. The men hustled off, and Taylor turned back to Luna.

      “I trust if you see her, you’ll alert me immediately.”

      “Of course.”

      “I was sorry to hear about your mother. Hopefully, she improves soon. I would hate to lose such a cherished resident.” There was something about his tone that made the hairs on the back of Luna’s neck stand up.

      She rose to her feet and pushed her trembling hands into her pants pockets to hide them. “Thank you, sir. The medical staff is doing their best for her.”

      Taylor opened the door for her. She forced a smile on her face and walked past him. She didn’t like anything about what had just happened—the focus on Emma or the veiled threat she picked up toward her mother. With any luck, Emma made it safely to War and warned them about the militia’s plans and somehow avoided getting killed by the very wolves she was trying to protect.

      Making her way home, Luna glanced up at the dark sky and the constant full moon and wished she knew for sure that Emma was okay. Since she didn’t have a crystal ball or a cell phone, she went with the feeling in her heart. That Emma hadn’t gotten devoured by the feral wolves.

      Until she heard from her, Luna would have to trust that her best friend was fine and focus on helping her mother get better.
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        * * *

      

      War watched intently as Emma sketched out a rough drawing of the fort. After a thorough perusal of the five-bedroom house, they’d scavenged a random assortment of clothing, a half-empty box of candles, a few blank notepads, and a couple pencils. Enough to get by for the moment, but if they intended on establishing a permanent residence here, they needed a lot more.

      “Here are the tower locations,” Emma said, bringing his thoughts back to the issue at hand. “I believe they’ll use the smuggling tunnel to bring the weapons into the fort. Doubtful they’ll bring them through the main gate. They’re trying to keep this all quiet, so they don’t upset the residents. The tunnel is a little longer than a mile, but easy enough for his men to navigate, even while lugging supplies.”

      “You said the convoy arrives at eleven, right?”

      Emma nodded, tapping the pencil against her mouth. War’s gaze tracked the movement, his lips quirking upward. Thanks to their bond, he knew he’d never tire of this woman, and even now, in the thick of planning what amounted to a weapons heist, he wanted to taste her.

      “Eyes on the paper,” Emma teased, not once breaking focus from her drawing.

      “But you’re far more fun to study.”

      “Mm.” She lowered the pencil and pointed at the crudely drawn tower next to the tunnel. “This one will be the most difficult by far. The towers are manned twenty-four-seven. And the guards have strict orders to shoot anything that moves.”

      The memory of his dead pack mate surfaced, driving away all passionate thoughts. He was quite familiar with their orders.

      “The general plans on implementing an early curfew so his men can ‘perform training drills’ so all the residents should all be safe inside their homes. Then, at eleven, the shipment is expected to arrive from Fort Kingdom.”

      “So, our best bet is to first infiltrate the tunnel and stock up on supplies. Then we can intercept the weapons convoy before they reach the fort. With luck, we’ll be gone before Taylor clues into what’s happening.”

      Emma hummed her assent. “They’ll keep to the wall for protection. But the towers are a good two miles apart, which gives us a bit of leeway. If we hit the convoy at the right spot, the trees should protect us from view.”

      It wasn’t perfect, but it was the only plan they had.

      “How will they be moving the weapons?”

      “Every fort has military vehicles set aside for transportation. I’ve heard the men talking about their stores, and I know our fort keeps gasoline on hand. Though, I’ve also heard rumors that the gas supplies are dwindling. The rural gas stations were the first to dry up because people feared entering the main cities. Most are overrun with either the feral or rebellious humans who refused to live in the forts. I bet the militia would take the risk, though, to resupply their fuel.”

      War didn’t doubt it. Extreme circumstances required extreme risk. Gasoline was a necessity for their trucks, especially if the fort ever needed to evacuate. No leader worth a grain of salt would ignore that need.

      “All right. So, once we’re in the woods, I’ll have my people keep an eye out for the transport trucks.”

      “I imagine they’ll be guarded.”

      War nodded. His memories of the past year were a tad hazy. The more he tried to focus on them, the more they faded. But distantly, he recalled once spotting a couple of transport vehicles. At the time, he hadn’t given a damn. Things were different now, though. They needed to intercept the shipment. The fewer weapons in General Taylor’s hands, the better. He refused to lose any more wolves.

      “War?” Emma asked, her voice soft.

      He blinked and glanced her way to find her eyeing him with a strange expression.

      “Did you hear anything I just said?”

      “Sorry, love, no.”

      She offered a small smile. “I said, let’s aim to intercept the convoy before they reach the fort. If you have your wolves infiltrate the forest, we should be able to neutralize Taylor’s men and commandeer the shipment, including the vehicle.”

      War nodded. Having a truck on hand wouldn’t hurt. But it would paint a giant target on their backs. He lifted his head and studied the homestead. As far as residences go, it would suffice. He could see them living here permanently. It was secluded in the woods, with only one road in and out. If any humans were to attack, they’d have plenty of time to respond. And the surrounding woods provided abundant cover if they ever needed to withdraw.

      “The tunnel is closed off by a steel door that only opens from the inside. And because I’m not only beautiful but also brilliant, I left it unlocked,” Emma said. “The tunnel leads to a hidden cellar, one that’s packed with supplies. We can stock ourselves up, then use the trucks to haul ass back here.”

      “You don’t think someone else might have locked it in your absence?”

      Her mouth flattened. “Maybe. They’re in and out of the cellar frequently, but no one has any reason to leave through the tunnel until tonight. If we get there early enough, it should still be unlocked.”

      War considered her suggestion. Entering the fort would be risky, but they desperately needed basic things like food, clothing, and medical supplies. He couldn’t ignore that.

      “I wish there was a way I could find Luna,” Emma mused. “I think she’d love it out here.”

      “Really?” War chuckled under his breath. “Because musty old houses are so appealing.”

      Emma playfully swatted at his arm. “There’s a certain charm to this place. The fort has five thousand people. I know that isn’t much compared to the pre-cursed cities, but when you’re all clamoring for supplies and living in close quarters, five thousand is plenty. Out here, there’s fresh air, a well for water, and good eating. It’s rustic. Some might even say romantic.”

      War slung an arm around Emma’s waist and pulled her close. “That’s what I adore about you. You’re the only person I know who can find the stars among the rubble.”

      “Will we stay here?”

      War hummed under his breath, and once again studied their surroundings. There were other homesteads in the territory, but as far as he could remember, none had kept up quite this well. With this much land, he could house his entire pack, even shelter them from the winter when it came. But there were downsides to establishing a permanent residence, as seen last night when the enemy wolves encroached his land.

      “It’ll need work,” he commented, eyeing the fractured walls and dusty corners.

      “I think anything we found would need work. I like it out here. It feels safer. The fort felt safe, too, but I doubt you’d be welcome there.”

      “I won’t go anywhere without my pack.”

      Emma nodded. “I understand. At least here, we can all be together. Even if it means losing Luna.”

      “You really love her, don’t you?”

      “Like a sister. We took care of each other this past year. She’s my best friend. We were lucky to have each other. And her mother is amazing.”

      War leaned down and kissed the top of Emma’s head. “Maybe one day, things will be different. I think we can break the curse. Once we’re finished with this whole General Taylor mess, I’d like to explore that avenue.”

      “How?”

      “Zara wasn’t the first witch I’d met, but she was certainly the craziest. If we can find another witch—”

      Emma shook her head. “There hasn’t been a witch spotted since Zara cast the curse, remember?”

      “Hmm. The only other option, then, is to kill Zara.”

      “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that,” Emma said with a sigh. “I abhor the woman for everything she did, but I could never celebrate another person’s death.”

      “And that’s another reason why I love you,” War murmured.

      Emma squeezed his arm and leaned her head against it. “So, we’ll stay here, then?”

      “I think so. This is the safest place for us right now. My people can form a perimeter and keep watch. They’ll alert me instantly at any sign of a threat.”

      Emma’s body relaxed against him, and a soft sigh slipped past her lips. “I’ll miss the fort, the market, Luna, her mother…but I would have given anything to have you with me. Now that we’re together, I’m never leaving you again.”

      “Nor I you,” War murmured. He snuggled her closer, then smiled when he caught her attempting to hide a yawn. “You should rest up for tonight.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m feeling a little jittery. I think I’ll go for a run and check up on the pack. Do you think you’ll be all right alone for a bit?”

      “You’ll be nearby?”

      “The house will never leave my sight.”

      “Go play in the woods, then,” she said, chuckling.

      War dropped another kiss on her head, then headed for the back door. A run would do him some good, help him burn off the excess energy before the raid tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Emma stood in the middle of her garden, arms wrapped around her waist as she watched the sun rise. She’d been waiting hours for War’s return, hoping that when he did, they’d finally complete the mating ceremony. One they’d intended to perform yesterday. Until some mysterious woman had shown up. Emma could still remember the look on War’s face. A fierce savageness that had stolen her breath. She’d never seen anyone look at someone with such open hatred.

      Whoever that woman was, she’d interrupted their ceremony. And after she’d left, War had been unwilling to complete it. He’d told her he needed to take care of something, and then he’d vanished, leaving her with a small contingent of wolves for her protection. Emma had to admit, the notion frightened her. She’d never needed protection before, but War had insisted. Something about that woman had set him off.

      Now it was hours later, and still, she waited.

      She glanced at the horizon and watched as a hue of orange light crept over the land. She’d always loved sunrises. The promise of a new day and a new beginning. The feel of the warmth chasing away the night’s bitter cold, of waking in War’s arms.

      A smile claimed her lips as she thought about what today would bring. By the end of the day, she and War would be mates, no matter what. And she couldn’t wait. To be one with the man she loved was a dream come true.

      “Emma?” a deep voice spoke behind her.

      She turned, her smile dimming at the sight of Snow, War’s second in command. “Is he back yet?”

      Snow shook his head, his blond hair brushing his shoulders. She’d always thought his name apt, considering his ice-blue eyes and fair hair. A few people had mistaken him as her brother, thanks to their similar coloring. But Snow was something Emma wasn’t—a werewolf. As was War. And she was perfectly content with that. She was marrying War, not his bloodline.

      “You should get some rest,” Snow said. “We can wake you when our alpha returns.”

      “That’s all right.” She smoothed her hands down her dress. She didn’t feel like sleeping. Every inch of her was fired up with excitement. It was practically her wedding day, after all.

      “Seriously.” Snow rested a hand on her shoulder. “It could be a long day, you don’t want—”

      The sound of a door slamming shut silenced Snow. Emma gasped, then clutched her long dress, and ran inside. The instant she spotted War, a grin broke out on her face, and she launched herself into his arms. This was where she belonged. He made her feel whole.

      “I could get used to this sort of welcome,” he muttered into her hair.

      Emma chuckled against his shoulder. “Just wait and see how I welcome you when we don’t have visitors.”

      War’s arms tightened around her. “Temptress.”

      “Is everything all right?” Emma asked as she leaned back.

      “For now.”

      She meant to ask him to explain what he meant, but before she could, the world suddenly started to shake. War and Emma froze, their hands gripping one another for balance. The ground beneath them swayed like liquid as the walls shuddered. Possessions clattered on the shelves before spilling onto the floor and shattering. Picture frames fell as cracks spiderwebbed up the wall.

      Emma sucked in a sharp breath. “Earthquake!”

      It seemed so unrealistic. The East Coast rarely suffered earthquakes, but what else could it be?

      War’s grip turned viselike as he guided her toward the kitchen table. But before they could make it, a massive tremor shook the house and sent Emma sprawling into War. The two nearly fell in a tangle of limbs. A loud growl rumbled deep in his chest as he fought to keep them upright.

      Emma pushed off his chest and rose. But something else caught her attention. A sight unlike anything she’d ever seen. “What the…? War, look!”

      He followed her gaze, a frown knotting his brow as he stared outside.

      Right before their eyes, the sun vanished, as though swallowed whole by darkness. It was almost like someone had reversed time. Every bit of sunlight faded, snuffed out like a candle, and a full moon rose high in the sky.

      Emma stared at her garden, her jaw agape as the moon cast a strange blue light down on the land. War grabbed her hand, and, together, they stumbled into her backyard.

      “What’s happening?” Emma whispered.

      War’s response was a pained grunt. Emma whirled around to face him as fur sprouted on his skin. She’d seen him shift many times. But this was different. Faster. Explosive. He’d never shifted like this before. And from the fear in his eyes, he’d realized the same thing.

      Slipping her hand from his, she backed away and watched as he collapsed onto all fours, his wolf tearing free of his human skin. It wasn’t long before his pack followed suit, and an army of wolves faced her. Within seconds, her garden echoed with a haunting howl.

      “War,” she whispered, daring to reach out to him.

      He snarled and snapped, his teeth barely missed her.

      Gasping, Emma leaped backward, her hand clutched to her chest.

      That wasn’t War. He would never hurt her. Nor would his pack. Something had happened to them, and from the sight of the odd blue light bathing over them, it was something mystical.

      “War…” Emma stumbled away from the pack and toward her house. She considered the pack family, but right now, she needed to seek safety. She could see it in their eyes. They weren’t her friends anymore. And War wasn’t her mate. He seemed crazed. Rabid.

      Feral.

      Zero recognition in his eyes.

      Crying out, Emma bolted into the house and slammed the patio door shut just as Snow and his brother, Ice, leaped after her. At the last second, they changed course to keep from slamming into the glass door. Emma flipped the lock and continued to put distance between them. A glass door wouldn’t keep the wolves out, but what else could she do?

      Another howl rent the darkness. One full of command and strength.

      Snow and Ice turned as one, the pack parting like the Red Sea to allow War through. Emma met his gaze through the glass, her heart hammering in her chest. This couldn’t be happening. War was her mate. He loved her. He’d never hurt her.

      But the truth stared back at her.

      For a brief moment, it looked as though War would crash through the window, but a second later, he turned and bolted into the darkness with his pack hot on his heels.

      Emma sank to the floor and drew her knees to her chest as she panted for breath.

      Soon, the sound of wailing sirens cleaved the darkness. Screams tore through the streets. Growls echoed in the night. And throughout it all, Emma sat huddled in her living room, cheeks wet with tears.

      Hours passed before she finally found the courage to stand.

      Wiping her face, she scrambled through her house in search of her phone. When she finally found it, she had dozens of missed calls and texts from Luna. Choking back a cry, she dialed her friend’s number and held the phone to her ear while biting her nails.

      “Emma!” Luna’s voice instantly calmed her fear. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m okay,” she said, her heart fluttering in her chest. “You?”

      “For now. Mom and I are on our way to your place.”

      “You are?”

      “Tell me what’s happening! Everywhere I look, people are being ripped to shreds by werewolves. Is War involved in this?”

      Emma squeezed her eyes shut, and fresh tears spilled over her cheeks. “Yes. I don’t know what happened. That earthquake struck, and then he and his pack suddenly shifted and—”

      “And what?”

      Emma shook her head. She couldn’t admit aloud that they’d tried to kill her. “Where are you?”

      “A few blocks away. I just hope we make it to you in time. The werewolves are attacking anyone they see. The radio is broadcasting a message on repeat. They’re telling everyone to take cover, stay inside where it’s safe until this blows over.”

      If this blows over. But Emma could barely even think those words.

      “We’ll hole up with you. We’ll be safer as a group.”

      Emma silently nodded. They’d be safe in her basement. There was a storage area down there, enclosed with a small square door. It wasn’t ideal, but it would protect them from the wolves should they return. She always kept water and rations down there in case of an emergency.

      “Just hurry,” Emma urged her friend. “I’ll be waiting at the front door.”

      “Emma.” A brief silence filled the line before Luna sighed and said, “I’m sorry this is happening.”

      A few more tears escaped. Emma knuckled them away and squared her shoulders. Just because the world was falling apart didn’t mean she could. “Be careful.”

      She ended the call, then raced to the front door. It didn’t take long for Luna and her mother to arrive. Emma threw open the front door and winced at the sound of people screaming in the streets.

      “Hurry!” she shouted.

      Luna took her mother’s hand, and they bolted into the house. Emma slammed the door shut and locked them in, then grabbed Luna’s hand and led them down into the basement. Just as she opened the storage room door and ushered them inside, her patio glass door shattered upstairs.

      “Get in!” Emma cried out.

      The wolves had returned. But she had no idea if it was War or his pack. She couldn’t risk finding out, either.

      Once Luna and Marianne were safely inside, Emma dove in headfirst and slammed the door shut behind her. They were trapped beneath the house, but at least they were safe.

      For now.
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      “Em? Hey, Em? Wake up.”

      Emma startled awake, finding War bent over her with a concerned look on his face.

      She sat up. “What’s wrong?”

      “You were crying in your sleep, love. You were really deeply sleeping. I’ve been trying to wake you for a few minutes.” He sat on the bed and brushed tears from her cheeks. “What made you cry?”

      “I was dreaming about the night of the curse. It felt so real, like I was right back there in our home, in the safe room with Luna and Marianne.”

      She scrubbed the rest of the tears from her cheeks and sniffled.

      “Why do you think you dreamed of that night?”

      “Maybe being back with you brought all that up.”

      He stared at her, a single candle illuminating his handsome face. Frowning, he asked, “Did something happen that I don’t know about? That night, did. . . did I attack you?” He looked stricken.

      She’d never lied to War. While it was tempting to hedge the truth of that night, it was possible that eventually the truth would come out and her attempt to shield him would upset him. Inhaling deeply, she said, “What do you remember about that night? After you shifted.”

      “Not much. Just being unable to stop myself from shifting. Then everything from there is kind of fuzzy. What should I remember, Em? What is it you aren’t telling me?”

      She told him everything that happened after he shifted. Her panic watching him shift into his wolf by force. Him almost biting her hand off after he shifted and the attack by Snow and Ice.

      He took her hand and linked their fingers, and the fear that had risen in her during the dream receded. “I’m so sorry I made you fear for your life.”

      “I knew it wasn’t really you, that something terrible had happened to you. To all the wolves.” She leaned into him, and he pulled her close, tucking his head into her neck. She put her arms around him and sighed deeply, the last bit of fear from the dream easing away with his nearness. “I don’t think I ever stopped being afraid after that first night. I just wanted you back. I just wanted everything to be normal again.”

      “We’re together now, love, and that’s what matters. We’ll break the curse, set the wolves free, and get our ‘normal’ back.”

      “I want that more than anything.”

      “Me too.” He kissed her throat and eased away. “We need to get ready.”

      They got off the bed, and she changed into the clothes she’d worn in the woods the night before—black shoes, black pants, and a black shirt. Using a hair tie, she pulled her long hair back into a bun and tugged the blue stocking cap over it. War had found dark clothes in the house, even though they were on the tight side.

      On the back porch, he spoke in his mind to the wolves, and then he told her the final plan.

      “We’re going to use the tunnel to gather any supplies we can, as we discussed. Then we’ll intercept the weapons convoy, secure the humans, and drive back here with the vehicles and weapons.”

      She nodded. “I’m ready.”

      War led her off the porch, and they headed into the woods with the pack. Snow and Ice stood on either side of them, and a small contingent of wolves spread out behind them. Ash, the best scout in the pack, moved ahead of them, his dark gray fur disappearing into the shadows. They were silent as they moved. She kept her eyes peeled and her ears tuned for anything out of the ordinary. It was nearly nine o’clock, which meant they had two hours to get supplies from the tunnel and head off the convoy.

      A half-hour into their trek, War put his hand on her arm and stopped her. “Ash found the tunnel. He said the scent of humans is old, so he doesn’t believe anyone’s come out of it since you left. There’s a guard on the tower, but he’s not looking toward the tunnel entrance.”

      They crept silently forward. She walked behind War, following in his footsteps. She saw the fence first, and then the tower where a guard stood holding an automatic weapon. He was standing with his feet braced apart, the weapon casually laying in the crook of his arm, his side to the section of the woods where they waited.

      “Let me check if the door is still unlocked,” she said.

      War braced his arm in front of her. “I’ll go.”

      She started to argue, but he said, “If he fires, I have faster reflexes, which means a better chance of getting away without being hit. If I get hit, I heal quicker.”

      “Damn you and your rational thinking.”

      He chuckled and kissed her. On silent feet, he reached for the tunnel door, his gaze trained on the guard. The door opened with a tug, and she breathed out a sigh of relief. He moved down into the tunnel, and she knew he was using his enhanced senses to determine if anyone else was in the tunnel too. A few minutes later, his head appeared, and he motioned for her to join him. She kept her gaze locked to the guard, who was still turned away, hurrying toward him and through the door. War pulled it shut behind them.

      She flicked on the flashlight. They made their way through the passageway, keeping close to the wall. Because of the incoming shipment, they had to be quick. War’s wolf rumbled in his chest. She could hear him sniffing the air, using his enhanced senses to ensure they were alone in the tunnel.

      Finding medical supplies was top priority. At an alcove full of boxes, War unzipped the duffel and two backpacks he’d taken from the farmhouse. Using the flashlight to illuminate the stack, Emma found a box full of general medical kits that had basic first aid supplies, along with a huge canvas medical bag stuffed with everything imaginable. She thought the canvas bag looked like what paramedics used on an ambulance. After taking several of the small kits and putting them in the duffel, Emma grabbed everything she could think of that they might need, filling up the duffel and one backpack. While she worked, War filled up the other backpack with MREs and dried fruits and vegetables.

      He stopped at her side. “I found plenty of seeds, too, so we can get a garden going.”

      “Nice,” she said. “I’m ready.”

      “Let’s go, love.”

      She put the large medical kit across her chest and pulled the strap tight, then shouldered a backpack. War carried the other backpack and duffel. Once they made their way back down the tunnel, Emma turned off the flashlight, plunging them into darkness. War lifted the door slowly, listening and looking to ensure it was safe before they moved out.

      She heard a soft growling sound, and War froze.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      “Snow says the guard is facing this way. Shit.”

      She pressed the top button on the watch he wore. It was nearly ten p.m.

      “What do we do?” she asked.

      “They’re handling it.”

      She opened her mouth to ask who was handling what when she heard a commotion in the woods—howling wolves and thundering paws.

      “Oh,” she said as understanding filled her. “The wolves are distracting the guard. But how?”

      “Making a ruckus to turn the guard’s attention away from us.”

      She heard the guard shout and a few shots rang out. War lifted the door further and looked around, then jerked his head to indicate she follow him. Setting the door in place, she kept her head down and raced away from the tunnel and the fence, concern rising to the front as she and War reached safety.

      Emma set the bags down and leaned against a large tree, trying to still her racing heart. War stood in front of her, hands on his hips, and head tilted as he focused on the pack.

      “They’re fine,” he whispered. “No injuries.”

      “Good.” She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Ash found the convoy. They’re a few miles away and traveling at a quick clip. We need to hustle to meet up with the pack and intercept them.”

      Emma rose onto her toes and kissed him. “For luck.”

      “We’ve got this. But I’ll take all the luck we can get.”

      She put the bags back on her shoulders and jogged with him into the woods. She had no idea where they were going, but she’d never had a good sense of direction. War could get anywhere. He seemed to have a sixth sense about where he was. She, on the other hand, had relied heavily on GPS apps on her phone. He used to tease her, but she’d never worried, trusting him to get her where she needed to be.

      Now, she was thankful he could navigate the woods without any help. If it were up to her, they’d end up hopelessly lost and probably in another state by the time they were finished.

      They jogged at a fast pace, the bags bouncing uncomfortably on her back. He had long legs, but he shortened his stride so they stayed together.

      He stopped suddenly, and she nearly fell over, coming to such a hard stop. Righting herself, she heard the rumble of engines in the distance. “How many are there?” she whispered.

      “One,” War said. They set their bags on the ground under the boughs of a huge pine tree.

      “Guards?”

      “Ash said there are two visible in the cab, a driver and probably his back up driver. We should expect that they are both armed. Ash believes there are two more guards inside, hidden behind the canvas that covers the back of the truck.”

      “Okay.”

      The wolves appeared, led by Snow. She noticed Ash was missing.

      “He’s watching the vehicle and reporting to us,” War clarified. He turned to face her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Follow the plan.”

      “I know. Don’t get hurt, okay? I just got you back.”

      With a snort, he kissed her. “I promise. And the same goes double for you.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” She gave him a saucy salute, and he laughed.

      They picked up their bags and followed the wolves. When he could hear the engine more clearly and knew it was close, War left Emma and approached the road, careful not to stray too far lest he turn back into a wolf. Ice stood by her side, his ears flat and his nostrils flaring as he sniffed the air. Bay, Thorn, and Rain stayed with her too, and while she was worried for War, their presence comforted her. Ash appeared, sitting on his haunches next to her, eyes on War.

      War shouted. She squatted down and peered around the tree, watching as War stood in the truck's path, yelling and waving his arms.

      “Hey, help! Stop, please!”

      The vehicle slowed, and she worried it wouldn’t stop. Holding her breath, she watched as it jerked to a sudden stop, the brakes squealing.

      “Thank you! I need help!” War said as he lowered his arms.

      The passenger lowered his window. “What are you doing out here? Why aren’t you at the fort?”

      “I was with a group of scavengers, and we got separated by a pack of wolves. I heard your engine and ran toward you.”

      In a heartbeat, Snow’s white furred form leaped through the open window, the men screaming. The driver got out, and War was there to meet him, grabbing his head and breaking his neck with a loud crack. The man crumpled to the ground.

      Snow moved from the cab, dragging the dead backup driver with him. Around the back of the vehicle, the other wolves pulled the dead guards from the truck bed.

      She slowly rose to her feet, amazed at how quickly the wolves had killed the humans.

      “Em?” War called to her. “It’s safe to come out now.”

      She moved with the wolves to him, staring at the dead bodies.

      “I didn’t know you were going to kill them,” she said.

      “It was better to have no survivors than to risk them making their way to the fort and telling the general that wolves and humans were working together and took off with the weapons. It might cause them to move up the timeline of their attack and catch us off guard.”

      She mused on that for a moment. “He’ll know something happened to them when they don’t show up, though.”

      “I know of at least one small pocket of humans living outside the Pinelands that holed up there like some doomsday cult. We witnessed them killing humans and stealing their supplies. We can move the bodies away from here to throw off the militia if they come looking for them.”

      One guard had boots in War’s size, and he took them, then liberated their walkies and weapons. War told several wolves to drag the bodies a few miles away and then return to the homestead. Emma grabbed their supplies from under the tree and put them in the back of the truck, then climbed into the cab, sitting in the middle of the bench seat. War went to climb behind the wheel, but Snow beat him, leaping into the front seat and stepping over Emma to sit at the passenger window.

      He reminded her of a family dog going for a car ride.

      “I think he just called shotgun,” Emma said with a laugh.

      She reached over and rolled up the window as War sat behind the wheel and slammed the door shut. In moments they were on their way back to the homestead. She let out a sigh of relief.

      “We did it, babe,” War said.

      “I’ll feel better once we’re home.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”
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      War parked the truck behind the homestead and hopped out with Emma hot on his heels. Strangely, a part of him was stunned they’d succeeded. Prior to the heist, he’d been imagining the many ways everything could go wrong. But they’d made a clean getaway, with only a few of his wolves remaining behind to dispose of the bodies. The last thing they needed was word to reach General Taylor.

      The rest of the pack fanned out behind him, their amber gazes locked expectantly on him. Their thoughts were loud but consistent. Every single one of them wanted to know what supplies they’d pilfered.

      War popped open the back and peered inside. Crates upon crates lined the sides of the truck, all nailed shut. He leaped into the truck bed, then one by one, ripped off the wooden lids, brandishing more weaponry that he’d ever expected. A mix of automatics, semi-automatics, and shotguns, plus enough bullets to obliterate his pack. With his people trapped in wolf form, the weapons were useless to them, but any weapon not in the hands of their enemies was a win.

      “That’s a lot of guns,” Emma whispered behind him.

      War nodded and continued his silent inventory. “Makes me wonder what they have back in the fort.”

      “I never saw the armory. General Taylor kept that part locked down for our own safety.”

      “Understandably.” War considered the size of this shipment. “I think it’s safe to assume he has an entire arsenal available to him.”

      “Maybe not.” Emma breezed past him, her fingers tracing the barrels. “Maybe this shipment was meant to replenish his supplies.”

      As much as War wanted to believe that, it seemed unlikely. After everything Emma had told him about the fort and the general, he had a feeling Taylor was a very capable man. Too intelligent to allow his munitions to deplete. And to protect a fort of five thousand people, he would need a lot of weaponry.

      If for one moment he thought they’d be able to successfully sneak into the fort and destroy the armory, he would have done it. But there were too many soldiers and so few of them. And his people had a major disadvantage. The second a single person spotted a wolf, mass hysteria would break out. War wanted to defend his people, not slaughter innocent humans.

      Rubbing his brow, he turned and studied his pack. They stood by so raptly, their gazes trained on him. They trusted him to keep them safe tomorrow, to win the fight with minimal losses. But it was hard to feel confident when staring at a damn truck full of weaponry.

      “We need to be smart tomorrow,” War said aloud for Emma’s benefit, knowing his people could understand.

      “We know the land—our land,” Ice responded. He lifted his head proudly, displaying a patch of black fur on his throat. “Their weapons can’t hurt us.”

      “They can hurt us, and they will. But we wolves are excellent hunters. If we take them by surprise, we might yet stand a chance. We need to prove to the general and his men that we will defend our land by any means necessary.”

      His wolves barked in response.

      “We’ll show them what it means to come up against the Pinelands Pack!” War thrust a fist into the air. “And we will win!”

      The barks turned into a chorus of howls.

      “For now, rest up and prepare for tomorrow. Snow, I’ll leave you to handle the perimeter. Take whoever you need.”

      Snow dipped his head respectfully, then turned and gestured toward the tree line. As one, the pack dispersed, quickly vanishing into the surrounding woods.

      War turned back to the shipment and shook his head. “We need to assume Taylor will be armed tomorrow. My people can heal most injuries. But a shot to the heart or the head will kill them. Did you happen to hear anything about what they’re planning?”

      “No,” Emma said. “They just mentioned taking back the woods. They’re mostly former military, I know that much.”

      “So, they’ll use that knowledge to their advantage.”

      “And they’ve all fought wolves before.” Emma placed her hand against the small of his back and sat on the edge of a crate. “They have a year of experience fighting werewolves.”

      “Then we need to adapt,” War mused. “Before we were hunting them down like animals.” War turned and peered into the woods with a frown. “But things have changed. So, instead, we’ll strategically place wolves throughout the woods, hidden among the trees. We know how to blend in and stay hidden. Taylor will expect our entire pack to attack as one unit, because as wolves, that’s what we did. But we’re not just wolves anymore.”

      “Take them out one at a time,” Emma said, finishing his thought for him.

      “It might work. Wait for the right opportunity, then strike swiftly and silently. And we have one advantage over the general.”

      “What’s that?”

      War tapped his head. “We can communicate with one another without being heard.” A sense of confidence swept over War, and a slow grin spread across his face. His inner wolf woke at the thought of hunting, eager to spill a little blood—but War had spent years tamping back that urge. “We’ve got this.”

      Emma leaned in and rested her head against his side. “I have no doubts.”

      Chuckling, War leaned down and brushed a kiss against her head. “Of course you don’t.”

      She laughed with him, then together, they hopped out of the back of the truck.

      Emma looped around to the front and grabbed the medical kit and their packs. “We should go see what supplies we managed to steal.”

      War took the packs from her, slung them over his shoulders, then wrapped an arm around her waist and drew her close. “We make a good team.”

      “Damn straight,” she said, still laughing.
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      War tossed a few logs into the dusty fireplace, then reached for the flint he’d found in Emma’s supply bag. They’d also inventoried a paltry selection of canned food, a few articles of clothing, some survival gear, and medical supplies. Knife in hand, he struck the magnesium flint until a spark finally ignited. He quickly tossed kindling on top of the embers, then slowly built up the fire until he had it crackling away in the living room.

      “So handy,” Emma teased.

      War glanced over his shoulder to find her stretched out on a large blanket they’d scavenged from the upstairs hall closet. The family here must have left in a rush, considering the things they’d left behind. At least, that was his hope. He didn’t want to consider the other option.

      “Well, I was in the Boy Scouts,” War quipped. “Got my sewing badge too.”

      Her eyes sparkled with humor. “Did you really?”

      “No.” Laughing, he approached the blanket and sank on his knees next to Emma. “I was too busy running through the woods, learning to shift and hunt and all that fun stuff.”

      “Then where’d you learn to make a fire?”

      “It’s not hard,” he said, shrugging. “I’ve slept in the woods many a night. Fur keeps us warm, but fire lets us cook the dead rabbit.”

      Emma burst out laughing. “Yeah, I definitely prefer cooked rabbit to raw.”

      “Who doesn’t?”

      With a soft smile, she reached out and grazed his jaw. “Are you nervous about tomorrow?”

      “Not nervous. More…apprehensive?”

      He took her hand and ran his lips along the tips of her fingers. She drew in a soft breath and licked her lips. Thanks to his elevated senses, he heard her heartbeat quicken.

      “My people are trusting me to lead them through this safely. And I refuse to lose any more wolves to the humans. The woods are our home. The fort is theirs.”

      “Well, the woods used to be their home too,” Emma murmured.

      War frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Sighing, Emma sat up and faced him. “You’re talking like they’re invading your country.”

      “They are.”

      “But they aren’t. Before the curse, this was someone’s house. Someone’s farm. Fort Allegiance used to be Forked River, New Jersey. Taylor just wants his life back, and he can’t do that with a feral werewolf pack surrounding the fort.”

      War’s frown deepened. “You’re taking his side in this?”

      She reached up and cupped his cheek. “I’m not taking anyone’s side. I just think it’s important that we remember there used to be a time when werewolves and humans weren’t killing each other.”

      “That’s in the past.”

      “A past that could easily turn into the future. What about a truce?”

      “What?”

      “A truce with General Taylor. You haven’t tried talking to him yet. He doesn’t know that you’re human again.”

      “But, I’m not,” War argued. “Not completely, anyway. I can’t leave you. If I do, I turn back into a wolf again.”

      “I know. But you’re not the same wolf you were a few nights ago. Regardless of what form you take, you’re yourself again. You have your humanity back. Taylor can’t argue with that. And your pack has definitely regained their ability to think. You’re no longer feral animals bent on killing anything that crosses their paths.”

      “And you think the general would believe this?”

      “You can show him,” Emma urged. “All I’m saying is why not consider it? Maybe you and Taylor could establish a truce. We could spread awareness, assure everyone that there’s a way to save all your people. For the world to maybe gain back some of what it’s lost.”

      “That’s a lot of maybe’s,” War countered. “And you forget, to even start this process, the wolf must find their mate. How can we guarantee that everyone out there will find his or her mate? And until they do, they’re still wolves.”

      Emma sighed and leaned back against the sofa. “I think it’s worth a try. Maybe it won’t work for other packs and forts. But it could work for us. Why kill each other when there’s a chance we can all live?”

      War considered her suggestion. It didn’t surprise him that Emma wanted to push for peace. It was who she was. She loved with her whole heart and grieved just as fiercely. Her empathy was something he’d always considered a strength, but in this case, he wasn’t so sure.

      “I can’t risk it, Em. Too many humans hate us.”

      “You haven’t given them a chance.”

      “And what if they betray us? What if, instead of welcoming us into their home, they slaughter us? No, I can’t risk that. Tomorrow, the general and his men will infiltrate the woods, and my people and I will handle it.”

      Emma shook her head. “I think it’s a mistake.”

      “I know,” War said. He bent down and kissed her cheek. “I understand where you’re coming from, but I can’t risk the lives of my wolves. I can’t trust Taylor won’t betray us.”

      “Someone has to take the first step, War.”

      War sat next to Emma and drew her to his chest. Thankfully, she came willingly with a soft sigh. He would have hated for her to be mad at him on what could be their last night together. Neither had spoken the words aloud, but both knew he could die tomorrow. He had to take a stand, though. Had to show the humans they would defend their territory. The humans would never allow them into their fort. Not when a single bite could cause another outbreak. Not while his wolves were still trapped in animal form. There were too many risks. And somehow, War knew Taylor would never agree to a truce.

      “Come here,” War said.

      Emma rose above him and sat on his lap, her long blond tresses hanging over her shoulder. With a soft hum, War slid his fingers through her hair and pulled her toward him. Their lips met in a tender kiss.

      War pulled back and brushed her hair back from her face. “I need you to listen to me for a second and let me get it all out before you respond.”

      Emma frowned, but nodded.

      A half-smile tugged at his lips. “Anything can happen tomorrow night. My people will do everything they can to win this fight, but I must be realistic. Bullets trump fangs. If the humans win tomorrow, I want you to use that tunnel to sneak back into the fort, find Luna, and live your life as best you can.”

      Emma’s frown turned to a scowl. “What? War, no—”

      “Promise me,” he urged, “you’ll try to be happy, even without me.”

      She scrambled off his lap and stormed over to the fireplace, her arms wrapped around her waist. “Why are you saying this? Why can’t you…” She drew in a deep breath. “You’re not going to die tomorrow.”

      “But there’s a chance I might. And I can’t stand the thought of you grieving for the rest of your life. Yesterday, you told me you were fine being alone if I wasn’t with you. Don’t do that to yourself. Find someone else. The connection might not be the same. But it’ll be something. And something is better than nothing.”

      She spun on her heel, shadows darkening her face. “What if our roles were reversed? Would you move on without me?”

      Not in a thousand years, but he couldn’t tell her that.

      “See?” she beamed triumphantly, clearly reading his expression. “Don’t tell me to move on when I know you wouldn’t.”

      “But you’re not a werewolf,” he said. “Werewolves are a one and done sort of beast. Sometimes someone is lucky enough to find two, but it’s rare.”

      “And you think humans are any different?” She strode back to the blanket and knelt in front of him. “I don’t want to be with anyone else, War. Period. End of discussion.”

      He gave a lengthy sigh but nodded. He’d said his bit. If the worst came to pass, she’d either do as he asked or not. There was nothing more he could do.

      Cupping her cheeks, he brought his forehead to hers and let his eyes flutter closed. He reveled in the feel of her body pressed against his and basked in her sweet scent. This was the memory he’d take with him tomorrow. Just her and the crackling fire. And regardless of tomorrow’s outcome, he was simply happy to have experienced this moment with her.

      “I know I’ve said this a lot the past two days, but I love you.”

      Her hands covered his before she leaned in for a kiss. “And I love you. Always.”

      “Always.”

      Hopefully, always would last forever.
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      The day passed quickly as they prepared for the battle. Tension was high among the pack members, and while Emma couldn’t speak directly to them in her mind like War could, she felt their nerves. They trusted War, though, and because he was alpha, they would follow him wherever he led. War had asked her to make a detailed list of the weapons. While he’d stashed some guns around the homestead, most of them remained in the crates. The two of them could only use so many guns at one time.

      She’d found a patch of wild blueberries, which had been a nice addition to the meat, and fully explored the bedrooms, finding more clothes, including the black yoga pants and dark T-shirt she was now wearing. While War sat on the couch and worked on the plan of attack, she’d used a rag and bucket of water to clean the kitchen. It felt oddly normal—the two of them working side by side for the pack and just being near each other. Reminiscent of a year earlier when he’d brought her to his home and told her about the history of the pack and what it meant to be an alpha. It wasn’t just about being the top dog; it was about being a leader that the pack trusted. An alpha who put himself first wasn’t worth his salt, and eventually, the pack would splinter. War followed in the footsteps of his ancestors, choosing to be a strong and fair leader, ruthless when necessary to protect his people, but worthy of their devotion.

      His hands slipped around her waist, and he pulled her back against him with a soft growl.

      “You’re looking very serious, Em,” he murmured into her ear, nuzzling a heated path down her throat.

      Her body responded immediately, heat flooding through her, heart pounding out a swift rhythm in anticipation, skin tingling.

      She tilted her head to the side and closed her eyes at the feel of his lips, his teeth dragging lightly along her throat. She moved to turn herself in his arms, but he prevented her from it, placing his hands on hers and moving them to the edge of the kitchen counter. He gave her wrists a squeeze as if to tell her without words to keep them there, and she smiled.

      So demanding. So sexy.

      He drew his fingertips up her arms and over her shoulders, slipping them down the front of her body to grasp the hem of her top and lift it up over her breasts. She let her head fall back against his shoulder as he cupped her breasts, gently squeezing her nipples.

      “Such a lovely body,” War murmured against her throat. “Are you wet for me, Em?”

      She breathed out a chuckle that slid into a moan as he tweaked her nipples a little more firmly and sent a riot of sensations down her spine. “You can check for yourself.”

      “I will.” He nipped her neck, bracing one arm under her breasts and sliding his other down the front of her pants. He cupped her sex through the thin material of the pants and ground his erection against her back. She was so tempted to take her hands off the counter and touch him, but being at his mercy for a little while, enjoying him being in charge of both of their pleasure, was exciting. Squeezing the edge of the counter until her knuckles turned white, she turned her head and kissed him.

      The stubble on his cheeks was rough against her skin, his lips firm and demanding as his tongue plunged into her mouth and took possession of her. He pushed his hand inside her pants, his fingers sliding through her wet folds with a growl of approval. She tilted her hips, seeking more contact, but he kept the touching light, barely grazing her clit with each pass of his fingertips. Her skin tingled, and her body ached. He broke their kiss, sucking on her bottom lip.

      “You’re intoxicating, Em.” His voice had gone low and growly.

      “Just for you,” she whispered. Her voice was raw, need rising within her.

      He slid two fingers inside her so slowly she thought she’d go insane. Her knuckles cracked as she gripped the counter. “Please, War.”

      “I like you this way, love. Wet and needy. All mine. I want to do a hundred dirty things to you.”

      “I want that too.”

      He pressed the heel of his palm against her clit and curled his fingers inside her, rubbing her inner walls and adding sweet friction to her aching bud. His fingers grazed a place inside that made her let out a sharp gasp.

      He chuckled against her throat and kept his fingers there, rubbing firmly until her vision blurred, and the center of her body went white hot.

      “Come for me,” War demanded, his fingers moving impossibly fast against that spot, her body spiraling toward pleasure.

      She couldn’t have stopped herself if she’d wanted to. It was too good, too much, too everything.

      Shouting his name, she shuddered in his arms as she climaxed, pleasure arcing through her like lightning. He snarled and bit down on the side of her neck and pulled his fingers from her. Shoving her pants and underwear down, he spread apart her soaking folds and played with her clit, rubbing the sensitive bud in fast circles, driving her from one height of pleasure to another. Her knees went weak, and her voice cracked as another climax wove through her.

      She finally let go of the counter, leaning back against him and cupping the back of his head. Her heart was pounding in her chest, her entire body on fire.

      He turned her suddenly and set her on the counter, dragging her pants down her legs further and spreading her thighs apart. He undid his pants and freed his length, aligning himself with her core and plunging into her. She leaned back, grasping the side of the cabinet for leverage, keeping one hand over the top of his that gripped her hip with brutal intensity.

      She was still humming with pleasure, her body clutching him as he pounded into her. He was the most intense she’d ever seen him, his eyes flashing to the amber of his wolf, fangs peeking from his parted lips. She’d never seen anything sexier.

      Wiggling one foot free of her pants and underwear, she hooked her leg over his hip, pressing her knee to his side and changing the angle. They both groaned and he clenched his teeth. She wanted him to come inside her, to feel the possession of his pleasure.

      He laid his thumb on her clit.

      Her eyes opened and she let out a mewl of protest. Sweat slicked her brow, her hair matting to her face as he touched her exactly the way she loved. Despite the pleasure that still tingled in her bones, he drove her to another great height, his cock thrusting into her as his thumb circled and played with her, a riot of heat and pleasure exploding within her. This time when she came, she screamed his name and reached for him, looping her arms around his neck.

      He let go, his cock pulsing as he came. He groaned and spoke her name, and then he lifted his head and howled. She shuddered against him. She wanted to say she loved him, but she couldn’t get her brain to work. It was too fogged with pleasure. Too blissed out. War had loved her so well, as only he could. Her alpha, her mate, her life.

      He eased from her, and they both groaned. He kissed her brow and said hoarsely, “I didn’t make you go deaf, did I?”

      She chuckled and rested her head on his shoulder. “I’m good.”

      “Just good?” he teased.

      “The best.”

      He pulled her against him and left the kitchen, carrying her up the stairs to the bedroom. He stripped them both and climbed next to her, curling around her. She was positively drained, pleasantly numb, and sleepy.

      “We can rest for a bit,” War said in a quiet voice. “We have time.”

      “Did you set an alarm?” She closed her eyes and yawned.

      There was a slight hesitation. “Yes.”

      She drifted off to sleep, an unsettled feeling in her chest. She wanted to ask him why he hesitated before he confirmed he’d set an alarm, but she couldn’t keep her eyes open. She’d ask him when she woke.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emma awakened slowly. She rolled to her back and stretched with a groan.

      And then she realized she was alone in the big bed.

      An oil lamp glowed on the nightstand and she sat up and looked around. War wasn’t in the room. She touched the space where he’d been and found the sheets cold. Her heart clenched, and a sick feeling settled in her stomach.

      “War?” she yelled.

      Scrambling off the bed, she dressed hurriedly and grabbed the lamp. She called his name at the top of the stairs and heard nothing in return. Rushing down the stairs, she listened for a moment and still heard nothing. No sounds of movement within the house. It was quiet. Empty.

      She opened her mouth to call his name a third time when she heard a sharp bark.

      Turning, she faced the sliding back door where a wolf stared at her. She recognized Ghost from the pale gray coloring of his fur. He jerked his head up, and she walked to the door, noticing that something was written on it.

      Her heart sank as she read what War had written in grease pencil. I can’t risk your safety. The wolves won’t let you leave. I will come back to you. I love you.

      “That son of a bitch!” she fumed, the female warrior part of her wanting to storm through the yard and make her way to the pack to aid them. War leaving her behind meant he wasn’t going to battle with the militia with weapons—only fangs and claws. Fear scrabbled at her spine and tears stung her eyes. War could die! She didn’t even get to say goodbye or argue why she should go.

      Now she understood why he’d hesitated when she’d asked about the alarm. He probably didn’t even go to sleep. All those climaxes and lovemaking were meant to make her sleep deeply so he could leave without her waking. And it had worked, damn it.

      She opened the slider and stared at Ghost. Beyond him, milling around the yard, she could see half a dozen wolves.

      Ghost let out a curious bark.

      “Yeah, I’m pissed. I know he left me here to keep me safe, but I need him to be safe too. I’m scared for him. Scared for the pack.”

      Ghost nodded in understanding.

      She reached out and touched his head, feeling the connection to the pack between them.

      “Screw it,” she snapped. She belonged with War, and these wolves belonged with their pack. One whole unit. She couldn’t believe War had weakened himself like this. He needed everyone on hand to beat Taylor.

      Turning, Emma eyed the surrounding wolves, then marched into the house and grabbed the first gun she found. War might be alpha, but he’d been grooming her into one as well. Which meant it was time for her to take a stand.

      “Ghost, can you track War?”

      He huffed an agreement before pointing his muzzle toward the south woods.

      “Good. Let’s go. And when I get my hands on that man. . .” Her words trailed off. Instead, she focused her anger into her own plan.

      Ghost trotted forward and led them into the woods. With luck, they’d find War and the pack, save the day, and then she’d give her mate a piece of her mind.
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      There was no going back.

      Emma would never forgive him for this, and he knew that. Deep down, he knew he’d done the right thing, but leaving had damn near destroyed him. Em was human. As much as she wanted to stand at his side, he couldn’t risk her life like that. The very thought of placing her in danger sickened him and enraged his wolf. It was his job—their job—to protect her. Even if that meant breaking her heart. She may never forgive him, but she’d live. And wasn’t that more important?

      The worst part had been lying to her. Purposely deceiving her. But considering how the chances of them ever seeing each other again were slim to nil, it seemed pointless to labor on regret. The fact remained that General Taylor and his armed men would infiltrate the forest. And his pack, while completely capable of combat, was outgunned and outnumbered. The odds certainly weren’t in their favor—but that didn’t mean they’d give up. This was his land and had been since long before the curse struck. He refused to give it up without a fight. When the general attacked, he and his pack would be ready. And they’d go down swinging, taking with them as many of those bastards as possible.

      War lifted his furred head and studied his people with a keen eye. Thanks to Emma, there was an awareness to them now, a cognizance they’d all lacked for the past year. It would give them an advantage, seeing as how the general remained ignorant to the recent change. Their only hope was to think like men but fight like wolves. Luckily for them, they’d all long since perfected such an art.

      “We stand behind you, alpha,” Snow said, his amber gaze bright.

      As one, the rest of his pack lifted their heads and squared their shoulders. Their eyes all glowed in the darkness, illuminating the encompassing twilight.

      “I’ve always been truthful with you,” War said, his voice echoing in his own head like feedback. “And I don’t intend to stop now. This will be a hard battle. One we may not win—”

      A series of enraged growls erupted in his ears.

      “Settle yourselves,” War cautioned. “We may not win this fight, but that doesn’t mean we’ll go down quietly, either. These men intend to destroy us, to slaughter us on our land. We will not stand for that! The time has come to fight, to show them that this land is ours, to show them they cannot take from us what isn’t theirs! Fight with me, my brothers and sisters, and we will show them that the Pinelands Pack is made up of so much more than rabid animals. Fight with me, and we will show them what it truly means to be a wolf!”

      A chorus of yips and barks rose from his people.

      War tipped his head back, his gaze locked on the enduring moon, and unleashed a singular howl. It wasn’t long before his entire pack joined in, joining their voices as one in beautiful harmony.

      Once the soulful baying tapered off, they marched together toward the fort, their silence weighing heavily on War’s mind. Not a single member of his pack showed fear, but he felt it like a soft caress through his fur.

      Eventually, the fort came into view. War stopped and studied his surroundings. He lifted his head and drew in a deep breath, sifting through the plethora of scents. The humans weren’t far now, a few hundred feet or so.

      War turned and met the steady gazes of his people. “Ice has assigned you your positions. Go now, then wait for my command before attacking.”

      Each bowed their head in respect as they passed him, their steps silent in the undergrowth. War followed suit, keeping his head down and ears perked. Soon, the humans would infiltrate his territory, and he and his wolves would begin the fight of their lives.

      War tucked into his assigned location and crouched low, his muscles bunched and ready to spring at any moment. It wasn’t long before he heard rustling—trees moving in the distance, boots scuffling through the undergrowth, fingers nervously tapping their weapons.

      “Patience,” War cautioned his already eager pack.

      His ears flattened the instant he caught sight of the general. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but the term “general” gave the impression of a brutish man sporting a buzz cut. This general couldn’t be further from that. His lanky figure gave off a whiff of weakness, and his boyish curls lent him an odd innocence. But it was the hard glint to his eyes that screamed military. Regardless of his appearance, this man commanded the respect of those who followed him.

      As did War.

      He waited until the majority of Taylor’s unit was surrounded by the trees before he gave the order. It was little more than a “now” as he leaped from the brush and lunged into the fray, teeth bared. Shouts rose into the night as the humans scrambled for their weaponry. This was what War had hoped for. To take them by surprise. To confuse and distract them. To eliminate them before they retaliated. And do it quickly enough that his people could take out their front line of defense.

      One by one, War’s pack joined the assault. A series of savage snarls and rough barks preceded the distinct sound of necks snapping and men crying out. War’s paws slammed into his target’s chest, and he rode him to the ground. Without hesitation, he leaned in and sank his fangs into the man’s throat. A simple twist and the soldier’s death cry turned into a garbled noise.

      It’d been a long time since War had tasted human blood. It wasn’t one he particularly cared for. Animals were sweeter and far less difficult to hunt. But there was no escaping this. If his pack hadn’t attacked first, it likely would have been their dying cries echoing through the forest.

      War scrambled off the dead soldier and bolted forward, his gaze locked on General Taylor. If he took out the leader, surely the rest of his unit would fall back to the fort. Deciding there was one way to find out, he pushed harder, faster.

      His paws churned up the undergrowth as he raced across the war zone. From the corner of his eye, he caught sight of injured and dead wolves. The image spurred his rage until he practically flew across the ground.

      A few feet away from his target, the general suddenly turned. With a knowing glint to his eye, he lifted his rifle and aimed. War ground his teeth and pushed harder. The race was on now. Could he reach the general before he took his shot?

      War jumped through the air, paws outstretched, just as a deafening boom shook the surrounding trees. Agony tore through War’s shoulder, the foreign bit of lead wedging deep inside as blood spilled down his fur. It didn’t matter. He had a job to do, and he refused to let something as small as a bullet take him down.

      War and Taylor tumbled to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Taylor grunted and dug his elbow into War’s side, shoving him off in a powerful thrust. Before War could scramble to his feet, something hard struck his jaw. He toppled onto his side, his vision blurred. But as it cleared, he saw Taylor take a stance above him, his rifle cradled against his shoulder. A single shot from this range would blow his head clean off his shoulders.

      Like hell he’d let that happen. He refused to give up. Taylor would not win this battle. His damn life depended on it. And there was no way he’d let Emma stumble over his corpse.

      War gathered his limbs and sprang upward, his teeth locking around the barrel. A quick chomp bent the barrel, rendering it useless. From the looks of it, Taylor had never seen anyone bite a rifle right in front of him. His panicked gaze shot to War’s, his face ashen.

      The man knew he’d lost. But just as War was about to deliver one final death blow, a strange sensation swept over him. One he’d quickly grown accustomed to.

      Without his consent, his fur receded, and his limbs rearranged themselves. Fear and panic coursed through him, not because shifting put him at a weakness, but because shifting meant Emma was here.

      And she couldn’t be here.

      She couldn’t.

      His internal argument was short-lived though because there stood Emma, furious and beautiful as hell. She marched toward him, blazing through the battlefield without a care in the world, her fiery gaze locked with his.

      War groaned as his humanity returned and he straightened. He teetered to the side, his hand coming to rest on a tree trunk for balance.

      He wasn’t sure what to expect. Clearly, Emma was pissed. Understandably so. But so furious as to walk through a bloody battlefield lined with corpses, equal parts human and wolf?

      Seemed the obvious answer was yes, considering her determined glare and unfaltering stride.

      Without a word, she swept up her gun, and then, right before his eyes, she cocked the weapon, pointed it to the sky, and unleashed a single shot. One quickly followed by a piercing whistle.

      It wasn’t the gunshot that attracted everyone’s attention, but rather her summoning. With matching expressions, everyone turned toward her, stunned to find a civilian so brazenly out in the open.

      “Emma,” War growled, staggering toward her. He had to convince her to leave. It was his responsibility to protect her. She was in danger here. Immensely so. One bullet would end her life. He couldn’t face that.

      Emma swung the rifle around and jammed it into the ground before leaning on it like a cane. She shot War a scathing scowl.

      “Enough!” she shouted loud enough for everyone to hear, her blistering glare still aimed at him. When one of his wolves growled, Emma spun around, her searing fury enough even to silence War. The other wolf backed away, his tail tucked between his legs.

      General Taylor stole a step toward her, but before War could react, Emma whirled around, lifted her rifle, and jabbed the barrel into the general’s chest.

      Now that got everyone’s attention.

      “I would advise you to back off,” Emma growled in a voice worthy of an alpha. “I’m in a foul mood thanks to my mate over there—”

      “Your mate?” Taylor sputtered.

      “—and I would hate to take it out on you, you know?” She cocked the rifle for added measure.

      Taylor slowly raised his hands, his stunned expression darting between the two of them. Silent questions burned in his gaze. War was likely the first wolf he’d ever seen turn back into a human. To say it shocked the soldiers was an understatement.

      “Emma—”

      “Not now, War,” she snapped. He could tell from the pinch of her lips she had a whole lot more to say to him just brewing under the surface, but she knew better than to berate him in front of his pack. Regardless of everything else, he appreciated that. In private, she could rip him a new one all she wanted, but not out here. Not when every last set of ears tuned in to them.

      “It’s time you all listened up,” Emma called out, her voice ringing through the trees. “As you can see by my darling mate over there, there is a loophole to this curse. A few days ago, we stumbled across it when I came to warn War about the impending attack.”

      “You did what?” Taylor shouted.

      Emma’s gaze narrowed on him, and she stared until he fell silent. Were the situation not slightly terrifying, War might have laughed. He and General Taylor were the alphas here, but Emma possessed enough inner strength that it attuned every single soldier and wolf to her. Including the general.

      “As I was saying.” She glared at the general, the rifle still pointed at his chest. “There’s a loophole to this curse. Which means there’s a chance for peace. A chance to put aside the hate and fear and accomplish something no other fort has. General Taylor,” her voice softened, hope alight in her eyes—“you want your life back, right? Your land? Your city?”

      He grunted.

      “As you can see, War is very much human again. You two could arrange for peace. Put aside the fighting and establish new boundaries. The pack, while still trapped in wolf form, aren’t feral anymore. All because of me and War.”

      “Your…mate,” Taylor repeated, his brows drawn low.

      “We were mates before the curse, and we will always be mates. No matter how much he pisses me off,” she grunted, the last comment directed at him.

      War’s mouth twitched. Even in all her fury, she was breathtaking. In a million years, he never would have imagined his mate to be so strong, so stubborn, so resilient. But from her expression, he knew better than to hint at his feelings right now in case she did something else dangerously foolish.

      “I’m not exactly sure what you’re trying to suggest here,” Taylor said, scratching at his head. A series of deep gashes crossed his arms from War’s claws.

      “She’s saying that since I can turn into a human again, that my pack and I no longer need to act like animals.” Glancing at Emma once more, War stepped forward, unabashedly naked, and stuck out his hand. “And she’s right. Maybe I should have done this before the battle, but anger makes a man act rashly.”

      Taylor’s brow shot upward at the word “man.”

      “I propose a truce,” War forced through gritted teeth. If this worked and made his mate happy, then so be it. It wasn’t his desired outcome, but neither was the loss of his pack. And far too many bodies littered the ground. Far too many voices had gone silent in his head. Voices they would forever mourn.

      Taylor stepped closer but didn’t extend his hand. “And just what would this truce propose?”

      “I guess we can work on those details. We could grant permission for your people and trucks to pass through the forest, allow your supply trucks to continue unhampered in exchange for a cut of the goods.”

      “What about the land?”

      “That remains ours,” War snapped. “You have your fort, and I know we won’t be welcome there. You may come and go with our specific permission, but you may not take our land as your own.”

      From the darkening of Taylor’s eyes, War could see he didn’t like that. This man’s ambitions knew no bounds. He wanted their land, their freedom, all of it.

      But just as quickly, the storm cleared, and Taylor gave the slightest nod. He extended his palm in a show of truce. As their fingers touched, the darkness returned to Taylor’s eyes. He barely turned, but it was enough. Enough for him to sneak in behind War.

      Before War could so much as suck in a breath, he felt a blade slip deep into his back, felt the edge twist as it shredded his insides, felt a sudden fire rip across his torso. Emma’s scream resounded in his ears, a sound he knew he’d never forget. He turned, claws extended, and swiped at Taylor’s throat, missing it by a hairsbreadth. Distantly, he heard Emma cry out, but his vision had already begun to haze as he crashed to his knees in the undergrowth. He reached for the knife lodged in his back but couldn’t grasp it.

      The general had planned this well. But it wasn’t until War caught the scent of sizzling skin that he realized something devastating.

      Taylor had used a silver knife.

      Choking on a strained breath, War forced open his eyes in time to watch Taylor and his men drag Emma away. Chaos erupted among his wolves, their cries deafening in his head as they simultaneously fought the remaining soldiers and circled around War to protect him.

      How he wished he could help.

      But if he was taking the time to wish for things, he could think of a few others.

      Like having never met that damn witch in the first place.

      Or killing Taylor instead of trying to extend an olive branch.

      And, most importantly, a full and rich life with Emma.

      Instead, War toppled forward, his face smashing into the underbrush. With a shuddering breath, he sent out his last coherent thought to his pack.

      “Save Emma.”
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      Everything slowed as Emma watched War crash to his knees. She’d only seen Taylor shake War’s hand to acknowledge the truce, but then, he’d moved so fast, so imperceptibly that he harmed War before her mate could even react.

      She didn’t know what Taylor had done until War fell forward with a knife protruding from his back. She lunged for War so she could pull it out when strong arms grabbed her from behind and hauled her backward. She screamed for War, kicking and struggling against whoever held her.

      A gloved hand clamped over her mouth as she was bodily dragged away from her mate. She bit down as hard as she could. The hand jerked away from her mouth as the man holding her cursed loudly.

      His arm curled around her neck and squeezed, cutting off her oxygen. She clawed at the arm, but the material of the camouflage jacket was too thick for her to do any good with her blunt nails. Her vision blurred as he carried her away from War, her body rebelling against the lack of oxygen.

      She could see the wolves as they split forces, several circling War to protect their injured alpha, and the rest attacking the soldiers.

      “Retreat!” General Taylor shouted.

      The soldiers followed orders, abandoning the battle with the wolves and racing toward the fort.

      The arm around her neck loosened, and he tossed her over the shoulder of another soldier. Her stomach heaved as her abdomen slammed down on the bony shoulder and her head swam at the abrupt change of view. The soldier took off toward the vehicles and she bounced uncomfortably. She tried to unseat herself from his shoulder, but he held her tightly by the legs, and no amount of beating her fists on his back would make him loosen his grip. Lifting her head, she watched as the wolves gave chase to the retreating soldiers who fired their weapons into the pack.

      She inhaled deeply and pushed up from the man’s shoulder to give herself some leverage. She shouted at the top of her lungs, “War!”

      One soldier racing with them swung his rifle at her, and she let out a grunt as the butt of the gun connected with her temple. Her vision swam and her head spun, and she struggled to hold on to her consciousness.

      As her vision narrowed to pinpricks and the aching in her head intensified, the last image she had was of War still and quiet in the undergrowth, a blade protruding from his back.
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        * * *

      

      Luna woke with a start. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, stifling a yawn. Picking up her watch, she tilted it until she could read the time—one a.m. She stretched out the kink in her back that sleeping on the worn-out love seat she’d dragged into her mom’s bedroom had given her.

      What the hell woke me up?

      Luna looked at her mom, who was asleep in her bed, her feverish skin glistening in the moonlight. She’d come down with a fever the day before, and Luna had been at her bedside ever since. She briefly wondered if she’d awakened because of her mom, but it didn’t look like she had moved since Luna fell asleep a few hours earlier.

      Luna was one hundred percent exhausted. It wasn’t just worrying over her mom’s illness, but also the gnawing concern over Emma. What kind of person just went traipsing off into the woods to talk to wolf shifters who’d been killing humans on sight?

      The sort of person who Emma was—someone who stood up for those who were wronged and did her best in all things. She might be petite, but she had a warrior spirit. And considering that Emma’s boyfriend—scratch that, mate—was one of the feral wolves, Emma would traipse into hell to save him. The fort they called home was filled with militia just itching to kill wolves at the slightest provocation, and Emma didn’t want to be safe in the fort while War was in danger.

      Luna had never loved any man the way Emma loved War.

      Someday, she hoped she would. She couldn’t picture herself spending the rest of her life with any of the single guys in the fort, though.

      Shaking her thoughts back to figuring out what woke her, Luna stood and checked on her mother. She still felt warm, unfortunately. She heard a distant pow-pow-pow, and her heart clenched.

      She moved past the bed to the window, opening the curtains and peering out into the darkness. The residents had been told to expect gunfire tonight due to militia training drills, but Luna knew that was a lie. Emma had told her the general and his men planned to attack the wolves tonight. The gunfire sounded chaotic and rapid. Almost like they were in a war zone. What if Emma was out there right now, caught up in the insanity?

      Luna glanced at her mom, who stirred but didn’t wake.

      Tiptoeing from the room, Luna closed the bedroom door silently and then dressed quickly in her own room. Donning dark clothes and shoes, she weaved her hair into a quick braid and snuck out the back door. She leaned against the cool surface momentarily and listened to the sounds of the night. The gunfire was louder now, but far enough away she felt safe. She could also hear howling and barking, and she shivered. Emma had to be out there.

      The thought of Emma filled her with sadness. When they’d said goodbye, she’d hoped Emma would be okay, but had no way of knowing what became of her. It wasn’t the first time she’d missed cell phones.

      Or hell, the old house phone at her grandmother’s, with the twisty curly-cue cord that stretched from one side of the kitchen to the other.

      Anything was better than just not knowing.

      Pushing away her heartache, she moved along the backs of the houses on their street, keeping one ear on the fighting from beyond the fort, and the other to the street to listen for the patrols. It was dangerous to be out here, but if she was ever going to learn anything about Emma, this was likely her only chance. She could feel in her bones she needed to be out of her house, and while she wasn’t certain the reason, the feeling was very real. Something big was happening—or about to happen—and it was related to the wolves and possibly her best friend. She’d never find the truth about anything if she left it up to the militia to tell her, so she had to find out what she could on her own.

      She made her way to the market, which was closed because it was so late. She heard rushed footsteps and voices, so she crouched down next to the market wall and quieted her breathing.

      Soldiers hurried by. Lifting her head slowly, she counted six. “We’ve gotta get the gates open,” one man said. “They’re on the way back.”

      “What about the stockade?” a soldier said.

      “I’ll go,” another soldier said. Luna recognized the voice of the third man—Paul. She’d had a brief fling with him a few months ago. While it hadn’t morphed into anything more than the occasional booty-call, she found him to be useful for gathering intel the militia deemed too dangerous for civilian ears.

      Luna waited until she was alone before she headed toward the main gate, found a good hiding spot, and hunkered down to watch the proceedings.

      Minutes later, the gates opened, and men barreled inside. There was a flurry of activity as the gates were closed, with soldiers rushing around and orders being shouted. General Taylor motioned to a soldier who carried someone over his shoulder.

      Luna peered at the figure who appeared to be unconscious.

      Taylor stopped and pointed down the road. “Put her in one of the holding cells and wait for me. I’m going to brief the council on the success of the mission.”

      The soldier saluted and then hurried off, the figure bouncing on his shoulder. Luna barely stifled a gasp as she realized who it was.

      Emma!
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        * * *

      

      Emma groaned as pain shot through her body like electricity. Her throat ached—hell, everything ached. It felt like she’d been cut apart and put back together by a sadistic doctor.

      She rolled to her back and rubbed her bleary eyes, her mind blanking as she stared at an unfamiliar ceiling. It wasn’t the ceiling of the home she’d shared with Luna and her mother. Or the ceiling of the master bedroom at the homestead. It took only a few moments for the fog in her mind to clear and realization to set in. She knew exactly where she was: the fort’s prison.

      There were four cells in the stockade, with little more than a twin cot and a bucket for a toilet in the corner of each one. By the time she, Luna, and her mother had made it to the fort after Zara had cast the curse, they’d built the stockade already and she’d seen inside it only once during a tour. The tiny eight-by-ten cell was no place she’d ever wanted to be, but here she was.

      She stared up at the ceiling and cataloged her body for injuries. Her stomach ached, and she had a wicked headache. But aside from being super thirsty, she didn’t think any of her injuries were too serious. Sitting up slowly, she groaned again as her headache intensified. She waited for the dizziness to pass and then swung her legs to the side. Her feet touched the floor, but she didn’t get off the cot. There wasn’t any place to go.

      “You’re awake,” a man said.

      A sharp glance revealed General Taylor, leaning ever so casually against the prison bars, an aggravating smirk curving his thin lips.

      The memory of him stabbing War had her desperate to lunge at the bars and throttle him. But she wasn’t an idiot. The action wouldn’t accomplish anything, not with her locked up. Instead, she unleashed a nasty glare.

      “You lied,” she said, pushing away the worry that surfaced as she thought about War.

      “He’s an animal. All of them are.”

      “You know that’s not true. They’re shifters—humans with the power to change into animals. The curse that took the sun away also trapped the wolves in a feral state. You witnessed War become human again when I showed up at the battle. You talked to him. You shook his hand. Being reunited with me gave War back his humanity, and because he’s their alpha, the wolves regained some of their human thoughts back too. They’re different and you know it.”

      He tilted his head. “Curse?”

      Emma froze, eyes wide as she stared at the general. Shit. Had she said too much? For a year, the humans had speculated that magic was the cause of everything, but they’d never been able to confirm their suspicions.

      “What curse?” Taylor demanded, gripping the cell bars.

      “A witch named Zara cast the curse,” Emma admitted. What did it matter if he knew? The damage was already done, and it wouldn’t change anything for the humans to finally understand. But she refused to name War in any of this, knowing it would only fan the fires of Taylor’s hatred. “Thanks to her, this is our world now. But we can break it. As I just said, when War and I reunited, he regained his humanity. And because he’s the alpha, his wolves regained their ability to reason. They’re stuck in wolf form, but they aren’t feral anymore.” A smug smile curled her lips. “And you stabbed their alpha. Bet they’re really pissed now. Let me go, and maybe I can convince them to forgive you.”

      Taylor rubbed his brow and released a long sigh. “You’re not going anywhere. You broke several laws. You left the fort and aided the enemy, for crying out loud.”

      Her mouth fell open, and she rose to her feet. Squaring her shoulders, she faced the general. “I tried to stop the bloodshed. In case you missed it, there were soldiers among the dead as well as wolves. There was no need for that. War offered a truce, and you betrayed him. You smiled and drove a knife into his back. That’s what a coward does, not a leader.”

      “The wolves were losing. He offered a truce to save his losses. That’s cowardly.”

      “You called the retreat,” she retorted.

      “Well, of course,” he said, smiling at her coldly. “I had to get a pathetic civilian back to the safety of the fort.”

      She wanted to scream. But she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of watching her lose it. She was fairly certain that no one knew she was in the stockade. Taylor could do anything to her he wanted, and no one would stop him.

      She’d never felt so helpless and alone in her life.

      “Let me leave. I promise I’ll make sure the wolves hold up their end of the truce.”

      “They’re not a threat any longer.”

      She frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Their alpha is dead. I had the blade coated in silver, which, as I’m sure you’re aware, is deadly to shifters. You missed the fun of watching him die because you were unconscious, but trust me when I say that the pack is running around like a chicken with its head cut off because they’re missing their leader. We’ll find where they’re holed up and kill them all. You could make it easy on yourself and tell us where they are. I might let you out of here eventually if you’re helpful.”

      “I’ll never tell you anything.”

      “You’ll change your mind.”

      She hated how sure he sounded. And she doubly hated how her eyes stung with tears, and her body trembled. War wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. If he were, she wouldn’t feel connected to him. Deep in her heart, she believed he was alive, but she wasn’t about to tell Taylor that.

      Steeling her frayed nerves, she inhaled and straightened. “Go to hell.”

      Taylor chuckled and walked away.

      She didn’t like that one bit.

      The door to the stockade slammed shut and she was alone. She could hear Taylor’s voice outside, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. She guessed he was telling guards to keep an eye on her.

      She sat on the cot and stared at the stockade door. No matter what happened, she didn’t regret leaving the homestead and stopping the battle. War’s life had been on the line, and she knew she could get the fighting stopped if she could get their attention. She’d been successful, but the soldiers were more cunning than she’d anticipated. Taylor had seen a way to take out his enemy, and he hadn’t hesitated.

      It was powerfully unfair that War was a good and honorable man and had been injured by his trusting nature. Taylor wasn’t to be trusted, that was for damn sure.

      But War was hopefully healing back at the homestead. She’d done what she went into the woods to accomplish, and although she hadn’t planned to get captured, she’d sacrifice herself a thousand times to keep War and the pack safe.

      The door creaked open and a soldier walked in. She recognized him as Paul, one of the young men who’d been drafted into the militia when his family came to the fort.

      She opened her mouth to say something to him, but he put his hand up. “I’m not supposed to talk to you, traitor. Just keep quiet, or the general will send someone else in here to deal with you and trust me when I say, you don’t want that.”

      She didn’t like the threat, but she absolutely didn’t want to deal with whoever Paul thought was a worse person to take over guarding her. Pressing her lips together, she leaned back against the wall and stared through the bars toward the door.

      I fucking need you, War, she thought. I’m in trouble.
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      Emma’s butt had long since gone numb from sitting on the horribly uncomfortable cot for who knew how long. It felt like forever, considering Paul refused to so much as look at her. There was a small window in the door, but since the sky was always dark, she had no clue how long she’d been in captivity. But it felt like an eternity.

      Particularly when she couldn’t stop worrying about War.

      Had he been able to get the silver-coated knife out of his back? Had the wound healed?

      The door opened and Taylor strode in. He held a bottle of water in one hand and an MRE in the other. “Take ten,” he ordered Paul.

      “Yes, sir,” Paul said, hurrying out the door.

      “I thought you might be hungry and thirsty,” Taylor said. He approached the cell but didn’t get close enough to hand the items to her.

      “What do you want?” she asked, eyeing him suspiciously.

      “You know.” He shook the bottle so the water sloshed inside. “Some food and water for information. You’ve been sitting in here for an hour. I thought you might be ready to talk.”

      “I have nothing to say to you.”

      He grunted. “You will, eventually. If it takes a day of no food or water to get you to tell us what we need to know, then I’ll wait. But…” He let his voice trail off.

      Taylor’s eyes got a decidedly evil glint to them, and Emma’s stomach churned.

      “I can think of other ways to get you to spill if food and water aren’t the ticket. I’m being nice, you know.” He set the bottle and foil-wrapped item on the table, then crossed his arms. “I could be unpleasant.”

      She held her tongue against the retort that she’d never really seen him be anything but unpleasant.

      “I’ll give you an hour,” he said, rubbing his chin. “If you refuse to give me the pack’s location, I’ll use another method to get your cooperation and you won’t like it. Keep in mind that no one knows you’re here. No one is coming to rescue you. If the pack shows up, we’ll kill them, so don’t expect your furry, feral boyfriend to save your life. You’re only useful to me as a means to get to them. Keep that in mind.”

      He stared at her for a long moment and then turned and left. The door slammed shut and her eyes stung with fresh tears. She slumped against the wall, feeling helpless. She’d never betray War and the pack.

      But how could she escape?
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        * * *

      

      Luna squatted against the stockade and listened to General Taylor’s little speech. There weren’t windows in the walls of the building, but there were vents to allow fresh air in, and it was through one of those vents that she heard their conversation. And it made her furious.

      Threaten her bestie? The fuck! Taylor was an asshole of the highest order, and she wanted to hurt him in the worst way. She wasn’t even an aggressive person by nature, but she’d throw a few punches in his direction. Maybe stab him with something rusty.

      Luna rested her head against the rough wall of the small building and closed her eyes. How the hell was she going to help Emma? There was only one door into the stockade and Taylor had assigned one of the soldiers to guard Emma.

      Taylor marched out of the stockade, the door slamming shut behind him. Luna flattened against the wall in case he walked around to the back of the building. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if she got caught spying.

      Hell, she’d probably wind up in a cell next to Emma. And then they’d never be able to escape.

      Holding her breath, she waited and listened.

      “Paul?” Taylor barked.

      “Sir?”

      “I’ll be back in one hour. There’s water and an MRE on the table. See if you can get her to talk and offer her those things.”

      “You want her to tell us where the pack is?”

      “Yes. And how many there are.”

      “If she won’t talk?”

      “Don’t worry about that. Just make sure you explain that it would be better for everyone—especially her—if she cooperates.”

      “Yes, sir,” Paul said.

      The door to the stockade opened and closed. Luna heard the general walk away in the barracks' direction.

      She lifted her wrist and looked at her watch. An hour wasn’t long. She needed to figure something out, and damn fast.
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        * * *

      

      Emma crossed her arms and glared at Paul. “No.”

      He snorted. “You’re being an idiot. You know that you’re fucked, right? I mean that figuratively and literally.”

      Her stomach churned in worry, but she ignored it. She wouldn’t give in to fear or threats, she had to stand tall. “You know that you’re blindly following a man who’s okay with threatening to rape an innocent woman, right? I have done nothing wrong.”

      Paul threw up his hands. “Hello! I heard all about you traipsing into the middle of the battle and threatening our people. Our people! You’re human, not a wolf. You shouldn’t be siding with them, but with us. You should’ve pointed the rifle at the wolves, not the general. Surely you didn’t think he’d forgive and forget that, right?”

      “I had to stop the bloodshed,” she said. “It was pointless. Humans and wolves suffered losses. I did what was best for everyone.”

      “I can’t believe you fucked a wolf.” His upper lip curled in disgust.

      She tilted her head with a frown. “You know he was human, right?”

      “That’s not what I heard.”

      “What? Ew! Oh my gosh, I didn’t have sex with War in his wolf form, that’s a horrifying thought.”

      “They’re always wolves. They’re feral.”

      “You’re the one who sounds like an idiot right now. War and I are mates. When I’m with him, he’s human. General Taylor witnessed it, and so did the other soldiers. I didn’t have sex with a wolf in his animal form, that’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard in my life.”

      “I only know what I was told,” he said. “I was also told that you’d deny it.”

      She opened her mouth to argue but decided it wasn’t worth the effort.

      The door to the stockade opened, and Luna slipped in, wearing all black. She was carrying a thermos and had a paper-wrapped package under her arm.

      Paul straightened from where he’d been leaning against the table. “What are you doing here, Luna?”

      Luna didn’t look Emma’s way. Instead, she gave Paul a sultry look. “I heard you were in here, and I thought I’d bring you a snack.”

      “You can’t be here. Emma’s a prisoner and isn’t allowed any visitors.”

      Luna gave Emma a dismissive glance. “I didn’t come here for her. She’s a traitor. It’s all over the fort how she cavorted with wolves and tried to bring them inside our walls and kill us all.” She sidled up to him, pressing her body to his. “I just wanted to bring you a snack to keep your strength up and thank you for watching out for us.”

      Emma wrapped her hands around the bars. “Luna! What the hell?”

      “Shut up, traitor,” she said, sneering.

      Emma’s heart cracked at the sheer menace in her best friend’s voice.

      And then she caught the wink. Relief spread through her knowing that Luna was planning to help her.

      Emma cleared her throat and banged her fists on the bars. “I should’ve known you’d turn on me. You were always jealous of my relationship with War.”

      “Yeah, right, like I’d ever fuck a wolf. I prefer my men human.” Luna turned her attention to Paul.

      Emma spun away from the bars and pretended to stifle a sob. She flopped onto the cot and angled herself away from the bars, so it appeared that she was feeling hopeless and not watching what her bestie was doing. From her vantage point, she saw Luna unscrew the lid of the thermos and pour the contents into the lid that doubled as a cup.

      “I remembered you liked green tea with honey,” she said. “And I brought you some of my mom’s pear tartlets.”

      “No shit?” Paul asked.

      Luna giggled. “No shit.”

      Paul opened the paper package and took a large bite of the tartlet, groaning with happiness. “Damn, this is good. I haven’t had anything sweet in forever. How’s your mom, anyway?”

      “Still sick with a fever. The doctors don’t know what’s causing it but think it’s an infection of some kind.”

      “That sucks. You’re feeling okay, though?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      He took a long drink of the tea and sat on the edge of the table. “I could move into your place, help with your mom.”

      “You’d do that? After I told you I didn’t want anything serious, and I was kind of mean to you?”

      He shrugged. “I hate the barracks. It’s fucking noisy all the time. And there isn’t anyone in the fort I’d rather be with than you. I get that you wanted your space in the beginning. I probably came on too strong, so I’m sorry about that.”

      “You called me a bitch after the last time we hooked up, and I wouldn’t let you come home with me.”

      “Sorry!” he said, chuckling. “You’re not. I was just frustrated.”

      “It’s okay, I promise. Forgiven and forgotten.”

      He finished the tartlet in two bites and drained the cup. She lifted the thermos and said, “Refill?”

      Paul swallowed loudly and blinked a few times, shaking his head. “I feel weird.”

      “Oh no? You do?” Luna asked incredulously. “I wonder if someone put something in the thermos to make you go to sleep? And maybe also laced the tartlet?” She put her hand to her lips in mock surprise.

      “You bitch,” Paul said and then groaned, sliding off the table, unable to catch himself as he slumped to the floor. He fumbled at his waist for the walkie, but she grabbed it from him.

      “Ah, ah,” she said, waggling it at him. “Stop calling me a bitch, seriously. Did you really think I’d turn against my best friend? For you? You couldn’t find my clit with a map and a flashlight.”

      “You won’t get out of the fort,” he said, his voice went soft and his head slumped to the side.

      “Yeah, we will. And I’ll be back before you wake up. The good news is you won’t remember any of this. It’ll just look like you fell asleep at the post.”

      He snorted a sound that turned into a snore which made Emma let out a sigh of relief.

      “Is he unconscious?” she asked as Luna grabbed the keys to the cell off the table.

      “Yep. The last time I was in the medical tent, I looked through the medicine locker to see if I could find some sleeping pills. I found tranquilizers and swiped some. I ground up a few and put them in the tea and the sugar coating on the tartlet. I figured it would take twenty minutes to knock him out, so maybe I gave him too much.” She looked at the man. “Well, he’s still breathing, so that’s a good sign, I guess.”

      “Yeah, let’s not add accidental death to the list of problems tonight. You’re the best!” Emma said.

      “Duh.” Luna unlocked the cell. The two hugged tightly. “We gotta jam, girl. They’re coming back for you in a half hour.”

      “How will we get out?”

      “The tunnel. No one realized you escaped that way, so it’s not being guarded.”

      “Come with me.”

      “I can’t. My mom’s sick.”

      Luna led Emma to the door and peered through the window. “It looks clear. You ready to get the hell out of here?”

      Emma nodded. “Lead the way.”

      Luna opened the door and hurried to the left, and Emma followed. They plastered themselves against the stockade and moved swiftly and silently to the back. They paused and listened, and when they were sure the coast was clear, they moved across the street and melted into the shadows. They only ran into the patrols once and stayed hidden until they passed by. Emma and Luna continued to the cellar where they lifted the door and hurried inside.

      Luna pulled the door shut behind her.

      “You’re sure you’re okay?” Luna asked.

      “I’ll be fine once I’m out of this place and back with War.” She quickly told her about the battle and how Taylor had betrayed the pack.

      “Oh my gosh,” Luna said. “Do you think War’s okay?”

      Emma rubbed the space over her heart. “I think so. I think I’d know if he was dead, and I don’t feel like he is. You could get out of here with your mom. We could meet up somewhere in a few days.”

      “She can’t travel. She’s basically bedridden with this fever. I wish I could get her away from here.”

      “When she gets better?” Emma asked.

      “I’ll figure a way for us to get away from here.”

      As they embraced, they heard footsteps coming down the tunnel, and the sound of a man humming off-key.

      “Go!” Emma whispered. “I’ll deal with him.”

      “What if it’s more than one soldier?” Luna asked. “I won’t abandon you now.”

      “You can’t get caught. What about your mom?”

      Luna opened her mouth to answer, but then the soldier appeared. “Hey!” he yelled, putting his hand on the butt of his gun. “What are you two doing here?”

      Emma looked at Luna, who looked like she was two seconds from barreling into the man. He was older, maybe in his mid-forties, and was one of the men that Emma knew had been using the tunnel to sneak supplies in.

      Emma gave Luna a push, and she stumbled forward into the soldier who caught her. Emma took the distraction to grab a nearby empty wooden crate, lift it with both hands and swing it at him. He didn’t have time to shield himself from the blow, which spun him around and into the wall. Luna dropped to the ground with a grunt.

      “Shit, warn a girl next time.”

      “Sorry,” Emma said. “Let’s go.”

      “I can still go back home,” Luna said.

      Emma put her hands on Luna’s shoulders and gave her a hard look. “We’ll come back for your mom and get her out of here, but you can’t go home right now. This asshole will wake up and tell Taylor that you helped me escape, then they’ll figure out you drugged Paul. Taylor could order you killed for aiding an enemy. At least this way, you have a chance to come back and save your mom.”

      Luna looked like she’d protest, and Emma was ready to argue. But then Luna said, “I know, you’re right. I just hope she’ll be okay until we can come back.”

      “She will be,” Emma said. At least she hoped she would.

      Emma took the unconscious soldier’s gun, and she and Luna raced toward the end of the tunnel. Emma lifted the hatch and looked around. She didn’t see any soldiers or hear any sounds of alarm, so she didn’t think anyone had discovered she was missing from the stockade.

      She looked at Luna. “Ready?”

      “Promise the pack won’t try to kill me?”

      “I swear. I’m the alpha female.”

      “I don’t know what that means, but it sounds kickass.”

      Emma grinned. She climbed slowly from the tunnel and kept close to the ground, watching the guard tower. When the soldier on duty turned away, she motioned for Luna and the two hurried into the woods. She wasn’t sure how long it would take to find the homestead, but she and Luna were free of the fort and that was what mattered. She was very serious about helping Luna get her mom out, and she was certain that War would help.

      Her heart panged as she thought about her mate.

      I’m coming for you, War.
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      Throughout his life, War had experienced his fair share of pain. The pain of the first shift, the pain of his first breakup, the pain of his first fistfight, and now, he could add the pain of being stabbed in the back with a silver blade. Still, none of that compared to the pain of losing Emma.

      Even now, half-conscious, War could hear her screams echoing in his head, hear her crying out his name as Taylor and his men dragged her away. He’d wanted nothing more than to crawl to her. Instead, four of his wolves had pinned him down while a fifth ripped the blade out of his back. Still, that agony barely compared to losing his mate. Emma was his life—she was all that mattered. He would do anything for her, even if that meant storming Taylor’s fort while half-dead.

      His pack had apparently disagreed.

      Somehow, they’d managed to drag his wounded ass back to the homestead. Every time he tried to move, his pack practically sat on him. Under Snow’s orders, he wasn’t to leave the homestead until he was fully healed.

      Screw that.

      Who knew what Taylor and his men were doing to Emma. In their eyes, she was a traitor, a crime often accompanied with a death sentence.

      Emma wasn’t dead. He had to believe that. Because losing Emma would destroy him. And deep down, he believed she was alive. She had to be. He wouldn’t accept anything less.

      Deciding it was time to act, War lifted his head and studied the room. At least a dozen wolves surrounded him. And he could hear the rest patrolling the homestead. The pack was on high alert, it seemed. Snow believed they needed to be ready for another ambush. Taylor had injured their alpha and thereby weakened the pack. If ever there was a time to attack, it was now. Deep down, it bothered War that his pack felt so threatened, but he couldn’t focus on anything other than Emma. And until she returned to him, safe and sound, she was all that mattered.

      War rose to his feet and tested his balance. His back ached, but thankfully, standing on four legs mitigated a little of the pain. By some miracle, he was healing. But whether he’d be fully healed in time to save Emma, he couldn’t say.

      Every last pair of eyes turned toward him. War retaliated with a hard stare. It didn’t take long for his wolves to bow their heads. Injured or not, he was their alpha, and they knew it.

      “Let me through,” War said, his lip curling up to emphasize his point.

      Slowly, his pack rose to their feet, but rather than move out of his way, they parted like the Red Sea and formed a path for Snow. Head held high, Snow marched forward, his gaze locked with War’s.

      “Don’t do this,” Snow cautioned.

      “Move.”

      “Alpha—”

      “I said, move!” War’s chest rumbled with a deep growl. He may be injured, but that hardly gave Snow permission to manhandle him or take control of his pack. They would respect him, or they would die. No one would keep him from Emma.

      Sensing his alpha’s rage, Snow steeled himself. “Don’t make me fight you.”

      “Don’t make me kill you,” War snapped. “Stand aside like a good little pup, and there won’t be any need for violence.”

      “You’re injured, alpha.”

      War’s jaw clenched, his fangs biting into his bottom lip. If it came down to a fight, he’d win. Everyone in the pack knew that. War had been the alpha for ten years for a reason. Ruthless and vicious, he always won his fights. And if they needed a reminder of that, he was more than happy to provide one.

      “War,” Snow said, his stance relaxing. “We need you right now. We need you healthy and whole and strong. Emma needs you alive.”

      War’s rage carried him another foot forward. Every muscle in his body coiled, prepared to strike at a moment’s notice. He’d made Snow his second years ago, and in all that time, they’d never butted heads like this. Until now.

      “Move,” War reiterated, his claws scoring the wooden floor.

      It was almost imperceptible, but War caught the slight flash of fear in Snow’s eyes. He knew better than any of the fate that awaited him if he continued to push his luck.

      “War—”

      At the sound of his first name, War lunged forward, his teeth snapping the air near Snow’s face. The entire pack leaped back, their alarmed cries ringing through his head. Snow hadn’t budged an inch, and for a moment, War wondered if this would really come down to a fight.

      So be it.

      But before War could attack a second time, a strange expression crossed Snow’s face. One more surprised than fearful. Eyes wide, War’s second turned away from him, his nose lifted in the air. Evidently, he’d picked up a scent.

      War lifted his head and drew in a deep breath. The second he caught a whiff, relief eased the weight on War’s chest. His heart gave a hard knock against his chest a second before a familiar tingle spread across his body.

      Emma.

      She was here.

      War gave in to the shift and barely acknowledged any pain as his body reshaped itself. The second he rose on two legs, he crossed the room in three powerful strides. Emma had barely burst into the room, cheeks bright from exertion, when he scooped her up into his arms and held her close.

      “War!” she gasped, her arms looping around him.

      He sank into the embrace, all the while thanking every star in the sky for her safe return.

      Emma choked on a sob and tucked her head against his shoulder, her body trembling with relief. “I thought I lost you.”

      His eyes fluttered shut as he drew in her scent. “I thought the same.”

      Emma’s arms tightened around his neck, and her tears dampened his shoulder. But he didn’t care. She was in his arms, exactly where she belonged.

      Gasping, she wrenched back from War and cupped his face, her palms soft against his stubble. “Taylor stabbed you!”

      War chuckled. “I’m aware.”

      “But you’re fine?”

      “I am now,” he assured her before brushing a gentle kiss against her brow.

      With a sharp squeal, she slung her arms around his neck once more. “I kept thinking the worst. I didn’t know if you were dead or not, and I—I just…”

      “Shh.” War cupped the back of her head and reveled in her embrace. For the first time in hours, his wolf was content. Her presence had finally soothed the beast.

      “Um, Emma?” a strange voice warbled.

      War instantly went on the defense. So caught up in Emma, he hadn’t noticed the second female in the room. With a threatening growl, he shoved Emma behind him and faced this unknown threat with his fangs bared.

      “Calm down, wolf boy,” she muttered, lifting a hand in front of her eyes. “And maybe put on some clothes?”

      War didn’t give a flying fuck about his nudity. There was an unknown threat standing in the middle of his homestead, one who smelled far too much like Taylor’s men for his liking. Everything about her screamed that she’d come from the fort. Unacceptable.

      “Calm down,” Emma murmured. “War, meet Luna. Luna, this is War.”

      Luna. He knew that name. Emma had spoken of her before. He cocked his head and studied the woman before him. So, this was the one who’d helped Emma leave the fort in the first place. The woman Emma had grown close to after the curse.

      “Luna helped me escape again. Taylor…” His mate shuddered and her hand trembled against his back. “Taylor insisted I give him your location. I refused, but he wasn’t willing to take no for an answer. Thankfully, Luna slipped in and got me out.”

      “Did he hurt you?” War demanded in a voice far too deep to be called human.

      “No, thankfully. Not yet.”

      He didn’t like the sound of that. Not yet meant the man had been planning something. And that didn’t sit well with War. Next time he and Taylor crossed paths, the man certainly wouldn’t walk away.

      “Luna risked everything to save me,” Emma continued. “Her mother is still at the fort. She’s sick, and we have to get her out before Taylor punishes her on our behalf.”

      “Okay, not to interrupt or anything,” Luna said. “But can the two of you please put some clothes on? Not that I don’t mind the view or anything, but it’s sort of difficult to converse when y’all’s dangly bits are hanging out.”

      War blinked at the woman. Just what was she going on about? He was the only one naked…

      He turned, surprise rendering him mute.

      Luna was right. He wasn’t the only nude one in the room. There amidst his pack stood another, as naked as the day he was born.

      Snow stared at his hands, stunned into silence.

      “Holy cow!” Emma gasped. “Luna! You found your mate!”

      “My what now?”

      Snow lifted his head, his ice-blue eyes so familiar. His hair was longer now, the tips brushing his neck, but for all intents and purposes, he was still Snow. He met War’s gaze, wide and unblinking.

      “I can’t believe it,” he muttered in a rough voice. “I…can’t…what just happened…?”

      “It’s all right.” War remembered well how jarring it was. After a year of being trapped in a wolf’s body, it took a while to adjust.

      Snow stepped forward, his gait somewhat awkward. “I’m human.”

      “You’re human.”

      “I can speak.”

      “You can speak,” War said, laughing.

      Snow frowned. “I have a mate?”

      “You most certainly have a mate.”

      “Whoa. I’m not anyone’s mate,” Luna announced, her pulse ratcheting up a notch. “I should go. Emma, it was great rescuing you and all, but this…this is too much.”

      “Luna, wait!” Emma laid a hand on her friend’s arm. “Just wait, okay? Don’t run off. Give him time to adjust.”

      “Adjust to what?”

      “Being human. It’s only possible because you’re here. If you leave, he’ll shift back into wolf form.”

      Luna shook her head, her dark hair spilling over her shoulders. “Emma, that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I know.” Her gentle chuckle eased through the room. “But it’s true. Stay. I promise I’ll explain everything.”

      “You’d better,” her friend grumbled, crossing her toned arms over her chest. “This is lunacy.”

      Emma’s chuckle grew into a laugh. “Your specialty, my friend. It’s why your mama named you Luna, after all.”

      “Har, har.” Luna sighed, then plopped herself down in the nearest chair and tapped her foot.

      Emma laid a hand on War’s arm. “Why don’t you and Snow find some clothes while I explain everything to Luna. We’ll stick close by so you guys don’t shift, but give us a little privacy while we talk, okay?”

      War leaned in and kissed Emma. The feel of her lips against his invoked a rush of desire unlike anything he’d ever felt. Emma was home and with him. All he wanted was to finally claim her and make her his forever. They’d both waited so long—he refused to wait any longer.

      Sensing where his thoughts had strayed, Emma grinned up at him and stole another kiss. “Soon, my love.”

      “Damn right, soon. Have your little discussion, but afterward, you and I have an important ceremony to complete.”

      “And a general to discuss,” she muttered.

      War shook his head. “Let’s not think about him right now. Tonight is for us.”

      Her smile brightened. “Agreed.”

      War kissed the tip of her nose, then clapped Snow on the back and guided him toward the stairway. Regardless of all else, tonight would be the night he and Emma became true mates. No doubt about it. He refused to let anyone else stand in their way.

      Even his newly-changed second.
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        * * *

      

      Rather proud of himself, War crossed his arms over his chest and analyzed the bedroom. While Emma and Luna talked, he’d taken the time to prepare the room they’d soon call their own. He’d cleaned the floor of the scattered remains of ripped linen and clothing and used a few scraps to wipe down the furniture. Most of it was in decent shape. Whoever had lived here before them had emptied the drawers and abandoned the rest. A few nicks along the hardwood dresser, but otherwise, in working condition. Next, he’d flipped the mattress, draped it with what he hoped were clean sheets, then placed a couple lit candles around the room. While he wanted nothing more than to illuminate the space with hundreds of glowing candles, he had to consider their limited resources. The last thing he did was heat a pot of water over the camp stove they’d stolen from the fort and sterilized a few more scraps of linen.

      If this was to be their permanent residence, there was more he planned to do to make this place their home. But for tonight, this would suffice. All that mattered was Emma and completing the mating ceremony. He’d been waiting for this moment for so long, he refused to wait any longer. It was time to claim one another, to show the world—and especially Zara—nothing would keep them apart. Zara might have cursed the world, but he refused to let her win. This was how he intended to prove that.

      “War?” Emma’s voice came from the hallway.

      He turned to gauge her reaction.

      Emma’s eyes widened as she stepped into the room, her slender fingers rising to her mouth. “Oh. Wow. This place looks amazing.”

      “Cleaning does that,” he said, winking. “Just imagine what we can turn this place into.”

      She nodded, circling the room in open wonder.

      “How’s Luna?”

      “A bit stunned still, but I think she’ll stick around.”

      Relief eased War’s shoulders. For Snow’s sake, he hoped she did. As humans, Luna and Emma didn’t quite understand how it felt to be parted from their mates. It was a punishment worse than death. Which was exactly why Zara had separated him and Emma. The witch was callous. Worse. She was downright evil. He only hoped that one day he had the chance to repay the favor.

      “How’s Snow?” Emma murmured while stroking the dresser.

      War followed her movements like a hunter tracking his prey. His wolf wanted nothing more than to pounce, but he restrained the beast. He wanted to do this right. Take his time. Enjoy her and the mating ritual. It was something a wolf hopefully only did once in his life. It needed to be perfect.

      “A little shaky. It’s jarring, especially in our circumstances.”

      Emma snuck a side glance at War. “What’s it like? Being a wolf and finding your mate?”

      War grinned and sauntered toward her. With a contented sigh, he looped his arms around her waist and drew her into his chest, reveling in the feel of her tucked against him. “It’s like…you’re the reason I exist. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted, and when I’m with you, my heart beats a little bit faster and I ache to touch you. To be with you. You’re my sun, my moon, my stars.”

      She gave a happy hum. “I feel the same way.” After a moment of blissful silence, she tipped her head back and gazed up at him. “Luna doesn’t feel that way.”

      “She will. It doesn’t happen immediately for humans.”

      “But it does for werewolves?”

      War considered that question. The day he met Emma was permanently etched into his memory. “When we met, it felt like I’d been living in a fog. Then I saw you, and everything became so clear. I saw your beautiful face, and I knew. You were mine. Like how I am yours. Snow is likely trying to figure out how to get close to Luna without chasing her away. It’s a fine line to walk. She’ll feel a connection to him, a need to be close, but it takes a little time for humans to feel the strong connection we seem to feel instantly.”

      “Is Snow a good man? I mean, I knew him before the curse. But I never really knew him, you know?”

      “He’s one of the best. It’s why he’s my second. He’s loyal, trustworthy, and devoted. Don’t worry, love. He’ll treat Luna better than any man has ever treated her.”

      A teasing smile curved Emma’s lips. “Well, that might be tough.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Luna enjoys having fun. She’s had her fair share of men.”

      War chuckled. “Then Snow had better be ready to rise to the challenge. Now then, isn’t there something else we should be doing? Something a bit more…wicked?”

      A mischievous glint sparkled in Emma’s eyes. “I don’t know. Is there?”

      With a playful growl, War swept Emma up into his arms and carried her to the bathroom where the pot of water awaited. Though Emma squealed, her playfulness soon changed tone when he slowly stripped her, then washed her from head to toe. The water had cooled since he’d boiled it, but that didn’t seem to bother her.

      War took his time, relishing in her every curve. With a devilish grin, he leaned down and captured one of her pebbled nipples in his mouth, lapping up the water. A faint moan escaped her lips before her breath caught, and her fingers dug into his back. He couldn’t get enough of her. Her taste, her scent, her feel. If he spent the rest of his life loving her, it wouldn’t be enough.

      Hands splayed around her hips, he knelt before her, his head still coming to her chest, and he licked his way south. Water rivulets ran down her skin, and he followed the trail, enjoying every inch of her flesh. Without warning, he gripped her hips and lifted, easing her legs over his shoulders. He stood and pressed her against the wall, grateful for the high ceiling, then buried his head between her legs. The instant his mouth closed over her clit, she cried out and fisted his hair.

      He’d missed this so much. The sound of her cries. The feel of her thighs tightening around his neck. The feel of her body clenching as he slowly brought her to climax. War stroked her entrance with his tongue and reveled in her sweet taste. Her pussy clenched every time he delved deeper, and with a few well-timed strokes, she shattered around him, her body tensing as waves of pleasure coursed through her.

      Emma moaned his name and lifted a hand above her head, pressing her palm against the wall. Usually, this was when he eased off and let her catch her breath, but this time he refused. He wanted to feel her come again, wanted to taste her excitement and pleasure. And it didn’t take long for a second orgasm to grip her. Her thighs trembled as she held on for dear life. Only when her pulse slowed did War ease her down the front of his body. He wanted nothing more than to sheath her over his cock and pound into her, but it wasn’t time yet. He needed to make this a night she remembered, needed to make her delirious with pleasure before giving her his mark. The bite would be painful, but if he timed it right, she wouldn’t feel a thing.

      So, instead, War captured her mouth in a searing kiss. She eagerly opened her mouth, and as he slipped his tongue between her lips, he also eased a finger into her slick pussy. He moved the two in tandem, crooking his finger ever so slightly. He knew the second he hit the right spot when her breath hitched, and her fingers dug into his shoulders.

      “That’s it, sweetheart,” he grunted while fucking her with her fingers. “Keep coming for me.”

      It’d never been this way with another woman. He craved her pleasure like a drug. And it seemed she wanted the same. Her hand closed around his cock, and she started slowly working him over. But he refused to let it distract him. War sped up his ministrations, content only when she broke for the third time. She cried out against his mouth, her hand stalling as she basked in her third climax.

      War grinned, then without warning, grabbed her hips and wrapped her legs around his waist. A breathless second later, and he sheathed himself within her. Emma sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes widening as he filled her. For a moment, the two paused and stared at each other, realizing the gravity of this moment. Soon, they would be mates.

      With a small smile, War carried her into the bedroom, still wrapped inside her. He slowly lowered himself down onto the bed, then flipped them over until she lay on her back.

      “You didn’t let me play at all,” she playfully pouted.

      War nipped at her bottom lip. “Plenty of time for that later, love. Tonight is about you and our mating.”

      She nodded. “Will it hurt?”

      “I will do everything I can to make sure it doesn’t.”

      Before she could respond, he started to move, gliding effortlessly in and out. Emma’s back arched off the bed, and she flattened her palms against the headboard. Her eyes fluttered shut as he moved within her, her bottom lip rolling between her teeth. War took in all of it. The sight of her flushed cheeks, the feel of her body contracting around him, the scent of her potent desire. Everything was so perfect.

      Ecstasy mounted within him, teasing him with his own climax. But he wasn’t ready yet. And neither was she. The mating ceremony consisted of a love bite, a small nip of his teeth against her throat. A mark for all other werewolves to know she belonged to him and he to her. Most did the deed during the final orgasm. But he wanted to build it up, to bring her to the precipice before sinking his teeth into her.

      He brought his thumb to her clit and slowly worked her into a frenzy. Her lashes fluttered against her cheeks as she moaned. It wouldn’t be long now. Heat flushed her cheeks, and her whole body had tightened beneath him.

      Now.

      He buried his head against her throat and thrust wildly. Emma’s orgasm was so intense, her inner walls clamped down around his cock, and that was all it took. Ecstasy overcame him, and without hesitation, he sank his teeth into her neck as he emptied himself into her.

      Emma didn’t even flinch. She was the perfect woman for him.

      With a pleased sigh, War rolled onto his side and gathered Emma into his arms. She gave a happy little moan and rested her head against his arm, her neck on display. War leaned down and kissed her throat, right beneath the mark. It would heal quickly, thanks to their connection. But from here on out, they would be forever joined as one. All that remained was a small ceremony before his pack to cement herself as their female alpha.

      “Any regrets?” Emma asked as she ran her fingers over his arms.

      “Never,” he growled, a hint of his wolf deepening his voice. “You’re my mate and the woman I love. I could never regret being with you.”

      “Good,” she whispered. “Because I think you’re stuck with me now.”

      “Oh, but what a way to live,” he murmured. “With you by my side, I know anything is possible.”

      She nodded, but War noted a strange expression cross her face.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Just thinking about Taylor.”

      “Did the afterglow fade that quickly?” he teased. “Because I can bring it back, if that’s what you need.”

      Emma chuckled, and the sound convinced him that everything would be fine. She was all he needed.

      “He’s going to find us, eventually. Luna helped me escape, so he doesn’t have any clue about our home here. But one day, he’ll find us. The forest isn’t endless.”

      “And on that day, we’ll be ready,” War told her. “I’m not worried.”

      “I am,” she confessed, her fingers twining with his. “I can’t lose you, War.”

      “Nothing will ever take you away from me. I swear.”

      She rolled over in his arms and brushed a light kiss against his mouth. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      Grinning, War deepened the kiss and grabbed a palmful of her ass. This was their moment. The last thing he wanted was to waste time thinking about General Taylor. As far as War was concerned, Taylor was a dead man. He just didn’t know it yet.

      But for now, Emma took precedence. The day would come where he and Taylor would square off, and on that day, War would be the last man standing.

      He damn well guaranteed it.
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      Snow paced the outer edge of the pack, his gaze locked on the couple standing in the middle of the yard. The moonlight shimmered over them, as though blessing their union. A union a long time coming. Snow remembered the day they’d first attempted to perform the ceremony. Such a beautiful day. Until that damned witch arrived, eager and hungry for revenge on their alpha—all because he’d found his true mate.

      But their time had finally arrived. The circumstances were far from ideal, but that hardly mattered right now. He envied the two of them, the way they stared at one another, their eyes full of love and promise. Now that he’d had a taste of what it meant to have a mate, he wanted that. Hell, he yearned for it. But Luna was one cool customer. Instead of delighting in the knowledge that she’d found her mate, the blasted woman had slammed on the brakes and erected one heck of a wall. He’d break it down, though, even if he had to tear it apart brick by brick. The gorgeous, curvy woman was his. And he refused to lose her. Refused to find himself trapped as a wolf again. She’d gifted him his freedom. He refused to squander it.

      The sound of voices drew Snow’s attention back to the ceremony. The pack elders encircled War and Emma, their amber gazes locked on the couple. War gazed at his mate with what Snow could only describe as utter adoration and caressed the subtle mark imprinted on her neck.

      “Emma Davis,” he said, his voice deep and rumbling with his wolf. “I pledge myself to you. I vow to always protect you with my life, and I vow to put you first above all else. You are my best friend, my lover, my soulmate, and I will cherish you until the end of days.”

      Tears welled in their new female alpha’s eyes. Even Snow felt a lump in his throat. He’d never openly admit it, but these ceremonies always hit him right in the feels. It was so humbling to see someone as powerful as their alpha give himself completely to another.

      Emma repeated the same vows with shining eyes. Snow had never doubted their commitment to one another, and he still didn’t. Against all odds, the two had somehow survived an apocalypse and found each other again. It almost made him believe there was something at work here. Call it fate, destiny, whatever. It gave him hope. The chances of his mate being Emma’s best friend was astronomical. Something or someone was certainly watching over them.

      The second Emma finished her vows, the pack erupted in a chorus of howls, celebrating their alpha’s new mate. Snow clapped as his gaze strayed across the clearing. Luna stood off to the side, a gleeful smile curving her gorgeous face. Her focus was locked on her best friend, and Snow took advantage of the distraction to study his mate. He found every little thing about her appealing, but he found her mouth absolutely captivating. The thought of claiming her lips made his heart skip a beat.

      Sensing his attention, Luna shot him a glance. Heat spread across her cheeks and she ducked her gaze, hiding her face behind a curtain of hair. She didn’t come off as the shy sort to him, but perhaps she was put off by the thought of him. He didn’t like that one bit.

      But now wasn’t the time.

      Today was about his alpha and Emma becoming an official mated pair.

      Striding forward, Snow approached the couple and offered his hand. “Congratulations.”

      War clapped his palm and drew Snow in for a manly hug. “Thank you. And if I didn’t say it before, congratulations to you two.”

      “Not yet,” Snow said. “She won’t even talk to me right now.”

      “Give it time,” Emma offered. “She’ll come around. I did.”

      Snow grinned at his new alpha female. Even without sunlight, she radiated beauty. Incandescent moonlight bathed over her, turning her blond hair almost silver.

      Before Snow could respond, the entire pack suddenly went on alert. Tension zipped through the wolves as they turned as one toward the tree line. Snow and War moved with them. There, beneath the quiet hush of the wind and the swaying of the trees, came the slightest whisper of sound.

      Footsteps in leaves.

      “Movement to the west,” Ice reported.

      Emma gasped, her shoulder brushing against Snow’s as she reached for War’s hand. “What was that?”

      “You’re my mate now,” War told her quietly. “Part of the fun is being able to communicate with the pack.”

      “Taylor’s men,” Ash, their best tracker, commented. “I hear three, maybe four.”

      “A scouting party,” Snow grunted. “Easily handled.”

      “Let’s go,” War said.

      Snow turned to him with wide eyes. “You sure you want to come with?”

      “I’m the alpha. I go where I want.”

      “But you just—”

      “It’s fine,” Emma murmured. “Luna and I will stay here where it’s safe. And now that I can hear you guys, I’ll know if something’s wrong.”

      War leaned in and swept his new mate up into his arms and kissed her deeply. Snow turned away, even though he ached to do the same with Luna.

      Once they parted, War removed his pants and shirt and handed them to Emma. Then he and Snow took off toward the scouting party. It wasn’t long before Snow felt that familiar ache creep through his body. Thirty feet seemed to be the physical distance they could place between themselves and their mates before the shift overtook them. He succumbed to the pain and allowed his body to melt into wolf form. It didn’t take long to complete the change. Shaking out his fur, he snuck a glance at his alpha and froze.

      War still stood in human form.

      Impossible.

      They’d tested this condition. Again and again. Thirty feet and they shifted. No ifs, ands, or buts about it.

      Snow turned back to the homestead to find Emma standing silently by the front door, gripping the handle in shock. She stared at War, mouth agape.

      “What the hell?” War scowled at his hands.

      Snow lowered his nose to the ground and snuffled, but everything smelled the same. War simply wasn’t in wolf form.

      “Let’s keep going,” Snow suggested. “Maybe there’s a glitch.”

      War cast him a sideways glare, but without a word, they trotted another ten feet. Then twenty. Thirty. When the shift never overcame him, War cursed and spun back to the homestead. They couldn’t even see the house through the trees anymore.

      “Is everything all right?” Emma’s voice breezed through their minds.

      “Not sure yet,” War responded.

      “Can you shift on your own?” Snow asked.

      War’s eyes fluttered shut and he drew a deep breath. There wasn’t even the slightest hesitation. The second he initiated the change, his body began contorting until nothing remained but a giant wolf. Snow could scent his alpha’s relief.

      “I don’t understand…” Snow murmured.

      War stood silently, his keen gaze locked on his paws. Snow could hear his thoughts racing as he pondered the possibilities. But it wasn’t until he landed on the mating ceremony that his head snapped up.

      “The mating ceremony,” Snow repeated.

      “It has to be. The only reason we changed in the first place was because we’d found our mates. Maybe completing the ceremony frees us from the curse entirely.”

      Hope sprang anew in Snow’s chest. Could this be possible? Had they found their cure? It wasn’t perfect, considering the circumstances, but no wolf would ever reject the idea of finding their mate. The only problem was finding all of them.

      “This is insane,” Snow said.

      War nodded, his ears flattening as he thought about Zara. “I initially thought killing her would be the only way to free us.”

      “Maybe not, but that doesn’t mean we should let her go. Not every wolf has a mate out there. We need to permanently break the curse. Which means…”

      “Which means tracking her down,” War finished.

      “In the meantime, though, we have a loophole.”

      “One we can confirm when you and Luna complete the process.”

      “If,” Snow supplied.

      War’s lips curled into a grin. “Not if, my friend. When. I have complete faith in you.”

      Snow gave himself a thorough shake, then pointed his head south. “Come on, your wolves are waiting.”

      Not that they needed them. From the sounds of it, Ash and his party had already handled the four trespassers. A quick and merciless attack that now left Taylor short a few men. Couldn’t complain about that.

      War trotted next to Snow, his mind still wandering. Snow couldn’t hate him for being free of this wretched curse, but he certainly envied him. Freedom lingered just out of reach, in the hands of a woman who wanted nothing to do with him.

      Hunkering down, he galloped next to War and focused on the task at hand: showing Luna they were fated to be together.

      He felt it deep in his bones. She was his. And he would do whatever it took to prove that to her, even if that meant infiltrating the fort to rescue her mother.
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