
  
    [image: Stealing the Heiress]
  


  
    
      Stealing the Heiress

    

    
      
        Saranna DeWylde

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Corvus Corax]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, business establishments, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Don’t be a fucko or Westwood will hex you to shit yourself to death.

      Published in the United States of America by Corvus Corax © 2019

      Cover Art by Rebecca Poole

      Stock Photo: Dreamstime

      ISBN: 9781948001151

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Warner Woolven had been built for war.

      Instead of snakes and snails and puppy dog tails, he’d been forged with brutality, cunning, and—well, maybe a puppy dog tail. War was a werewolf after all. Even his nickname marked him as the weapon he was. In any case, times of peace were unnatural for him.

      That wasn’t to say he didn’t long for them. He’d spent his life in service to the Woolven pack, his family. He’d not made his Alpha’s claim, instead letting that go to his brother Sterling, who needed it so much more. He’d stepped aside when Arianna, his one true mate had been torn between him and Sterling. When Sterling had been murdered, instead of then making his Alpha’s claim, Warner had allowed the mantle of Alpha to pass to Blake.

      When the time had come to fight yet again, Warner answered the call. He’d gleefully separated the wolf who killed his brother and the love of his life from his head and this plane of existence.

      When he’d realized he would die of those wounds he’d incurred in that war, he’d accepted it as his fate. It was a good, honorable death. It served his pack. They were safe.

      It was okay to rest.

      It was okay to sleep.

      It was okay to surrender to that dark ether of silence and stillness.

      Most of all, it was finally his turn to lose himself in the sweet, cold, chill of Arianna’s specter who’d come to greet him, to take him wherever the spirits of dead wolves went after their time on earth was over. To lay his head on her breast, be wrapped in the fiery rose-scented shroud of her red hair.

      And he’d been ripped from her arms by his beloved nephew’s sacrifice.

      Warner was ashamed to admit, he hadn’t wanted to come back. He’d done enough.

      Only, like in all things, Warner lived to serve. Literally.

      Except things had changed since he’d come back. A shadow loomed long and terrible at the edges of his awareness. He could see it just out of the corner of his eye, sense it swinging like the Sword of Damocles over his head.

      Something had come back with him from that shadow land between the living and the dead.

      Warner, for everything he’d given up, for all the scars he bore as a testament to his purpose, had never felt like an outlier amongst his pack. Sure, he spent most of his time in wolf form, but they’d always accepted him for who he was and never asked him to be anything but himself.

      Yet, as he sat among his family under the clear blue sky with a warm sun hanging over head, everyone eating and talking, he’d never felt more different.

      Separate.

      They were eating BBQ and roasted corn, baked beans loaded with bacon, and strawberry shortcake graciously provided by the sugar fairy Gin Goodwich. Everyone was laughing and bonding over the good memories they chose to give breath and life to wipe out all the darkness they’d recently faced.

      This was what peace looked like.

      Once upon a time, War had been able to let go of the awful things they’d had to do in the name of the pack.

      Now, all he could think about were haunting tableaus of ripping and tearing of flesh and fascia, the hearty crunch of bones between his teeth.

      The taste of blood and meat on his tongue.

      Nothing like the meat that lay before him. The pig. The cow.

      His massive jaws and predator’s teeth had always been a weapon he used to his advantage in battle. It was never any more than this. He didn’t like the taste of his own kind on mouth, but now he feared that’s all he could eat.

      He slavered, thinking of the last battle.

      To his shame and horror, Warner Woolven hungered for the flesh of his enemies.

      He feared that it was all that could sustain him.

      But more than that? He feared that he’d start to hunger not just for enemy flesh, but for something more awful.

      He was thrust from his dark spiral of thoughts by Maribella’s small hand curling around his and he turned to look at her.

      By the goddess, she deserved better than this.

      They weren’t True Mates, but she’d stood by him like a True Mate would. Had nursed him while his body healed, and had even held him while strange nightmares of monsters held him fast in their unforgiving grip.

      He had to protect her.

      He had to protect all of them from whatever abomination was growing inside of him.

      “You okay?” she asked him.

      No, he was the farthest he’d ever been from okay.

      “We can probably sneak away. We’re still basically newlyweds after all.” Mari smiled at him, offering him the escape he needed, but couldn’t take.

      He squeezed her hand. “I’ll stay a bit longer. After all, this is a celebration.”

      Noah, Emmie and Drew’s son, was home from Academy for the weekend and he’d appeared with the kind of stealth magic that only little children seemed to have.

      “Can we run now, Uncle War? Can we? Please?”

      “Noah Phelan Woolven, will you leave your Uncle War alone?” Emmie chided. “He’s trying to eat.”

      “Mama, is that a question or when you say it like a question, but I have to do it anyway?” Noah asked.

      War couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “I’m done eating, Emmie.” He hadn’t actually touched anything on the plate. He couldn’t get it down. The idea of running with young Noah was what his heart needed, but he didn’t trust himself. “But I’m sorry, little Alpha. I’m still recovering from my wounds. But soon, okay?”

      The disappointment in young Noah’s eyes quickly turned to compassion. “Can I help, Uncle War? What would an Alpha do?”

      This kid was going to be a magnificent Alpha. “Nothing at the moment. But it was right to ask.”

      Noah nodded solemnly and wandered over to the sugar fairy who slipped him a box of truffles. They were his favorite. In fact, he’d gotten in trouble a few times for launching himself into the display case in Gin’s shop and making quite the pig of himself. He was still learning self-control.

      As it seemed so was Warner himself.

      Mari’s hand was still in his and he wanted to let go, to be an island unto himself, but he found he couldn’t. Something about her tiny hand in his massive paw and it reminded him of all that was good. It grounded him in the here and now.

      David Rutger, Randi’s father, was seated on the other side of him. He was slathered in a sunscreen of his own making that made it possible for him to walk in the sun without bursting into flames, which was always a good thing.

      Except he’d suddenly gone on alert. He stiffened and sniffed the air, his incisors elongated out of his mouth.

      War felt it too.

      It was like a siren’s song. It smelled fucking delicious.

      Something bad had come to Aphelion and he was afraid he was about to show his pack exactly what he’d brought back with him from the dark.

      Then Noah howled with delight. “Lennie! Aunt Lennie!” he screamed and darted for the figure who was walking up the hill.

      Dear Goddess, please don’t let it be the hunter that smells like food. Please don’t…

      Behind Lenore Breslin, two beings followed. One smelled like wolf and the other, Warner didn’t need a scent to identify.

      It was a thing that had crawled straight out of a human nightmare.

      He was the Watcher, the Guardian. A bone fairy named Kasadya. He wore the skulls of his enemies, his victims, like armor. Even on his wings. He was a giant, even compared to the Woolvens.

      On his back, he carried a pack and whatever smelled so delectable was inside that pack.

      Horror clawed at Warner’s awareness, but he refused to consider what he knew to be true. If he didn’t think it, if he didn’t acknowledge it… not speaking its name could keep it from becoming real.

      At least that’s what he told himself.

      Noah barreled at Lennie full speed and she caught him up in her arms and put him up on her shoulders and she continued to close the distance between her little hunting party and the Woolvens.

      Mari released his hand and went to stand with Gin. All of the women did. Randi, with her much swollen stomach, Emmie with her arms crossed and Mari, ready to defend Gin against the bone fairy. Except Gin didn’t hide behind her army of valkyries. She moved to the front. Warner could sense this bone fairy was different for her somehow. She wasn’t afraid of him. (She’d been kidnapped by them as a child and forced to use her power to hurt people. To rot teeth so the bone fairies could collect them and raise their strength and power.)

      Warner assumed it was probably because he’d gifted her with the heads of her enemies.

      The bone fairy, for his part, slowed his approach.

      War laughed. He’d seen this enough times to know what was going to happen. It had happened with Randi and Blake. Emmie and Drew. Even Belle and Parker.

      “What are you laughing at, Grey Tail?” Parker teased him.

      “Oh, you’ll see.”

      “Gin and… the scary bastard thing sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G…” Parker cackled.

      “Yeah.” Warner laughed.

      Their witch, Eleanor Westwood appeared with an armful of more BBQ and seemed to take no mind of the bone fairy or Lenore.

      Warner knew better.

      Their witch knew basically everything.

      As if she’d heard his thought, their eyes met over the long table and she nodded.

      We’ll talk later. She whispered in the back of his mind.

      Yeah, she’d know what to do.

      “Greetings, Woolvens! I return victorious.” There was a light, teasing tone to her voice, but it held an undercurrent of sadness and resignation.

      The group of women around Gin closed around Lenore, and Noah slipped from her shoulders and squirmed away from the crush. They held her close and it was almost as if they were working some kind of magic.

      Somehow, Lenore Breslin, one of the most feared, yet noble hunters had become part of their pack.

      Westwood eyed the bone fairy and Gin, before giving them some space.

      Well, fuck that.

      Warner got up and walked quietly over to stand behind Gin. He didn’t want to interfere, but he wanted her to know that he was behind her if she needed him. He also had to get closer to that pack.

      Kasadya acknowledged him and the unspoken boundaries with a nod.

      “You’ve returned.” Gin spoke first.

      “Yes, I have. I would’ve brought you more enemies to lay at your feet, but his bones are nothing. He is only meat.” Kasadya seemed to look right through Warner as he said this last.

      “This is good.” Gin’s voice was soft. “You are… not hurt?”

      “No, little one. I am not hurt.”

      “That’s good. Do you want to join us?”

      Warner could smell her fear, and her hope, and the proof of what he suspected: the sugar fairy had the hots for the “scary bastard,” as Parker called him.

      “I don’t eat as you do.”

      “What do you eat?” The smell of Gin’s fear spiked.

      “Bad things.” Again, Kasadya looked at him. As if acknowledging their sameness.

      Warner had never wanted to flee anything as much as he wanted to get away from the knowing in those otherworldly monster’s eyes.

      Because he didn’t want it to be true.

      “You can still sit with us. Rest after your long journey. Let us welcome you as a hero,” Gin said and turned to look at Westwood. Obviously, to make sure she hadn’t overstepped.

      Westwood nodded. “There is much still to discuss. Kasadya, whose gift is death, be welcome at our table.”

      He moved to sit down, but did not use a chair. His massive form would’ve crushed it to splinters. Instead, he sat on the grass and the sugar fairy sat next to him with her food.

      Then, the bone fairy removed his pack and held it out to Warner.

      “This is yours.”

      Warner knew in his bones that the words were true. Whatever was inside that pack, it belonged to him. His teeth had elongated in his mouth and the Change raged to take over, but Warner fought it back.

      With the pack in his arms, he struggled not to run, to fly away to the dark woods to be alone with whatever was inside.

      The scent was unlike anything he’d ever smelled. He’d only dreamed of it. His stomach rumbled and he couldn’t fight it any longer.

      He ran.

      He ran as fast as his legs would carry him. In the past, he’d been able to run as he Changed. It had been seamless, painless, and natural.

      There was nothing natural about what happened to him now.

      His bones were breaking to reshape. His body curled in on itself, twisted and cracked and pulsed. Even the wind on his skin that had once brought sweet relief was agony.

      He didn’t know what he looked like.

      He didn’t want to.

      Warner managed to drag himself to a distant cave where he completed the surrender to the darkness that began when he’d died.

      He arose something new.

      Something awful.

      Something that devoured what was inside that pack with a gluttonous, orgiastic glee.

      When Warner came back to himself, it was dusk and instead of lying of a cold cave floor, he was lying in Eleanor Westwood’s lap.

      She was singing and stroking his hair like she had when he was a pup.

      Warner did something then that he hadn’t done since he put Sterling and Arianna in the ground at Den Hollow Cemetery.

      He cried.

      She continued to pet him and to hum the tune that had rocked him to sleep as a pup.

      “Put me down,” he begged. “Put me down before I hurt them.”

      “You won’t hurt anyone that doesn’t deserve it, Warner Woolven. I know you.”

      “How can you? I don’t know me. I’m something else now.”

      “I know, lovie.”

      “I ate what was in that bag. I ate him,” Warner confessed.

      “As you must. Nature requires balance. When the world is out of balance, she strives to make it right. You have always been a protector and that is what you will still be. With the rise of this new threat to both humans and wolves, something just as horrible must rise to fight it. I’ve seen in the runes that a dark champion will be born.”

      “I can’t live like this. I’m no champion. I’m becoming a Berserker.”

      Berserkers were a horrible fate. Mad with bloodlust, they were nothing but killing machines with no hope, no light, no family, no pack. It was only about the blood. The meat. They were almost unstoppable.

      “Your pack needs you, Warner. Blake is waiting.”

      Warner Woolven pulled himself up out of the witch’s lap bloody on the outside and broken on the inside to answer the call of his pack one more time.
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      “We’ve got a serious fucking problem,” Blake said when Warner entered their war room.

      Warner would’ve laughed if not for the direness of the situation. His nephews sat around the table and they were all still munching on Gin’s sweets. Other faces were present as well. Tirigan, the ancient Sumerian vampire who’d helped them win the war. Parker’s father-in-law, if he wanted to get technical, Lenore, the wolf who’d come with her, and Westwood.

      His nephews each chewed with violent purpose and it amused him to no end.

      “I know, right?” Parker said, obviously knowing exactly what had War about to laugh.

      Blake narrowed his eyes. “Now is not the time.”

      “Oh, it’s never the time. Come on. I laughed when I was dying. I think I’m allowed to laugh now. You guys look so stupid. I mean, look at Drew. He’s making his serious face and chewing those cookies like it’s the worst thing he’s ever had to do and he just keeps shoving them in his face.” Parker ate another cookie.

      “Back to the serious fucking problem at hand?” Lenore prompted. “By the way, what did you do with Peter?”

      Bile rose in the back of his throat. “What do you mean?”

      But he knew damn good and well what she meant. It had been Peter’s boneless, still living remains in that pack.

      “He’s taken care of. Just trust me on that,” Warner replied.

      “I figured. His head started screaming and then it turned to ash,” Lenore said.

      Another surge of bile rose in the back of his throat.

      Blake gestured to the unknown wolf. “We’ve been honored today with the presence of Luchtaine.”

      Holy fucking shit. It had to be serious. Luchtaine was a story, the monster under the bed. The oldest living wolf, if he was who he claimed to be. Older even than the Rommulus and Remus Alphas.

      Maybe he was the answer to the darkness blooming rancid inside of him.

      Luchtaine nodded at him, but then cocked his head to the side appraising him as a fellow predator. He seemed for a moment as if he would speak, but he didn’t.

      Blake nodded to Lenore. “All present and accounted for. I’ll give you the floor.”

      Lenore stood and braced her arms on the table and made eye contact with each of them in the room.

      She was quite the magnificent creature for a hunter. In modern terms, a badass. He wasn’t ashamed to admit he admired her. He admired all of the women who were part of the Woolven pack. They were fierce, devoted, strong and powerful. His heart surged with love for his pack.

      “So, you all know I accepted the Council’s contract to hunt down my brother. Our plan worked, as evidenced by the remains I brought back with me. In short, with an immunity to silver I had to find another way to neutralize him. Luchtaine was strong enough to fight him, but he could match him blow for blow. It would’ve been an endless battle. We utilized the bone fairy’s Watcher to liquefy his bones. It worked on all of his body except his head. I had to use a blessed blade to sever his head.” She turned to fix Warner with a hard stare. “And you and I need to speak with later about how you finally killed him. Nothing worked. I even tried dropping his head in acid. The fucker was almost invincible.”

      “Which brings us to the real problem,” Luchtaine said.

      “Fuck. That wasn’t the real problem?” Tirigan groaned.

      “It was the beginning of the real problem,” Lenore said. “He infected others before we could take him out. He started his own pack of creatures just like him.”

      Tirigan sighed. “Well, at least this won’t be boring.”

      “Goddess fuck.” Drew shook his head. “If it took all of that to take down Breslin, and granted he was an Alpha, what’s it going to take to deal with this pack?”

      “There’s a snowball’s chance in Hell that they won’t be a danger. We need to determine that their infection is the same as Peter’s. Because Marchessa Rommulus was infected similarly, but she has no madness. And David is working on a serum to replicate her immunity to silver for us,” Blake said. “We need to send a scout.”

      “That needs to be you, Warner.” The witch pointed at him.

      “You know I’d do anything for the pack, but I can’t in good conscious agree to this without presenting all the facts. I’m not—”

      “—going to talk about this now,” Westwood interrupted him.

      War didn’t usually argue with Westwood. He questioned her now and again and together they’d wrought brilliant strategy with their Alpha that had seen the Woolven pack through the worst of times.

      But Warner couldn’t think of anything worse than this.

      “Yes, I am.”

      The room seemed to have gone dead silent. As if no one had dared breathe after his declaration.

      Westwood sighed. “You’d think you little shits would’ve learned to trust me by now. But fine.” She shrugged and sighed again.

      “Keep sighing like that and you’re going to deflate just like a tired old balloon,” Parker teased.

      “I’m sick, Blake. I’m in no position to represent the Woolven pack.”

      “What do you mean?” Blake prompted.

      “I think you’re going to have to put me down.” He looked down at his hands. “For the pack.”

      “Berserker?” Blake’s face was solemn, his jaw set.

      This time, Parker didn’t have anything witty to say. Instead, he said, “Like hell.”

      “There’s something wrong with me, boy. Something dark came back with me.”

      “Is it my fault?” Parker looked to Westwood.

      “Of course not. The runes say differently. The runes say a dark champion will rise and I think that champion is War,” the witch countered.

      “Some champion I am. Do you know how I dealt with Peter’s remains? I fucking ate him.”

      Parker’s snark was back. “The runes did say “dark.” He coughed and ate another cookie.

      Luchtaine stepped in. “Maybe you’re the dark champion. Maybe not. The facts we have to go on say that whatever has happened to you, you are the only one who can kill them. I would take that from you if I could, Warner Woolven. But that gift didn’t choose me. It chose you. If it brings you any comfort, you don’t smell like Berserker to me.”

      Warner growled. “No, it doesn’t bring me any fucking comfort. At least if I was going Berserker, then I’d have the relief of forgetting. Of being consumed by the rage and the hunger. Whatever has happened to me? There’s no forgetting. There’s only a need I can’t control that puts everyone around me in danger. What happens when I run out of bad things to sate this cursed hunger? Huh, what then?”

      “One thing at a time, Warner. The pack needs you,” Westwood whispered the magic words that had driven him for the whole of his life.

      He looked to Blake. His nephew who was more like a son. His Alpha.

      “Please, Warner.”

      “Of course.” He scrubbed a hand over face and then through his hair. “If that’s what you think is best.”

      “We’ll figure this out, Uncle. We won’t leave you alone in the dark. I swear it.” Blake’s words carried the irrefutable, undeniable promise of an Alpha. The words might as well have been carved in stone.

      “Where am I going?”

      “You know where,” Westwood said.

      “Minnesota was where we took Peter,” Lenore offered.

      And Minnetonka, Minnesota was where he’d been dreaming of blood and death.

      He didn’t say anything else. Instead, he left the war room and headed straight for Den Hollow Cemetery and Arianna Woolven’s grave. He asked her advice on raising her sons often. Of course, the only answer he ever got in return was silence, but it made him feel like he was doing the right thing.

      Even if it was stepping in shit.

      He’d done his best for the boys and the pack. His chest puffed with pride at the thought.

      Warner had buried her and Sterling together beneath an old oak on small hill that overlooked the Hollow and had a straight view to Aphelion.

      The sun shone down, still bright and warm. The sky somehow was still clear. The air smelled of green growing things. Nothing seemed to betray that fact he’d fallen down the hole to Hell.

      He sat down at the foot of their graves.

      “I’ve done my best,” he began.

      But had he?

      “Blake’s a strong Alpha, Sterling. He’s more than you or I could ever have been. You’d be proud of him. I’m sure he’s come to talk to you, what with Randi round with pup. He led us to war and negotiated peace. He did it for all the right reasons.”

      Warner stopped and inhaled deeply.

      “Drew. Goddess, Drew is the kind of Beta that all Alphas need. Parker is ever the little shit, but he makes my heart swell with pride. They’ve all been matched with mates we’d never have expected, but who make Woolven that much stronger.”

      He looked at Arianna’s side of the stone, as if he were talking to her. “I know I swore you a promise, I’m not sure if I can keep it this time. At least not in the way you’d want me to. They’ve got so much faith in me, and Goddess, if this were anything else, it wouldn’t be unwarranted. This is different and I just don’t think I can fight this while I’m breathing.”

      “Warner?” Mari’s soft voice interrupted. “I don’t mean to intrude, but Westwood said you needed me.”

      His first instinct was to say that Westwood was mistaken, but that would’ve been unnecessarily cruel. He did owe her an explanation, if nothing else.

      She sat down next to him. “Is this where she’s buried? Your mate?”

      Warner studied the delicately beautiful woman sitting next to him. Everything about her seemed so fragile, so breakable. From her fey features, the high cheekbones, the large ice blue eyes and her white-blond hair to the grace with which she moved. Her fingers were slender and seemed to have been made for magic, not the earthy paws they became when she Changed. Even her voice was melodic and soft, but he knew she had strength and fire.

      He didn’t know if he would be so calm and curious if the situations were reversed. If she had a True Mate who’d never claimed her, who died, and he’d found her sitting at the foot of his grave, talking to him about things she should’ve been talking to Warner about. After all, he’d taken her to mate. They were partners now.

      She didn’t deserve any of what had happened to her. She deserved a True Mate. She deserved everything good the world could give her.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” she said.

      “Sorry, Mari. I was lost in thought.”

      “If you’d rather be alone, I understand.”

      He should tell her to go back. He should tell her to stay far away from him. He should tell her that she’s free.

      But he couldn’t make the words come out of his mouth.

      Instead, he said, “I don’t want to be alone. But it’s probably best if I am.”

      “That seems to inform all of your choices, Warner. You are always alone, but you don’t have to be. You have an amazing pack, but you spend all of your time on the fringes.”

      “Is that how you see it?”

      “How do you see it?” she asked.

      No one had ever asked him that before. “Doing my duty. I stay on the fringes so Blake can be the best Alpha he can be. I guard the pack in ways no one else does. I’m always watching so my pack and my family are safe.”

      “That means staying in wolf form? Sleeping in the woods?”

      He didn’t expect her to understand. They were cut from very different cloths. She never Changed, unless she had to. She spent all of her time as a human. Warner preferred the wolf. At least he had, until the darkness came.

      Now, he didn’t know if his wolf could be trusted.

      She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she said, “Westwood says you’re going to Minnesota. Wasn’t that the same place you’d been having nightmares about?”

      “Yeah. It’s also where I met Arianna. The boys’ mother.”

      “Tell me about her. How you met.”

      “Why?” He’d never really talked about her. He left those stories for Westwood to tell the boys.

      “Why not?”

      “Okay. I mean, you’re right. Why not?” Why not? Because talking about her was still like ripping open a half-healed wound.  Except he found he wanted to rip that wound open. Maybe just once more. “I was sent to investigate reports of a rogue wolf who’d been terrorizing the pack there. It was a fall evening and the leaves had turned crisp. The moon was high overhead, a witch’s moon with three blood-red rings. I was patrolling the woods when I saw her. She was naked, singing the songs of invocation and dancing around a fire.”

      Mari sighed. “That’s pretty perfect. Then what?”

      He found himself laughing. “Then she took me down.”

      “You?”

      “Well, I let her.”

      Mari crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s not romantic. I would never want a man to just let me take him down. Gross. I’d want to do it on my own.”

      “Really?” He tried to imagine her taking him down and it just didn’t happen. The images wouldn’t form in his brain. Not even a little.

      “You say that like it couldn’t happen.” She pursed her lips.

      “I’m not saying it couldn’t happen, but the likelihood…” He realized his mistake. “Listen. It’s not that I think you’re not capable. I know you are, but physicality doesn’t seem to be your strong suit.”

      “Is that why you won’t complete the mating?” Her voice was small, as if she had been afraid not only to ask the question, but of the answer.

      The question punched him in the gut. He prided himself on duty. On loyalty. By not completing their consummation, he realized he’d done her a great disservice. Whether she was his True Mate or not, she deserved more than he’d given her.

      He supposed he knew that.

      “I didn’t think you wanted to. I figured you already got the shit end of the stick being forced to marry me.”

      “Hold on. I wasn’t forced. You asked me if you could bite me after you stole me from the limo. You think I couldn’t get away? I have teeth and claws just like you, War. But I said yes.”

      “I have to ask why you said yes. Duty?”

      “For being the great Warner Woolven, you’re really not as bright as I expected.”

      “Ouch. Damn, woman.” He clutched his chest.

      “Well, I’ve been as obvious as I can.” She took his hand. “Come back with me to the cabin before you leave.”

      Her invitation was sparklingly clear.

      His cock surged at the thought of taking her. Of burying his nose in the champagne and strawberry scent of her hair. Of being given the care of something so precious as Maribella Woolven.

      But he couldn’t.

      It wasn’t safe for her.

      If he hurt her, he’d never forgive himself.

      “Mari, I can’t.”

      “Because you don’t want to? Because of Arianna?”

      “No, that’s not it. I…” he struggled for the right words. She was right, he wasn’t very bright. At least not when it came to things like this. Talking about his feelings. It wasn’t that he’d been taught feelings were bad, but he’d pushed them down for so long because his feelings didn’t serve the pack.

      So he drowned them. Smothered them. Hid them away. Now that he was trying to bring them into the light, he didn’t know how.

      Although, it didn’t matter.

      He had to do the right now.

      “This can’t happen. You’re not safe with me, Mari.”

      She put his hand on his face. “I’ve never felt safer than when I’m with you.”

      Her words were the arrow he needed.

      “That’s changed. I’ve changed. Something’s happened. I’m not right. It’s not just you who isn’t safe. It’s everyone.”

      Looking up into her wide, guileless eyes, he knew what he had to do.

      “I release you, Maribella. From our marriage, from our bond, with no dishonor. The fault is mine. You’ll still have access to all things Woolven. Especially your accounts.”

      And that was when he realized he’d seriously misjudged her physical abilities.

      The hand that had been resting so lovingly, so reassuringly on his cheek had become an anvil.

      She slapped the feeling out of the right side of his face.
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      “What the hell was that for?” Warner rubbed his cheek.

      Mari was furious. More than furious, she was hurt. His words had wounded her in a way like she hadn’t let anything cut her since she was thirteen.

      She knew it was wrong to hit him because it sure as shit wouldn’t have been okay for him to hit her.

      “I have done nothing but what was asked of me. I haven’t asked you for much. Nothing beyond what you owe a mate. I nursed you after you healed. I tried my best to be your partner. I’ve even come up here while you worship Saint Arianna, and have I judged you or asked you to be anything other than who you are? And this is what I get? I release you? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Warner seemed genuinely confused. “I said you’d still have your accounts—”

      Which was precisely the wrong thing to say. “Do you think I give two bits of a damn about money? I have my own. I’m a freaking heiress. HEIRESS. Even without the mineral rights my father granted the Woolven pack, I could buy Woolven ten times over.”

      Her fury fizzled as quickly as it had ignited because it gave way to sorrow. To pain. To the ugly truth that no matter what she did, no matter how hard she tried, she was never going to be good enough.

      Not for her father.

      Not for her pack.

      And not for Warner Woolven.

      She sank back on the ground. “I did everything right, didn’t I?”

      “Of course you did,” War reassured her.

      “And you still don’t want me. Still too pretty to be of use?” She threw his previous words back at him.

      “Oh hey. That was a two way street, if you’ll recall. You said I was too old to be of use.” He eyed her with obvious censure.

      She swallowed hard. “I guess you’re right there. I didn’t mean that. You just made me angry.”

      He leaned forward. “I didn’t mean it either. I didn’t know what to do with you.”

      “What to do with me? Like I’m some sort of present you didn’t want?” Then she wilted. “I guess that is what I am.”

      “Mari, no. You’re young. You’re beautiful. You look like you should be a fairy instead of a werewolf. And I’m… old. Scarred.” He shrugged as if that word encompassed all of their problems.

      “I like scars.” She hated herself for admitting it to him. For giving him that leverage by admitting she liked how he looked. Although Mari supposed it didn’t matter now.

      “Why?” Warner seemed genuinely perplexed.

      “Because scars show you’ve fought a battle and won. You’re strong. You’re fierce. All good things to have in a mate.”

      “And so are you, but I’ll hurt you.”

      “You’re already hurting me.” She pressed her lips together. “But you can’t help how you feel. I was going to ask you to take me with you Minnesota. Let me help. Let me be your partner in all ways. I thought I could convince you that I could handle it. That we could handle it.” Tears burned behind her eyes and it was hard to swallow, but she wasn’t going to beg. She may not have a mate, but at least she could salvage a remnant of her pride.

      She got up, but he grabbed her hand again.

      “Before the darkness, we would’ve made a great team. We would’ve had this conversation and I’d have hauled you back to the cabin and taken you every way you’d let me.”

      His words caused desire to wash over her in heady waves. She wanted every part of that sentence to be a prophecy of things to come.

      She didn’t understand why they couldn’t be.

      “This isn’t fair, War. You can’t offer me everything I want in one hand and take it away in the other.”

      “I know. That’s why I have to let you go. It’s because I want you.”

      “No, you don’t. You’re just trying to hide a fuck-you-sundae in sprinkles. No thanks.” She pulled away from him and put her hands on her hips. “You talk about this darkness. I haven’t seen it. Where is it? Show me.”

      “You really don’t want that.”

      “Don’t tell me what I want. Furthermore, stop trying to push me out of this pack. You know what my life was like growing up. Remember that Christmas my family hosted yours in Tahoe?”

      “I remember all the other wolves were outside playing. All we could see from the great room window were tails sticking up out of the snow.”

      “Where was I, War?” she prompted.

      He didn’t say anything.

      “You probably don’t remember, so I’ll tell you.”

      “I don’t need you to tell me, I remember. We sat quietly, reading by the fire and drinking cocoa.”

      “I loved you a little then for not abandoning me like the rest of them. I’ve never fit in anywhere. Except here. Except as a Woolven. Here, it’s okay for me to be exactly who and what I am. Please don’t take it away.”

      “You’re still Woolven. I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

      “Well, stop it. Because you’re screwing it up.” She swallowed her tears and what was left of her pride.

      She should leave him there in the cemetery clinging to memories of the dead saint and take all that he offered. Take her freedom and make some kind of life for herself. She wouldn’t be anyone’s property, asset, or chattel. She’d go somewhere and buy herself some peace.

      Except that wasn’t what Mari wanted.

      She wanted what all the other Woolven brides had and she wanted it with Warner Woolven.

      Mari looked down at him. At the questions in his eyes and the earnest expression on his scarred face.

      Yeah, she wanted him for exactly the reasons he tried to send her away.

      “What is the right thing, then? Tell me.”

      “Can’t you just try?” she asked.

      “What does that mean to you?” He pushed his hand through his hair. “Shit, what am I doing? Fuck. I can’t let you risk yourself.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “And when did that ever work for your nephews’ mates?”

      “You’re different, Mari. You know that.”

      “You mean I’m not strong enough. Not good enough. Just not enough.”

      “That’s not what I said and not what I meant.”

      To her shame, she couldn’t stop thinking about the answer to his question.

      What does that mean to you?

      What was her idea of Warner trying? What did it look like?

      Damn it, she could see it all as if it played on a drive-in theater screen.  He’d take her in his arms right there on the hill underneath leafy arms of the oak tree. He push her down in the soft grass and it wouldn’t matter that Arianna was buried there. He’d let her go and embrace what he had right in front of him.

      Literally.

      He’d make love to her. He’d fuck her. He’d mark her for real. It would be enough.

      Mari would be enough.

      Only that was just a fantasy, wasn’t it?

      She remembered his broad, scarred hands on her flesh when he’d stolen her out of that limo. When he’d ripped the roof off with his bare hands. His eyes flashing amber with the power of his wolf.

      He’d made her so wet.

      Yet to her eternal disappointment, he didn’t seem inclined to do anything about it. Just like now.

      He’d closed his eyes, breathed deep. She watched as his chest rose and fell with the mechanics of breath.

      “You smell good, Maribella.”

      Goddess, but she felt like a shit. She wanted nothing more in that moment than to seduce him right here. She’d even shed her human skin and run with him. She wanted to know what it felt like to run through the dark woods by his side. She wanted to know what it was like to be his in every way. She wanted it so much she thought the ache of it would kill her. She’d never wanted anything like she wanted Warner Woolven.

      She swallowed hard. “What do I smell like?”

      “Like hot, wet female and strawberries and champagne. I bet that’s how you’d taste too.”

      His voice had dropped an octave. Lower than any human could go. It made her shiver with desire.

      “So why don’t you taste me?” she dared.

      “That’s not a good idea.”

      “We do lots of things in this pack that aren’t a good idea. It seems to work out,” she taunted.

      He didn’t move. He didn’t accept what she offered, but that didn’t stop her.

      Maybe it should have.

      “Unless you really don’t want me.” Her voice wasn’t small and soft, it wasn’t the utterance of a woman who was unsure about her appeal. It was sex-kitten sultry. It was like she was under some kind of spell.

      She leaned in toward him, some polarity pulling her forward, guiding her. His eyes burned with the amber light of his wolf and he narrowed his intensity on the fullness of her lips.

      Mari would swear she could feel them swelling under his scrutiny, plumping to welcome his mouth on hers, to entice his body into hers.

      Oh yes.

      Her desire spiked and his nostrils flared.

      Part of her began to understand why it was good to be a wolf.

      She could scent his lust too.

      It was like caramel and burning leaves. There was a scent underneath it all that was different. Wrong. It smelled like no natural wolf or were. It was different. It was other.

      It was darkness.

      It was blood.

      Instead of frightening her, or even setting off her warning bells, it made her that much hotter. The darkness and blood called to her like nothing had ever before.

      Maybe because it was wrapped up in Warner Woolven.

      Whatever the case, she couldn’t get enough and her intrinsic need to devour the beast that bore that scent—and be devoured by it in turn—would not be denied.

      It was as if every wolfy instinct she’d had and ignored for so long had been magnified on a quantum level.

      There was only War.

      Only this pulsing need between them.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing, Mari.” He worked his jaw as his teeth fought to elongate and he crushed the animal inside of him with an obvious iron fist.

      “Maybe I don’t, but my wolf does. I can’t control her, War. And I don’t want to. It’s been so long since I wanted to let her out.”

      “Don’t say it’s for me.” His growl was low, lower even than she’d ever heard it before. Even when he was fighting to the death.

      “Not for you.” She licked her lips. Their mouths were almost close enough that she could’ve tasted him, had she dared. “Because of you.”

      She wanted to touch him everywhere. Trace her tongue down over the brutal mesh of his scars, she wanted to give him another scar. On his throat. She wanted to tear at the flesh there, to mark him as her own.

      Mari had never had feelings this intense before.

      She’d never felt so connected to her wolf.

      She never knew she could.

      And she wanted him to do the same to her. To tear into her throat with his long, sharp teeth and brand her as his own.

      To really belong to Warner Woolven, body and soul.

      The very idea caused a strange spasm between her thighs that she felt all the way to her toes. It wasn’t quite an orgasm, but it wasn’t a stab of desire either. It was like the both the question and the answer at the same time. A yearning, and fulfillment both.

      “The way you smell right now,” he confessed, “makes me want to do things to you, Mari. Things you can’t possibly want. You want a kiss in a graveyard and I want to tear open your throat.”

      Another of those delicious shudders wracked her body at his words and she tilted her head to the side and tugged the sleeve of her dress down to give him complete and total access.

      He slammed her to the ground and his face was buried in the tender crook of her neck, his breath was hot on her skin, but he didn’t bite.

      Dear Goddess, why didn’t he bite?

      Her breath came in ragged gasps and she put her arms around him and pulled him closer.

      His weight pressed her down into the soft grass beneath her back and she could feel the thick bulge of his cock against her thigh.

      This mating might kill them both, but she knew it would be worth it.

      Every cell in body vibrated with a hollow frequency, that awareness before the strike. And the longing for the sharp pain, and the pulsing sensation that couldn’t be distinguished from pain or pleasure.

      He pulled back from her neck and looked down into her eyes.

      Holy Hecate, but he was a fearsome beast. His beautiful amber eyes had gone blood-red and they were no less beautiful. Mari could see the shifting skin and bones sliding around beneath the surface of his human façade and it too was horrifically beautiful.

      War was still holding back and Mari, secure now in his desire for her, wasn’t going to tolerate his denial any longer.

      She arched up and pressed her mouth to his.

      When he kissed her back, the whole world changed. It was as if she’d only been seeing the world in faded memories of color and every sensation, every moment, every breath was brought to stark and effervescent life.

      Just like the champagne bubbles she’d had to use to induce her Change as a kid.

      Warner’s kiss made everything champagne.

      Mari knew then this was exactly where she was supposed to be and this would be no half-assed mating.

      Warner was her True Mate.

      He might not know it, might not be ready for it, but she belonged to him, and he to her.

      His hands began to move over her body and she drowned in a haze of sensation and pure, animal lust.

      Until he had her writhing and aching beneath him, and then he took it all away. He pulled back from her, no longer touching, tasting, or grinding his hard body against her heat.

      She opened heavy-lidded eyes to gaze up at her mate and what she saw didn’t make sense in her brain.

      The thing that was above her was not Warner Woolven.

      Yet, somehow, it still was.

      He was misshapen, wrong. She didn’t have the words to describe his new form. Everything about him was other.

      It seemed that even the dirt beneath them screamed in agony at his nearness. His wrongness.

      Those red eyes that burned like the fires of hell had focused on her.

      Specifically on the pulse in her throat, but for some reason, she wasn’t afraid.

      Maybe because beneath all that “other” she knew he was still Warner. Still one of the strongest, noblest wolves to breathe air.

      Westwood had said he was a dark champion.

      Well, she’d be damned if she’d leave him alone in the dark.

      Mari was strong enough to do this. Strong enough to be his mate.

      She turned her head to the side, once again exposing the full, creamy expanse of her neck to his elongated jaws with their bear trap of razor tusks.

      With a roar, Warner opened his death maw, but his jaws never closed around her throat.

      Instead, with a terrible otherworldly howl, he tore off into the woods as if the very hounds of hell were on his heels.

      Leaving Mari alone with her lips swollen, her body aching and unfilled, and her heart battered.
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      Warner ran through the trees. He didn’t know where he was running to, or when to stop. If he could stop.

      Ever.

      He couldn’t distinguish between the wrenching hungers that twisted up his guts. He couldn’t separate them—the need to devour, to consume and his need for Mari.

      He should keep running.

      He should run until his legs fail, until his bones break, until there’s nothing left of him but meat for the carrion.

      It was the only way to keep them all safe.

      To keep her safe.

      What about the Pack of Peter Breslins roaming free in the north? What about the shadow you feel inside you falling over the world?

      The thought was inside his head, but it wasn’t completely his own.

      Something other whispered in the back of his head, growing there like an oily cancer.

      Just then, he caught the scent of blood on the breeze and his hunger wouldn’t be denied. Blood was the only thing that would satisfy the raking claws through his guts.

      It won’t help you.

      Nothing can help you, except the flesh of the cursed.

      Pictures of the animal built a slideshow in his mind.

      He knew where it was, knew all of his injuries, and yes, he even knew the gender.

      It had never been like this… hunting. He would catch a scent and his mind would pour through what seemed like mental files to find the animal it belonged to. It was a very human way to think—a meld of his wolf brain and his human brain.

      This was… this was like he’d tapped into some kind of magic.

      He was at war with himself.

      Warner needed to make this pain, this raging hunger be silent, but the darkness told him it wouldn’t be the release he needed, he wouldn’t be sated.

      Was this what it was going to be like? A never-ending insatiable hunger?

      He didn’t want this.

      Couldn’t live like this.

      His new sharper, longer teeth elongated in his mouth and the Change hit him hard.

      Warner’s bones all broke at once, shattering inside his skin and he heard a sound like a howl, or was it a scream? All he knew was the sound was awful and it was coming from his own throat.

      The bones knit themselves back together, faster now than the last time, and he was once again bipedal.

      Somehow, the hunger had intensified. He didn’t have the words to describe it.

      The bear lumbered about, just beyond the creek, leaving a trail of blood behind him.

      And Warner’s faint control disappeared.

      He was no longer in the driver’s seat. The dark thing was.

      Suddenly, it wasn’t about eating to feed his physical body. It was about the violence. The depravity.

      The thing he’d become was rage personified.

      When it was finished, when the darkness was sated, all that was left of the bear was a pile of oozing muck.

      When Warner came back to himself, he was still hungry.

      Naked and bloody, he lay face down in the grass and screamed into the earth below him.

      Then, he inhaled the scents around him that were not blood and death. The green grass, the loamy earth, the trees…

      He knew what he had to do.

      For maybe the first time in centuries, Westwood was wrong.

      He was no champion, dark or otherwise. He was a vessel for something that had hitched a ride back from the other side and it needed to be returned before it wreaked this kind of devastation on his pack.

      It wasn’t fair, but life often wasn’t. Warner knew that better than anyone.

      He wasn’t going to rail against what he couldn’t change.

      He would do what within his power to do.

      Warner would go to Minnesota. He’d kill this infected pack, and wipe it from the earth.

      Then, he’d do the same to himself. It was the only option.

      He only had one regret. In a long, preternatural life filled with so many sorrows, not being able to give Mari the things she deserved and wanted was the one thing he wished he could change.

      Not Arianna’s or Sterling’s death, they’d made their choices. He wouldn’t take that from them.

      Not even stepping aside so Arianna could be with Sterling. Without that, he’d never have his wonderful nephews. The pack wouldn’t have blossomed as it had under Sterling’s and now Blake’s rule.

      And they’d been happy.

      That was enough for Warner.

      But Mari.

      As he thought of her, his breathing slowed and agony still shooting through him began to subside.

      He remembered her words. How she’d reminded him of that Christmas. Warner knew she’d spent most of the holiday alone, being unable to transform to share in the wolfy festivities. She was so delicate. So very human.

      But fierce too, the darkness reminded him.

      He agreed. In the cemetery, when he’d been Changing, it was awful. He didn’t know how he looked, but he knew it was wrong.

      She hadn’t been afraid of him.

      His first instinct had been to think that maybe she didn’t know enough to be afraid, but Mari was smart, and definitely capable. She knew.

      She simply had faith in him.

      By the goddess, the way she tasted.

      His cock throbbed to life and he had to roll on his back. He tried not to think about her. There was no point in obsessing over what he couldn’t have.

      You could have her.

      Remember, she offered herself to you.

      Was hot and desperate for you.

      Take her.

      Bite her.

      Mark her.

      Taste her…

      That was exactly why he couldn’t have her. He wouldn’t take the chance that he’d hurt her.

      Although, she hadn’t seemed like she was in any kind of pain except the kind induced by his refusal to do his duty.

      Even in this state.

      Her mouth tasted like summer and her skin, like strawberries. He wondered if her cleft would taste the same. He wanted to lick her until she came on his face, screaming.

      Warner didn’t know where this was coming from—this need for her. It wasn’t like this when he’d claimed her.

      Sure, she was beautiful. But she wasn’t The One. His True Mate. And it would’ve been no hardship to bed her. In fact, he would’ve made sure they both enjoyed it immensely, when the time was right.

      Something had changed between them and the only thing it could be was this new shadow inside of him.

      Of course it would want her. She was soft, and sweet, and—

      It’s more than that.

      She is us.

      Warner had a brief vision of gouging that voice out of his head with his own claws.

      “No, she’s not,” he said aloud.

      Laughter echoed in his ears.

      You’ll see.

      “No, I won’t. And neither will you.” Determination flooded him and he wasn’t going to let himself anywhere near sweet Mari every again.

      Doesn’t matter. She’ll come to us. She must.

      And you want her to.

      His hand had closed around his cock and while it felt so good, he didn’t want the thoughts in his head.

      They were all about Mari.

      About licking her. Tasting her. Touching her.

      About tearing her tender throat with his dark bite.

      About how she fucking loved it.

      His stroke moved faster, harder and his hips thrust in time. He should stop, he wanted to stop. He didn’t want to come thinking about hurting her.

      And the visions changed.

      She was the one infected with the darkness. She was the one running him down in the woods to tear at his flesh.

      Goddess Above, when he imagined her marking him with the same hell-teeth like his own, that’s what took him over the edge, and he spilled his seed in his hand.

      The grass died where it touched, and if Warner had harbored any hope that he’d ever touch her, they died in that moment.

      The natural world was so offended by his existence, the vehicle with which he could reproduce was poison.

      This was all he could have of her.

      He knew he could never see her again.

      But he didn’t think it would be a problem after Minnesota.

      He dragged himself to his feet and began to make his way back to Aphelion.

      Normally, he’d just Change and run. In his wolf form, he could cover the distance in a short time, but he didn’t want to Change. He didn’t want that devil face anywhere near his pack.

      And he wondered briefly if he was in that form if Aphelion’s ward would rip him apart. They were magically keyed to destroy anyone who passed the boundaries with ill intent toward any of the residents.

      He’d say that his hunger for Mari was definitely ill-intended.

      His cock had begun to throb again and now his teeth along with it. They both ached to be inside her.

      But he wasn’t going to allow that to happen, was he?

      The darkness inside him was quiet now, but he wasn’t under any illusions that anyone was safe. It was simply biding its time like a master predator would.

      It took him an hour to run back to Aphelion using only his human form.

      And it felt surprisingly good. He liked feeling the way his body worked, the press of his feet against the ground, the way his lungs expanded and contracted with effort. He even liked the discomfort that verged on pain. He ran harder, wanted to feel more of it. Because that meant he was still Warner.

      There was a kind of numbness in a darkness, a toxin to make him more amenable to all the awful things it wanted him to do.

      When he stepped inside Aphelion, it struck him that it would be for the last time.

      This was his home.

      Where he’d helped raise a family, and a pack.

      This was where his heart lived and where it would stay long after his flesh was gone.

      He leaned against the stone column and pressed his forehead to the cool surface for a long moment before heading to the armory.

      Unfortunately, when he got to the armory, it was already occupied by one Miss Lenore Breslin.

      She was sitting with her legs crossed, swinging her leg impatiently while sipping a coffee.

      Various bits of hiking gear and supernatural self-defense detritus lay spread out on the prep tables, along with two backpacks and camping gear.

      “Took you long enough. I thought you’d have tried to sneak out hours ago.”

      “You’re not coming with me.”

      “The hell you say.” There was no rancor in her tone. It was as if she were telling him about the forecast, which smelled like rain.

      “Lenore—”

      “Warner?”

      “I know you’re a big girl. I know you can take care of yourself. But this is different.” He didn’t want to see anything happen to the hunter.

      Like he’d thought earlier, yeah, somehow she’d become part of their pack and he wanted to protect her.

      “I’m not going to say it’s not different. I know that it is. But you don’t need to do this alone.”

      “I ate him, Lennie. You want to come with me knowing that? Or will that make it easier to take my head when the time comes? Is that why you want to come?”

      “Don’t be a dumbass, Warner. I’m not taking your head.”

      “Then I don’t need you.”

      “Yes, you do.” She rolled her eyes. “Look, I get it. You’re noble and shit. You’re the champion. But in the all the stories we’ve ever heard either in our own lore, or human lore never has there been The One who didn’t have a team. Who didn’t help them reach the final battle they were meant to fight. So you’re The One. And I’m the team, ‘kay? Good.”

      He put his hand out on her arm and she arched a brow at him.

      “Listen to me. You know what else happens? Those team members die. They sacrifice their lives and I couldn’t take it if something happened to you. Noah couldn’t take it either.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “No one said it would be.”

      “Okay. You got me there, Gray Tail.”

      “You’re pack, Lenore. I know that you’re a hunter. I know that you’re always in danger, but I can keep you from this danger. It’s my responsibility, and my honor.”

      Lenore sniffed and blinked. “I love you, too, you grumpy old bastard. Which is why I’m still coming. Pack means no one left behind. And if you want to protect me, I guess that means you just have to stay alive to do it.”

      He closed his eyes

      “Goddess damn it, Lenore.”

      “I’ll make you a promise. If you’re not the wolf I think you are, the wolf Westwood thinks you are, then I’ll do it, okay? If you become a threat, I’ll take your head.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be able to let you.”

      “None of the wolves let me, War.” She hugged him tight. “But it’s not going to come to that. I know it.”

      He let himself rest in her embrace for just a moment. He wasn’t only hugging Lenore. He was hugging Noah. Drew. Blake. Parker. Emmie. Randi.

      Mari.

      A low growl started in the back of his throat as he thought of her, but Lenore didn’t pull away. Didn’t tense up. She simply kept hugging him.

      He wanted to live up to the picture she—all of them—had painted of him. He wanted to be what they thought he was.

      Wanted to be the wolf he’d always believed himself to be.

      Which was why he had to get away from them. All of them.

      Even Lenore.

      But he knew he wasn’t getting out of Aphelion without her.

      He pulled back from her. “Fine. But it’s not because you hugged me,” he grumbled.

      “No, it’s because I’ll tranq your ass if I have to and you know it.” She grinned.

      “That I do, Lenore.”

      “Glad that’s settled. Do you want the Sig or are you just going to use your teeth?” She held up the modified Sig Sauer P226.

      “Might as well take a few of those, but I don’t know that the silver nitrate bullets are going to do any good.”

      “Well, I had an idea. I got some empty rounds from David and we’re going to fill them with your blood. If your saliva is toxic to them, your blood will be too.”

      “You’re not worried I might make more like me?”

      “Nah. Westwood said whatever is happening to you is to force balance. And hey, after the world is back as it should be, maybe you will be too.”

      Warner knew that was as likely as shit sticking to the moon and tasting like one of Gin’s cupcakes.

      But eliminating the threats to his pack and his family were all that mattered.
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      Warner was gone.

      Mari knew it in her bones before she saw his motorcycle was missing from the row in the garage.

      And she knew where he’d gone.

      He’d gone to find the rogue pack and take them down.

      With the hunter Lenore. Her motorcycle was gone, too.

      A stab of ugly jealousy knifed through her that she was good enough to take with him, but not her. Lenore was a hunter, but she was human. It was her he’d chosen and not his own mate.

      Mari swallowed hard, because it was indeed a bitter pill. If she could pick anyone to take into battle, she wouldn’t choose herself either.

      There had to be something she could do.

      There had to be some way she could be of use.

      Lifting her chin, she found her way to Westwood’s labs.

      A strange green smoke billowed out from under the door and she heard what sounded like the honest to goddess, legit wicked witch cackle.

      She wondered if maybe this wasn’t the best time to bother the witch. Who knew what was going on in that lab of hers. She could be doing important work. Like gathering eye of newt and toe of frog from some Prince Smarming gone awry.

      “By the pricking of my thumbs, something heartbroken this way comes,” the witch said when she opened the door.

      “I’m not heartbroken.”

      “Didn’t say it was you, my sweet little darkling.” She held the door open wide. “Come in, come in. Cookie?”

      A gingerbread man danced his way up to her and shook his little sugar booty at her.

      She snatched it out of the air and crunched him, washing it down with the lovely steaming cup of tea that floated toward her after she was done with him.

      “Another?” Eleanor asked.

      “No. Yes. No.” Mari sighed.

      “Yes, another. I think it will be just the thing.”

      This time the gingerbread man booped her nose with his butt and she chomped. Surprisingly, Mari felt marginally better.

      “Better, then?”

      She nodded.

      “I assume it’s Warner troubles that bring you to my door?”

      “That obvious, is it? Am I that pathetic?”

      “No, of course not. I just know Warner. I’m guessing he’s fucked off to Minnesota on his own with some noble, but misguided, idea about saving us from his darkness or whatever.”

      “Yes, but he’s taken Lenore.”

      To Mari’s extreme irritation, the witch cackled again.

      “I don’t see how this is funny.”

      “He didn’t take Lenore. Lenore took him.” The witch shook her head. “You know that there’s nothing but pack between them, right?”

      “I know. But she was good enough. I wasn’t.”

      “Oh, honey.” Eleanor pulled her into a grandmotherly embrace. “It’s not that you’re not good enough. He wants you and so does the dark champion inside of him. It doesn’t want Lenore. He doesn’t doubt you. He doubts himself.”

      “I must be crazy to not be afraid of him—it.”

      “Have you seen it, then?”

      Mari nodded.

      “That bodes very well. I think there’s part of you that knows something that the rest of us don’t.”

      “Part of me that knows something you don’t? That would be a miracle, wouldn’t it?”

      “Not at all, Miss Mari. There’s a strength inside of you that’s wholly your own, but you’ve been cut off from it.”

      “You mean my wolf?”

      “Hmm.” Westwood studied her, eyes narrowing. “Yes, I see now. I suspected as much.”

      Mari suddenly felt like an odd little bug pinned with her wings spread under a microscope.

      “What?”

      “Ah, yes.”

      “I… for the love of the Goddess, what?”

      “Hmm.”

      “Okay, you’re freaking me out.” Mari squirmed under the witch’s scrutiny.

      “Yes, that would be normal in this situation.”

      What. The. Actual. Hell.

      “So, you’re telling me I’m really an alien or something, right? Something awful is going to tear out of my stomach and tapdance stage left?” Mari was only half kidding.

      “Kiddo, all I can tell you is that you need to trust yourself. Listen to your wolf. Let her speak to you.”

      “That’s just the problem. I’ve never been able to hear her.”

      Mrs. Westwood put out a hand and let it rest on her shoulder. “Have you ever wondered if there was a reason for that?”

      “Besides the part that I’m a freak who isn’t wolf enough for the supe world and not human enough for the rest of the world? No. What possible reason could there be? My genes are just too diluted, I guess.”

      “Oh, child. It’s nothing like what you think. This generation of Woolven Wives have all been just like you. Randi was human, but when she was Turned, she became more than just a werewolf. You know the story.”

      Yes, everyone knew how Randi had taken out a pack of Berskers on her own.

      “And Belle,” Westwood said.

      “She was already a vampire before she met Parker.”

      “She was, but she’s basically a living goddess.”

      Mari couldn’t argue with that.

      “And Emmie… she’s become a whole new kind of wolf that’s half demon, but all badass.”

      She didn’t quite get what Westwood was getting at. Her logical brain connected the dots, that Westwood was saying she was more than the little wanna be wolf who failed at everything but shopping.

      But Mari couldn’t bring herself to believe it.

      “And then there’s me. Who couldn’t transform unless she had a bowl of champagne to lap at.”

      “Yes, Mari. There’s you. The draw you feel toward Warner is not one-sided. Nor is it a mistake.”

      “He thinks it is.”

      “Warner Woolven is a good wolf, but when it comes to matters of the heart, he doesn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground. Trust in the balance. Trust in the natural law. And most importantly trust in yourself.”

      “That would be stupid.”

      “Oh really? Why is that?” Westwood arched a perfectly groomed brow.

      Mari just realized she’d told the terrifying witch that her advice was stupid. Yeah, maybe not the best choice she’d ever made.

      “Uh…”

      Westwood laughed. “No, I genuinely want to know why you’d say that.”

      “If I could trust my own instincts, I’d go after Warner. But what can I do?”

      “I don’t know what you can do. Only you know what you can do.”

      “I can’t do anything. Warner is becoming something else. Something more powerful than anything I’ve ever seen. What do I have to offer him that will help him? Nothing. Just me.”

      Westwood handed her another cookie. “Why haven’t you ever considered that just you is enough? Just little Mari is all he needs.”

      “Because that’s laughable.”

      “Blake needed Randi before she became what she is now. Drew needed Emmie when he thought he could never give her his mark. Parker and Belle needed each other when they thought it was impossible for them to actually be together.”

      She supposed all of those things were true, but it didn’t mean that the same formula was meant to work for her.

      But why couldn’t it?

      This question wasn’t something she’d dared ask or hope for in the past. Yet, it remained, loud and determined in the back of her head.

      What could she lose by trying?

      Her life? Yet, even as she answered herself, it was so far out of the realm of what she believed. She knew with a certainty that Warner wouldn’t hurt her.

      Couldn’t.

      Not because of who he was, but because of who she was.

      But that was stupid because she was no one. She was just an heiress with mineral rights the Woolven Pack wanted to acquire.

      She wasn’t fierce like Randi, strong like Emmie, or damn near invincible like Belle.

      But looking in the witch’s ageless eyes, she saw a reflection of herself that she wanted so desperately to be true.

      The witch saw her as capable, strong, and an asset to the Woolven Pack and her beloved Warner.

      All of the other Woolven Brides wouldn’t think twice about joining their mates if they thought they were needed. Even before they became icons of badassery.

      Lenore was out there with him, and even though she was a trained hunter, she was still human.

      Not that Mari thought less of humans, but Mari realized she’d completely discounted herself and she’d been doing it for years.

      “I guess I’m going to Minnesota.”

      Westwood nodded. “Yes, you are. You should call your father before you go. I have a feeling there’s something he’ll want to tell you.”

      Mari knew her father loved her, but his love language was actions, not words. Sending her to Woolven when he knew they’d be on opposite sides of the conflict had been an act of love. He knew that no matter what, Woolven protected its own. And he knew Woolven would win, but because of old promises and ancient alliances, he’d been forced to side with Remus.

      So she really did know.

      But her love language was spoken, and maybe he’d speak her language, just once.

      “Well, go on. Get packed. Call Daddy. And haul ass. Time and Destiny wait for no man. Or woman.” Westwood shooed her toward the door. “The keys are in the Vette.”

      Mari let the witch guide her toward the door and out of her lab.

      “How will I find him?”

      “Your bones will tell you.”

      When the door closed behind her, she supposed if Westwood could have so much faith in her that maybe she could summon a little faith in herself.

      The witch knew things, after all.

      She pulled out her phone as she walked toward the garage and dialed the number.

      “Alpha DeVaughn isn’t taking calls,” a rough voice answered. It was Rodrigo, he father’s Beta.

      “Put him on, Rod.”

      “I said he’s not taking calls.”

      Rodrigo knew damn well who she was and it cut like a knife that he had permission to deny her the chance to speak to her father.

      But the pain gave way to anger.

      No, he didn’t actually have that right. Who the hell was he? She was the Alpha’s daughter. He was Beta. Not Alpha.

      Something strange and new stirred in her chest. “Put my father on.”

      Her voice was not her voice. It was deeper, and it sounded like it had echoed from the depths of hell instead of her throat.

      Rodrigo howled in pain.

      “Maribella? Are you alright?” Her father’s voice came on the line.

      “Yes, Papa. I just wanted to hear your voice.”

      “What did you do to Rodrigo? His ears are bleeding.”

      “I’m not sure. Things are changing. Something’s happened in the north and I’m going.”

      She waited for her father to tell her she shouldn’t go, that she should stay safe in Aphelion, to leave the fighting to the warriors, but he didn’t.

      “Oh, my little princess. It’s happening.”

      “You know?”

      “I wish I could help you. I wish I could tell you, but I’m magically bound. All I can tell you is that you must listen to your wolf.”

      “Papa, I’ve never been able to hear my wolf.”

      “I know. You didn’t need her until now. But when she’s ready to come out, you trust her. You give her the reins. It’ll save your life.” He sounded so full of regret.

      She wanted him to say it, so she had to ask for it in the only way she knew how. “Westwood said I should call you before I left. I wanted to tell you that I love you and I hope you can be proud of me.”

      “I’ve always been proud of you, princess. Always.” He was silent for a moment that seemed to stretch into eternity. Until he finally said, “I love you.”

      Something unwound inside of her and tears pricked the back of her eyes.

      “Thanks, Papa.” She sniffed. “Tell Rodrigo not to deny my calls anymore.”

      “He and I will speak on this. I would never allow him to deny your call. Has he done this before?”

      “He has.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She swallowed hard. “You have responsibilities, I’m not unaware of that.”

      “There is no responsibility more sacred to me than that which comes with being your father. I hope you’ll understand that in time.”

      Yes, she knew he loved her, but it was something altogether different to hear him speak the words.

      “I know,” she whispered.

      “Then believe me and the voice inside of you.”

      “I’ve got to go.”

      “Call me when you return. If the magick binding has been broken as I believe it will be, I’ll tell you everything then. If you still want to hear it.”

      “I will.”

      She hung up the phone.

      That was when her skin began to burn.

      And she knew that she had to get to Warner.

      His presence was the only thing that would soothe the fire, the volcanic heat that bubbled in her marrow and the raging beast that now clawed at the edges of her mind
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      Not for the first time that night, a strange premonition skittered down his back and something whispered inside the shadows that Mari was coming.

      Except she wouldn’t do that.

      She’d stay where she’d be safe.

      I’m coming.

      It was louder this time and it wasn’t only a fey whisper, it was as if Mari stood in front of him.

      He perked his head up and his ears twitched. Warner scented the air, but the only creatures in this part of the forest aside from him and Lenore were small woodland animals. There were a few hikers several miles away, but they were no threat and they weren’t Mari.

      “What’s up?” Lenore asked. “We got company?”

      “Not yet, anyway.” Warner sighed. “I think Mari followed us.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “I just… it’s a feeling.”

      “You know how those Woolven Mates are. You can’t keep them out of the line of fire.”

      “Lenore, you know this is different.”

      “I’m sure that Blake thought it was different with Randi, too.”

      Lenore had him there. He for sure thought the same thing.

      “Maybe I should call Tirigan and see if he can catch up to her and take her back to Aphelion.”

      Lenore made a disapproving face. “Why would you do that? You don’t get to make her choices for her. Just like she can’t make yours for you.”

      “It’s different.”

      “How?”

      “It just is.”

      “So, you know I have a wolf mate.”

      “This is news to me.”

      “Well. I keep it on the DL. But I thought all immediate Woolven knew.” She suddenly became very busy with her camping gear. “Anyway,” she continued, not looking at him, “if he tried to keep me from what we’re doing, I’d skin him alive.”

      “You’re Lenore Breslin.” As if that was all the answer anyone needed.

      “My name didn’t always inspire fear and awe. I had to earn my cred. Just being Diana Breslin’s daughter and Peter Breslin’s sister didn’t earn me anything I wanted.” She looked up to meet his gaze now. “And if you’ll recall, you tried to protect me, too. You tried to keep me from coming with you. What if I was your mate? What would you do to keep me from this threat in the north? Especially if you weren’t you. You’re here with me. You can defeat these things. What if you were… say… Luchtaine? What if you were the oldest and your power had gone unchallenged for millennia? What if you were the demon wolf who died only to be reborn with a human mate you couldn’t protect?”

      “I’d…” he began. Warner had been about to say that he’d wrap her in bubble wrap and chain her to the wall. But he wouldn’t. He’d want to. But he wouldn’t.

      Then the deeper meaning behind what she’d said kicked him in the balls.

      “Luchtaine is your mate?”

      “Yeah. I mean… it’s not really a big deal.” She folded, and refolded her sleeping bag.

      “Mari is soft and sweet. And utterly breakable.”

      “I’m sure that Luchtaine sees me the same way. Utterly breakable, even though I bested him. Don’t you think the Goddess knows what she’s doing by now? Do you think you’d be given a mate who couldn’t match you?”

      “She’s not my—”

      “Yeah, totally not.” She rolled her eyes. “That’s why you know she’s coming. That’s why your skin is on fire and your teeth are getting too big for your mouth. That’s why you think about devouring her in every way you can.”

      “Lenore, don’t trespass where you don’t understand.”

      “But I do. Luchtaine has told me about all the darkness inside of him. He’s told me how it wants me in… I guess you could say ‘unholy’ ways, if you subscribe to that way of thinking. How it wants to taste me in every way. Devour me. Sound familiar?”

      Warner scrubbed a hand over his face. “Too familiar. But again, you’re Lenore Breslin.”

      “And you don’t know who Mari is. Not yet. She hasn’t had to prove herself. Can you imagine who I’d be without my training? Without being tested in the Dark Woods at the age of sixteen? I’d be… I don’t know. I haven’t even thought about what I’d be if I wasn’t a hunter. If I had the kind of resources DeVaughn has, maybe I’d be a lot like Mari.”

      “I have a hard time imagining that.”

      “Which is why you have a hard time imagining that Mari could be a strong wolf. Strength isn’t born without strife, Warner. It’s like your muscles. You can’t build them without tearing them apart. You have to work them. You have to give them something to push against before they rebuild and grow.”

      “There’s logic in what you say. I understand this, I really do. But my gut refuses to accept logic. It refuses to allow that this darkness will do anything but destroy.”

      Lenore reached out her hand and put it on his shoulder. “This darkness in you was born to destroy. It’s why it was created. To eliminate the unnatural threat of Peter’s get. You will be an unstoppable force of destruction, but I fully believe it will be only to those who need destroying. You won’t hurt her. Trust yourself.”

      Warner wanted to believe the hunter’s words more than anything. They were the easy answer to the rift inside of him. They soothed his fears and made it so much easier for him to surrender to the dark beast.

      “I wish I could believe that.”

      Lenore studied him for a long moment. “Okay, Warner. If you’re all darkness and terror, tell me, what does your darkness want right now?”

      “Mari. Blood. Bone. Flesh. Mari.”

      “Mmhmm. Look at me.”

      Suddenly, Warner, who’d never really been afraid of anything in his life was terrified to look at Lenore. He didn’t want her to see underneath his skin. Didn’t want to show her what he knew she was looking for with her too keen eyes.

      But he was never one to cower.

      So he looked at Lenore, met her gaze and let the chips fall where they would.

      Not wanting to look at the monster inside him didn’t make it any less real. It didn’t take any of its power. It didn’t save anyone.

      Except Warner’s own idea of self. His pride, honestly.

      “What do you see when you look at me?”

      He hadn’t been expecting that question. Warner didn’t know what she hoped to gain from this little game, but fuck it. He’d play. He stared at the hunter. He saw that she was a woman, a beautiful woman. A strong woman. A human who walked two paths. A human who was pack.

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “You’re Lenore. You’re my great nephew’s aunt. You’re my friend. You’re my family.”

      “Are you hungry?” she grinned.

      He scowled. “I’m always hungry.”

      “You know what I’m asking. Does your darkness want to tear me to pieces? Do you want to eat me?”

      “Don’t ever say that to a werewolf,” he growled. “Especially one you know has eaten more than animal flesh.”

      “Answer the question.”

      “No. I don’t want to hurt you that way and neither does whatever is inside of me.”

      “I think you’re still adapting to this. Your brain is rewiring. You don’t know the darkness yet. What it wants. How it wants. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Or maybe my darkness knows better than to express any dark desires for you, Lenore.”

      She snorted. “An ancient so-called evil isn’t going to be afraid of little ol’ human me. Regardless of whose ass I’ve kicked.”

      “I don’t know. You’ve got bone fairy backup.”

      She laughed. “If it’ll make you feel better, I can consult the Three. They have volumes of Old Lore that might bring more clarity to the situation.”

      “I don’t know. I’d rather eat my own tail than go to other witches after Westwood.”

      “You’re not going. I am. But if you trust Westwood so much, why are you doubting her word on this?”

      Warner didn’t have an answer.

      “I think you’re afraid of being special. I think you’ve been in the shadows so long, you don’t know how to be anything else. You’ve never wanted to be anything else. I know you always said that Sterling needed the mantle of Alpha more than you did, but I think you never wanted it. I think it was a relief for you to abdicate to him.”

      Warner roared. “I did what was best for the pack.”

      “Of course you did. It just also happened to be what was best for you, too. No shame in that, Warner. And don’t roar at me, for fuck’s sake. We’re trying to be stealthy.”

      “Don’t piss me off.”

      “Uh, no. You have control over your actions. Regardless of what I say or do.”

      He huffed. “You’re right. About a lot. Stop shining lights on things better left in the dark.”

      “Can’t do it, my friend.”

      “Damn it,” he grumbled.

      Lenore laughed. “But listen, if you can hang out here, I’m going to the witches. I shouldn’t be gone very long. I spotted a fairy ring of mushrooms not too far back.”

      He briefly considered forging ahead on his own. This would be the perfect way to keep Lenore out of the line of fire.

      “I know what you’re thinking and if you ditch me, I will kick your ass.”

      He laughed. “No.”

      “I thought wolves couldn’t lie?”

      “We can. We just don’t. But no could mean any number of things.”

      “Jesus Fucking Christ, Warner. Will you just accept the help? We’ve all been through some shit. You think yours is bad? All of us have shit we have to deal with. You suck it up and work through it and go forward the best you can.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t eat—”

      “I’ve had enough of this. If eating my brother’s head would’ve helped me defeat him, I’d do it in a second. If your gift came to me, I’d fucking take it. Because this is what we do. So you ate a bad guy. Big fucking deal. I did too.”

      “What?”

      Lenore coughed, after she seemed to realize what she’d said. “Yeah, I mean… whatever. No big deal. I ate the demon wolf in a stew. I didn’t know it at the time, but I did it. So whatever. Shit happens, Warner.”

      “I don’t know this story.”

      “No one does. Not really. And I don’t care to tell it. But here we fucking are. So can you please get on board.”

      It wasn’t actually a request.

      And Warner realized that he’d been wallowing. He’d been hanging himself up like some kind of martyr when no matter the cost, he had actually been given a gift.

      It wasn’t a gift he wanted.

      But it was one that he, his pack, and the world as they knew it needed.

      So for all of his posturing, it was time to suck it up.

      Although, he reserved the right to do what he needed to do to protect the people he loved. He still thought the beast was a threat, and he’d continue to treat it that way until it was time to loose it on the world.

      And hopefully, those he loved would be far, far away.

      Maybe the witches would have some ideas for that.

      “Alright, Lenore. I’ll wait for you.”

      “You better. Warner Woolven’s word is gold. We all know that.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “Try to get some sleep. We’ve got some long days ahead and who knows what this is going to take out of you. And before you argue, a good night’s sleep is just as important as any weapon you could take into battle. My mother said that all the time. So if you don’t listen to me, listen to her. She’s the Hunter of Hunters, after all.”

      “I’d rather listen to Lenore. Diana isn’t half the hunter you are.”

      Lenore swallowed hard and stuffed her hands in her pockets. “I mean… okay. I’ll be back soon.”

      She darted off into the woods, leaving Warner alone.

      Without Lenore’s presence to distract him, he couldn’t stop thinking about Mari.

      She drew ever closer and every cell in his body demanded he run to meet her. That he Change and cover every inch of ground between them until she was in his arms.

      And his jaws.

      The beast burned beneath his skin, demanded to be freed, but somehow, he locked it down.

      There was still a chance Mari wouldn’t find him. Although, the very idea sounded hollow to him. She’d find him as sure as the sun would rise in the east.

      But he still had this idea that he could protect her from all of this.

      Especially himself.

      Fuck, but he wanted her. He wanted to be inside of her in all ways. His cock, his teeth, he wanted to taste her blood with his mate’s mark and he wanted her to taste his.

      His body began to twist and contort into the unnatural Change.

      Agony stabbed through him as muscle and sinew stretched and snapped, but he dug his claws deep into the rich, dark earth and demanded his body obey him.

      Demanded by the powers of the Goddess above, and the earth below. He called out to every power he could think of and none answered.

      But he didn’t expect that any would.

      He knew that this was a matter of will.

      And he locked it down without mercy.

      As his body returned to his control, he knew at some point, he would have to let it free. And he promised himself that he would.

      Only when it was time.

      Only when utter destruction was the only answer.

      He lay there, in the dirt with the night sounds of the forest echoing around him—something that surprised him.

      Usually all the night animals went quiet in the forest when a werewolf walked in his warrior form or something unnatural stalked the area.

      Yet, the frogs still cried out for their mates, the crickets sang their songs, and foxes and owls still darted about.

      Perhaps it was because they knew he was no threat to them.

      He clenched his hands in the dirt, loving the feel of the cool earth on his skin. Warner wanted to bury himself in the reprieve it offered and he found himself digging deep and fast until he burrowed underground like some kind of vampire.

      The comparison revolted him, but not enough to make him crawl from his nest.

      Here, the darkness was safe.

      Here, the darkness was comfort.

      And he slept.

      Warner Woolven did not find the respite he needed.

      In his dreams, he walked a desert landscape with red and orange ridges and deep canyons. Where clean, sweet streams should have been were rivers of blood cutting through the rocks and gorges.

      Packs of wolves roamed—no, they didn’t roam. They fled. They ran from him in great, stampeding numbers but he ran them down like deer. He ate them like he would any other he’d run down.

      He devoured them all.

      That wasn’t the worst part of it though.

      It was that he wasn’t alone.

      Mari ran not only at his side, but her appetite was as ravenous as his own. Perhaps more.

      And he ran her down, too.

      She let him.

      When he caught her, he fucked her hard and slow and they reveled in the sensations of flesh, blood, and the utter destruction of all life that stood between them.
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      Mari drove faster than what could be considered sane.

      For the first time, her wolf senses had come to her when she needed them, allowing her to navigate the twists and turns of the road with superhuman ability.

      It seemed to her as if she’d driven into some kind of wormhole because she never doubted for a second she would catch up to Warner and Lenore.

      Even if they traveled as the crow flies and she was bound to backroads and highways.

      She let her body guide the path she took, not using her wolf sense, or even common sense. She didn’t scan the highways for a sign of him, she didn’t look for their motorcycles. All she did was drive. Even when darkness fell. Mari simply kept driving.

      Until it was time to stop.

      It hit her out of nowhere. She was on a heavily wooded, abandoned state highway. She hadn’t seen another automobile for hours. Nor were there any streetlights to guide her way. It was just her, the headlights, and the endless sky above and the road that stretched out before her in a gray ribbon.

      But she knew the place.

      This was it.

      Her skin itched and burned, and Mari would swear she was about to crawl right out of it. Yes, right out of her skin. She wanted to shed it like a dirty shirt and leave it far behind.

      This wasn’t something she’d ever felt before.

      She left the Vette by the side of the road and Mari had to stop and breathe, to find her center before she did the same with her human form. Mari didn’t know what she was walking into, or what she was becoming.

      She knew that it was different.

      It was darker. And Warner needed her.

      She trod through the dark forest, her wolf eyes burning as she began to see things not in their whole, real form, but as only heat signatures. And she was hungry for everything. She was driven to feel every sensation, fill every emptiness, to glut on anything she could dig her claws into.

      Mari sensed him before she scented him. Before she saw him. Some extra sense more than human and more than wolf recognized him.

      And suddenly, all of those feelings she thought she couldn’t control receded and she was grateful. She needed to be in control so that she was a help to him instead of a hindrance.

      “Warner?” she whispered.

      A dark shape moved through the trees. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “I shouldn’t be anywhere else.”

      For every step she took forward, he took one back.

      “Where are you going, Warner? I can see you.”

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t follow.”

      His words, in other circumstances might’ve been hurtful, but she wasn’t fazed.“Really? Then why aren’t you running? I’m sure I can’t catch you.”

      “But can’t you? You’re here now.”

      She caught scent of something that slithered inside of her and seeped into her bones. It made her want. It made her hunger. It made her need.

      “Stop that,” he said.

      “Stop what?” She took another step forward.

      “Stop making that damnable scent.”

      “I could say the same thing to you.”

      “There’s no way this can end well,” he swore.

      “Then I guess we have to put that part off as long as possible then, don’t you think?”

      “I’ve been trying, woman.”

      She laughed. “I know. But there are forces at work here that are older and stronger than we are.”

      He took another step back. “That’s why we have to fight it.”

      “I don’t want to fight it.”

      He growled.

      “Especially when you do that.”

      “I’m scared, Mari.”

      She stopped her advance. “I know. Me too.”

      “Everything I know to do to keep you and the pack safe is wrong.”

      He looked so lost. Not helpless, but… alone. So very alone. With no one to give him aid or succor.

      Yet here she was and that was all she wanted to do.

      “So maybe you should try something else. Something that goes against everything you thought you knew.” She licked her lips. “Maybe you have to surrender.”

      He’d stopped backing away now. “I know how to surrender, Mari. How can you think I don’t?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. When have you ever surrendered?”

      “Let me count the ways. When I abdicated for Sterling both with the pack and with Arianna.”

      “That wasn’t surrender, Warner. That was a sacrifice.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “You knew the consequences. You knew exactly what lay on the other side of that.”

      “What if I hurt the people I’m trying to save?”

      “What if you hurt the people you’re trying to save by resisting? I guess it all comes down to you. You can only do what you believe is the best thing going on the information you have.”

      “The information I have tells me that everything I know to do is wrong.”

      “So let me help you, Warner. The information I have told me I needed to be with you. It told me how to find you. Because you need me.”

      He sighed and his shoulders sagged. “I do need you, Mari. I need you more than I know how to say. I need you to be safe.”

      “And  I need to you to be safe. So stalemate, eh? Or you can just stop fighting it and let me be with you. So I can keep you safe and you can keep me safe.”

      “I think you might be the Devil.”

      “We don’t believe in that.”

      “You said I should start something new. This. Here’s proof of the Devil,” Warner said dejectedly as he took a step toward her.

      “How’s that?”

      “I can’t stay away from you.”

      Mari wanted to say that the surrender she was talking about wasn’t surrendering to her, but she wanted that, too. No point in lying to herself, or to him.

      “I think you could if you wanted to, but you don’t want to.” At least, that was what Mari hoped.

      “You’re right. I don’t want to. And that scares the shit out of me. It should scare you.”

      “I’m not afraid. Maybe I should be, but I can’t ever seem to do anything I’m actually supposed to do. Even my marriage of convenience is highly inconvenient.”

      His eyes began to change like they had in the cemetery, going from amber to a deep, blood red. Her heart began to beat faster.

      “Is that fear?” His question was more like a plea.

      “No.” She bit her lip for a moment, but then she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. Her mouth fell open and she breathed deep.

      “I want you to run, Mari.”

      “To save myself?”

      “No. Because I want to catch you.”

      She was poised to burst into a sprint, but something told her that this wasn’t the right time. If he ran her down and ravaged her, even if it was what she wanted, he’d never forgive himself.

      So she held out her arms. “Come to me, then. Come to me now.”

      To her absolute surprise, he did. Warner closed the distance between them and they sank together to their knees. He buried his face in her neck and she could feel the tension still flowing through his body. He was a live wire and she knew he needed to be able to let go. At least for a moment.

      “I’m here. You’re not alone.”

      He turned his face farther into the crook of her neck and she stroked her hands through his hair and down his back, soothing him.

      She wanted to touch him and be touched, but right now, this was all for him. This was what she could do.

      “Mari,” he whispered. “Maribella.”

      Hearing her full name on his tongue sent delightful shivers coursing through her. She tugged him closer, offering him anything he could think to want from her.

      “It’s okay, Warner. It’s all okay.”

      The stubble on his chin had gotten longer, sharper. He was getting closer to Changing. Mari was too enraptured to care. She was dizzy with lust, lost in a haze of desire just from his nearness and his touch was almost more than she could bear.

      The animal inside of her wanted to feel it too.

      It tore at the edges of her mind, ripped at the bonds that held it back. Mari didn’t want to share this with her wolf. Not a second of it.

      Her wolf had never come to her when she needed it, so why should it get to bask in the spoils of flesh? It had never had to endure the taunts, the failure, the absolute and utter loneliness of being Maribella DeVaughn. It had stayed hidden, had locked itself away.

      It wasn’t fair.

      And Mari wasn’t going to let it away this one thing she wanted for herself.

      Except as Warner pulled her tighter, as the low grumbling growl she knew to be a kind of purr seemed to be able to touch her physically, as the languid heat of desire became desperate, she began to wonder if she had a choice.

      Her skin was too tight, her teeth too large, and her hunger grew. Even as he stripped her bare, and the friction between their bodies drove them both higher, she wondered if it could be enough to quench the fire that raged within her.

      The more he touched her, the more her human thought receded. If anyone were to come upon them now, Mari would be hard-pressed (hard, oh so hard) not to tear them to pieces for interrupting their interlude.

      And to whatever it was in Mari’s skin right now, that seemed a perfectly rational, reasonable response.

      “I want you naked,” she growled.

      “I am naked,” he said, as he pulled her to sit astride him.

      “No,” she demanded, using that same voice of power she’d used on Rodrigo. “I want you naked. Take off your skin, Warner. Shed it all.”

      He moaned into her ear, his cock swelling even larger against her wet, hot cleft.

      “I’m a monster,” he whispered.

      “I need a monster.” She looked into his red eyes and rolled her hips. “Goddessdamn, but I need a monster.”

      He roared as the beast inside rose to meet her demands. And as he Changed, so did she.

      But their Changes were not agonizing and alien or strange, they were seamless. They were all power and flame.

      His teeth sank into her shoulder and a searing pain that quickly became bliss shot through her. She didn’t hesitate to crunch the meat of his shoulder between her jaws and they moved together in an ancient dance. Connected to the earth below by their paws kneading the forest floor, the sky above by the air moving through their lungs, fire was the spark between them, and water was mingling of their blood, but it wasn’t until their spirits touched when the heady orgasm took them both that some kind of bond had been sealed, stitched into the very fabric of time itself.

      Yet, as the moment faded, Mari became aware of something else.

      It wasn’t just her contrary beast.

      It was darkness.

      A darkness unlike any other.

      No, that was wrong. It was similar to Warner’s darkness, this other thing that lurked inside of her.

      As she lay on the bed of leaves, she put her hand to her shoulder where Warner had bitten her and when she drew her hand back, it was covered in blood.

      Warner, still in his Changed form, padded closer to her. His nostrils flared, and he nosed the air.

      The blood.

      But she wasn’t evil. Was she?

      His eyes narrowed and he focused on her with a singular intensity. She’d never been able to imagine what prey felt like, until this very moment.

      Mari couldn’t help but wonder if that’s why her wolf had been locked down. Because it was something different. Something evil.

      She moved slowly, deliberately. Mari reached for her clothes but found herself crushed to the ground by the giant snarling beast.

      He growled right in her face and his spittle dripped on her chin.

      “Damn it, Warner. That’s nasty.”

      The beast, looking momentarily confused, as he wiggled his snout and licked his chops that she laughed.

      He mashed his face against hers, growling again, and she laughed harder.

      She supposed the sensible thing to do would be to be afraid. This beast that was atop of her, he didn’t seem to be Warner at all.

      While that was okay when she was a beast, she was just little Mari now.

      But it was funny.

      “Get off. I have to get dressed.”

      He growled again.

      Then, pictures began to dance through her mind’s eye on a reel. She realized he was growling at her clothes. The wolf was mad at her clothing for daring to cover her body.

      His long, purple tongue dragged over her wound where he’d bitten her. He lapped at her there and Mari wasn’t sure it was the best idea, but it did feel so good. She felt every swipe of his tongue not just on her shoulder, but right between her thighs.

      In for a penny, she figured and she lay back and spread her thighs for him.

      He growled while he tasted her, while he lapped at her and it was decadent to keep her human form while he was Changed.

      She felt like a girl in a fairytale and while she knew fairytales weren’t real, it couldn’t hurt to let herself have it just this one time.

      Mari had promised Warner she’d help him. Easing his body and his beast was help, right?

      She shuddered with pleasure as Warner continued to lap at her. She kept waiting for her beast to try to resurface, but it was quiet. Mari might’ve thought strangely quiet, but she hadn’t heard from the bitch on the regular since… ever.

      And yeah, she thought. It was a bitch.

      Literally.

      She giggled, and the beast stopped its ministrations, and she rose up on her elbows to look at him.

      He growled at her again, and used one, massive paw to press her to the ground while he finished his meal.

      Her last coherent thoughts were that this Dark Champion stuff didn’t seem to be so bad after all.

      While they wouldn’t agree on meals, it wasn’t like he was Hannibal Lecter.

      She giggled again. Or maybe it was.

      He growled.

      “Don’t growl with your mouth full.”
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      The dawn came quickly and with it, the harsh truth of what he’d done.

      Mari bore a gigantic, puckered, angry scar on her shoulder. It spread from the ball of her shoulder all the way up into tender lines of her throat.

      It was a mating mark.

      He bore its smaller twin on his own shoulder.

      He thought it was supposed to feel different. More.

      Although, he wondered if maybe they’d broken each other. Maybe they’d felt all the sensations that there were to feel last night. Maybe their wolves felt everything for them.

      Except the pain.

      His whole body hurt. Even deep inside his bones.

      Everything creaked and ached.

      Normally, after a night sleeping wild, he’d run down breakfast. In his current state, Warner wasn’t running down shit.

      And he wasn’t even actually hungry.

      Which concerned him.

      Mari stretched and reached for him. He lay back down and held her close.

      This thing that had happened between them, he didn’t know if it was good or bad. Probably bad, given the state of things, but he couldn’t bring himself to regret it. Even though he knew he probably should.

      She’d come to him.

      She’d offered herself to him.

      She’d wanted it as much as he had.

      He remembered Lenore’s words about how he had to let her choose for herself. It didn’t matter if Warner thought he knew better. Or if he actually did know better. He couldn’t take away her agency.

      He remembered last night when she’d demanded he give her the beast.

      His cock stirred to life as he thought of it.

      “Shut up and lie down,” he whispered. “Now is not the time.”

      “Hmm?” she murmured.

      He stroked her face and kissed the top of her head. “Shh. Go back to sleep. Everything is fine.”

      But it wasn’t fine, was it?

      Except when he looked down at her, sleeping so peacefully, looking like a delicate little frost fairy curled up on a pile of holly, he wanted to make it fine.

      That’s really what Warner was wired for.

      Not just War.

      He was a fixer.

      And he couldn’t fix this.

      His ears perked as he picked up the sounds of something—no someone, in the forest. He lifted his nose to the air and realized it was Lenore.

      She was back.

      Hopefully, she had the answers they were looking for.

      He was grateful when he found he hadn’t shredded all of Mari’s clothes. Her shirt had a rather artful slash across the back from his claws.

      Although the jeans, he guessed, when he saw the shredded denim, those were going to be a problem.

      “Mari, love. We have company.”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Be naked if you like. I’m sure Lenore won’t care.” He pushed an ice blond lock of hair away from her forehead. “I know I don’t mind.”

      Bleary-eyed, Mari reached for her shirt and when she saw the slash, she arched a brow, but shrugged it on.

      The jeans? She just looked at them, looked at him, and looked back at them with a sigh.

      Seeing her sitting there in that shirt that he’d torn through like a candy wrapper to get at the tasty treat inside, well… it had him all kinds of hard again.

      He’d hadn’t wanted a woman like this in… he couldn’t remember ever feeling like this. Ever being such a slave to his cock.

      She sighed again.

      “It’s really too bad we don’t have more time.” She raised her eyes to meet his.

      She wanted him again, too.

      He was starting to wonder if that’s all it would take to keep his darkness in check. If he could just lose himself in a haze of pleasure with Mari. If that was the key. If it was, he’d never complain about this gift again.

      Mari crept over to him and crawled into his lap.

      “Don’t start something we can’t finish,” he warned her.

      She laughed. “We can always finish it. It’s just a matter of when and where,” she teased.

      But that was when she did something even more devastating than not fearing what he had become.

      She reached up and cupped his cheek while looking into his eyes.

      He’d have been tempted to say that was just soft, sweet, Mari. There was something new in her eyes. A kind of knowing that wasn’t softness or sweetness. She saw him.

      She really saw him.

      And she still wanted to touch his face like that. Still wanted to be his mate.

      He didn’t understand it.

      Warner could hear Westwood in the back of his head telling him not to look a gift horse in the mouth, but if the Trojans had bothered to look inside their gift horse…

      Was that what Mari was? A Trojan horse that once he let her inside, she’d break down all the walls?

      She splayed her hand on his chest and leaned her head on his shoulder.

      He knew she wasn’t made of spun glass, but she still seemed so delicate here in his arms. He hadn’t broken her last night, he reminded himself. And not for lack of trying. They’d tried to break each other.

      He couldn’t remember too many details from the night before. He remembered the pleasure. Goddess, the pleasure.

      He remembered when he Changed with her, there hadn’t been as much pain. It had been more natural. More streamlined.

      Or maybe his body was becoming accustomed to this new form?

      Except, the more he thought about it, the more it seemed like there was something different about her Change, too.

      She hadn’t become the pretty white wolf he knew her to be. It had been her warrior form, but…

      “You usually remember what you do as a wolf, don’t you, Warner? What about in the beginning,” she went on. “Your early Changes. Did you always remember?”

      “I suppose since we’re mated, it’s not unusual for you to read my mind. I was just trying to remember last night.”

      Lenore emerged from the trees into their camp.

      “That’s just rude, Warner. You spend the night with a lady, you damn well better remember,” Lenore teased. “Kick his ass, Mari.”

      “I can’t really remember much of it myself.”

      “Oh. Should I fuck off for a few hours?” Lenore grinned. “I could go catch some big boy bass for breakfast. Learned to how to do it with my hands when I was a kid. Keep the reflexes fast.”

      Part of Warner, mainly his cock, thought that was the best idea he’d ever heard, but he knew they needed to get down to business.

      Not that business.

      Mari laughed. “No, it’s all good. Although, if you had an extra pair of jeans I could…”

      “I don’t do jeans. I do have a pair of leathers, though.” She grabbed her pack from the ground and tugged out a pair of leather tactical pants.

      Oh Goddess. No. No way could he handle Mari’s ass in those pants. Nope. Nope. Nope.

      And worse, wrapped in leather, she’d smell like food.

      Or at least, she would have. Before.

      “Thanks.” She disengaged from his lap and took them gratefully.

      “I’ll make some coffee if you two want to take a quick dip in the river. You should both be present for what I have to say.”

      That didn’t bode well. Not at all.

      About an hour later, they convened around a small, contained fire. Lenore had a magically enchanted, foldable fire pit she carried in her pack. Westwood made is especially for her. It was guaranteed to be forest-safe. Never a stray spark would escape it, and with a single word, it would extinguish itself and fold up into a small square. Leaving no trace. Warner thought it was pretty brilliant and he thought it spoke to the kind of person he knew Lenore to be. She cared about what she left behind, how she impacted the world around her.

      It occurred to him then that if Lenore believed in him, if Westwood believed in him, if Mari believed in him, then maybe he could believe in himself, too. Maybe it was time to learn a new way.

      He guessed maybe you could teach an old dog new tricks.

      Although, that shit wasn’t easy. They needed lots of help.

      And treats.

      All the treats. He was thinking of Mari’s breasts. The way her nipples puckered in the cool night air, the texture of them on his tongue…

      He had no problem remembering that.

      Lenore poured steaming cups of hot, black coffee.

      Mari sipped hers and wrapped her hands around the mug, and Lenore did the same.

      “Okay. So.” Lenore exhaled heavily. “The Three did know what was happening. And they promised not to tell Westwood we asked them either.”

      “I didn’t ask them not to.” Warner sipped his coffee.

      “We didn’t have to. Apparently, the Three have concerns about how much power Westwood has at her disposal now. The Three were queens in their own right and since Westwood married the goblin kind… but that’s neither here nor there.”

      “What did they say?” Mari asked.

      “There’s a prophecy,” Lenore began.

      “Well, that would’ve been nice to know before all this shit with your brother blew up,” Warner grumbled.

      “Right? There’s a prophecy about me, too. They wanted me to wash their glass eyes with my tongue before they’d tell me that one. I said fuck it.”

      “Fuck it, you did it, or fuck it, it’s not worth it?” Mari questioned.

      “It’s not worth it. Not a chance. I think they just wanted to see if I’d do it. Which… no. Anyway, back to the prophecy at hand.” Lenore took another drink. “A darkness will rise in the north blah blah… a Dark Champion… blah, blah.” She shrugged. “We know all that. Oh, by the way. The Dark Champion can only be born into the world by the best of us, the witches said. Only the best of us can channel that kind of power without being corrupted by it.”

      Warner snorted. “It’s like…” he struggled for the words he wanted. “Distilled corruption. Like evil nitroglycerin.”

      “Damn it, will you just take the compliment?” Lenore grumbled.

      “I didn’t know I was avoiding it.”

      “You always do,” Mari said. “It doesn’t feel out of the ordinary, because it isn’t.”

      “Listen, we don’t need a Warner’s Awesome Party. We need to—”

      “Why not? I’d love a Mari’s Awesome Party.”

      “Hey, me too. I’d love a Lenore Rocks Party. We should do that.”

      “Like herding cats. Goddess Above.” Warner sighed.

      “Oh. Right. Sorry. Anyway.” Except Lenore didn’t say anything else. She looked back and forth between Warner and Mari.

      “Holy Goddess, woman. Spit it out. It’s not like not telling us is going to change it.”

      “Stop taking her name in vain, Warner. She’s going to smite you,” Mari teased.

      “Look, either I’m her favorite or I’m not. There should be some perks to this Dark Champion garbage.”

      “Fair enough. Before I go on, I have to ask something personal. Mari, is that a true mating mark on your neck?” Lenore looked worried.

      “Yes. Why?” She bit her lip.

      Whatever Lenore was going to say, Warner knew that it was going to hurt his Mari. Goddessdamn it. Why? Being with him had only brought her pain. She deserved so much better.

      “The Three say that whence the Dark Champion rises, so too does his mate.”

      Mari closed her eyes for a long moment. “What does that mean? Aside from the fact that we all know it’s not me.”

      Warner hated the surety in her voice, but he couldn’t argue. Being with him had made her darker, but she wasn’t—

      “She will be a Wendigo.” Lenore took a breath. “She will rise from the dead to join her mate in the fight. Wendigoare monsters. They’re the source of a lot of human lore about werewolves. They’re… insatiable.”

      “And they feed on their own.” Like me, Warner thought.

      A small voice inside of him said he wouldn’t have to be alone. To rejoice. That he wouldn’t have to hold back with this mate. That she would be his equal in every way. He couldn’t hurt a Wendigo.

      Not like he could hurt Mari.

      “Oh. I see,” Mari said aloud.

      He was afraid that she did see. If he could’ve saved her this pain, he would’ve. And damned if he hadn’t tried. He’d tried to leave her, he’d tried to stay away. He’d tried not to touch her, but she’d demanded he surrender and so he had.

      “It’s going to be Arianna, isn’t it?” Mari continued flatly. “She was meant to have been Warner’s in life, now in death, she will be. She’d come back to fight for her pack and her family.”

      Lenore reached out and squeezed her hand. “We don’t know who it is. The Three tried to scry to see, but her face was shrouded from them.”

      Warner opened his mouth to speak, but Mari turned fiery eyes on him. “If you even think about telling me to go back to Aphelion, I swear by all that’s holy you won’t make it to your next mate. She’ll have to raise you from the dead, too.”

      That had been exactly what Warner was going to suggest, but he’d since thought better of it.

      “Uh, no. Nope. I was just going to ask if you wanted more coffee.”

      “No. I don’t. I’m ready to head north and find these fuckers.”

      “A woman after my own heart,” Lenore said.

      “It’s probably the leather pants. They make me feel like a badass.”

      “You are a total badass. You’re brave and smart and strong,” Lenore said.

      Warner looked at Mari and saw her in a new light. He knew that she was all of those things, but somehow, it hadn’t clicked in his head.

      Of course she was brave and smart and strong. Mari was amazing.

      Which was part of why he didn’t want her anywhere near where they were going.

      Warner’s ears pricked. Gooseflesh raised across his body and all the hairs he possessed stood on end. He realized he probably looked like an agitated cockatoo, but it hit him hard and fast.

      Their time was running out.

      Something had happened.

      “What is it, Lassie?” Lenore teased.

      “Eat a dick, Lenore.” He snorted. “But seriously, we need to go. And we need to go fast.”

      “What’s happened?” Mari asked.

      “I don’t know, only that something has. We need to run.” He turned to look at Lenore. “I’ll carry you. I don’t want to hear any complaints.”

      “You won’t get any.”

      “I might after you see what I look like when I Change.” Christ, but he hoped he could keep it together long enough to carry the hunter as far as they needed to go. He prayed the beast would keep his shit in check and realize how much they needed the hunter.

      He Changed.

      To Lenore’s credit, after she whispered the magic words that cleaned up the camp and made their supplies small enough to pocket and she simply climbed onto his back and held on.

      It wasn’t long before they were running so fast it was like flying and Mari kept pace beside him.
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      Utter devastation.

      That was what they found when Warner finally stopped running.

      Mari didn’t know how far they’d run, but she knew it had to be quite some distance. Mari, for her part, was rather amazed she was able to keep up.

      It was probably the mating bond.

      The one she’d wanted, gotten, and was going to lose to some dead girl who decided to come back and stake her claim.

      It broke her heart.

      Although, her heart, even as it was breaking, it knew, too, that Warner needed a mate who was his equal. Not someone like her.

      Because for all of her wishing, hoping, and trying, she would never be his match. Even though she wanted to be.

      A woman who was a match for Warner wouldn’t be thinking about her own loss right now.

      She’d be thinking about that poor, small town that had been reduced to… meat and gore.

      That’s all that was left.

      Mari smelled it before she saw it, but that was all she needed to know not a single living thing was left in the town.

      This was why Warner was needed.

      A Dark Champion who had the power to save these people.

      And why she’d step aside when it was time.

      She swallowed hard.

      “We’re too late, aren’t we?” Lenore said as she slid to the ground and Warner, still in his new warrior form stretched and paused just at the edge of the forest that surrounded the town.

      He charged forward and Mari followed, with Lenore behind her.

      Everywhere they looked, there were bits of meat left that used to be werewolf. These were all someone’s mother, father, sister, brother.

      These bits had all been someone.

      Bile rose in her throat.

      And that’s when it hit her.

      She’d seen all of this before.

      Memories she’d stuffed down as a child, hidden behind lock and key in the deepest recesses of her mind were of this moment. It was as if she’d walked in a place out of time and had watched all of this unfold.

      This was why she’d been afraid to transform.

      This was why she’d locked her beast away and hadn’t been able to hear her. She didn’t want to. This was what lay on the other side of this.

      The bile she’d been holding back surged up and she turned away as she vomited.

      A comforting hand was on her back. It was Lenore. “Me too, dude. This is… I can’t even.”

      “What if I did this?” Mari choked out after she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “What? Why would you think that? It was Peter’s pack. Obviously.”

      “I… know this scene. The name of the town is Morning Lake.”

      “How do you know this?”

      Mari looked up and watched Warner running through the various shops, and buildings, searching for signs of life.

      She knew he wouldn’t find any.

      “I dreamed about it when I was a child.”

      “All of it?”

      “Down to the muck under your foot.”

      Lenore looked down. “Goddamnit. I hate it when I get it on my boots.”

      “Yeah.” Mari sniffed. “I’d… I’d forgotten. This scene used to make me wake up screaming. This was why I never wanted to Change. I knew I’d do this.”

      “You didn’t do this. Stop that.”

      “How do you know? You weren’t here last night. Maybe Warner and I did this together.”

      Lenore grabbed her by the shoulders. “Don’t even think that. But never say it. Never. Warner has enough doubt without yours too.”

      “The truth is right here, Lenore. Why else would I have dreamed it? It was surprisingly easy for me to run this far. I’ve never done that before. And there’s a darkness in me that’s changing me. Like Warner.”

      “Shut up with that too. He’s going to blame himself. I get it, this sucks. But he needs your support now more than ever. Have you ever stopped to think that maybe the Wendigois you?”

      “Of course not. I’m not dead.”

      “That could change at any minute, couldn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not me. It’s the love of his life. Arianna.”

      “And you’re a witch now? A prophetess?”

      “Maybe. I did dream of this,” Mari said.

      “Maybe you dreamed of it so you could help Warner. There are all sorts of reasons the powers that be might’ve sent you that dream. It doesn’t always have to be the worst thing.”

      “Doesn’t it, though?” Mari realized how hopeless and pitiful she sounded. What did it matter if it was always the worst thing? There were very few things that were within her power. So it was up to her to do what she could with what she could. Instead of complaining like a spoiled child. “You’re right, Lenore. I’m sorry.”

      “Hey, I know it all looks like shit, now. And I don’t mean to blow sunshine up your asshole, but you gotta get that Vitamin C somehow, amiright?”

      Mari snorted. “You’re right.”

      “I carried around a lot of guilt for a long time for something that wasn’t mine to carry. But I picked that bitch up and carried it anyway because I thought it was mine. It wasn’t. Neither is what happened here. That’s not your fault. But if you can, think back to your dream. Can you remember anything else? Any small detail you might’ve seen then that we can’t see now?”

      Mari took a deep, shaky breath.

      “So, normally in these situations, I’d say it’s just a dream. It’s not real. It can’t hurt you. Only it is real, but it’s already happened. It can’t hurt you. But it might hurt someone else if we don’t catch this pack.”

      She began to open herself to the dream. To allow it out of the box where she’d locked it and to let it play before her mind’s eye. Mari watched in horror as the carnage unfolded.

      “In the dream, Lenore, it’s me.”

      “Step back, then. It’s not you. You know it’s not. Breathe.”

      Mari did as Lenore instructed, but she couldn’t change the perspective. “I’m sorry, I can’t…”

      “It’s okay. It might take some time.”

      “That we don’t have.”

      “Tonight, when you sleep, if you can sleep, try to ask it to show you what you need to know.”

      “I’ll try,” Mari agreed.

      Warner came back to meet them, as a man.

      “We’re too late. In the time it took us to run, they obliterated this town,” he said.

      Mari was still picking at the tangled threads of the dream when it hit her. While she’d been allowing that awful thing to play, she remembered in the dream she wanted—no, needed—to head north.

      And there were survivors from the town.

      A whole… herd. Yes, they’d been taken as livestock.

      Mari wanted to vomit again.

      “Mari?” Warner asked. “You’re so pale.”

      “I know where they’re going. I mean… not precisely. Like, I don’t have coordinates. But they’re still moving north.”

      “I saw some tracks in the mud on the far side of town that seemed to be headed north as well. Not enough for a pack, but…”

      “I dreamed about this, Warner. This scene right here is why I couldn’t transform as a child. In my dream, I’m one of them.”

      “I will never let that fucking happen,” he swore.

      “Men,” Lenore snorted. “That’s not the point. The point is, in her dream, she has to go north.”

      “Just saying,” he grumbled.

      Mari wanted to say that she didn’t need him to protect her, but maybe she did. Or maybe she just wanted him to. She wouldn’t be able to enjoy the perks of being mated to him much longer.

      Maybe she was selfish and spoiled, but she was going to make love to him again as soon as she got him alone. She was going to give him every bit of pleasure she knew how and she was going to take some for herself too.

      “There are some survivors. Warner, they took them for livestock.”

      “We have to save them, if we can. But we can’t leave the town like this. We need to cleanse it with fire. We don’t know what their venom will do the animal life around here. That’s all we fucking need is infected squirrels or something.”

      Lenore half-laughed. “That would be just our fucking luck, wouldn’t it? Listen, I can get a crew of witches in here and stand guard until they get here. We need a controlled burn to protect the wildlife and the forest. Then I’ll catch up with you, if you text me.”

      “It looks like we’re about to move out of Woolven Territory. I should probably call Blake so he can make sure no one’s tail gets in a knot.”

      “These new bags that transform with you are pretty great, huh? I don’t know what we’d do without Westwood,” Lenore said.

      “I’d be naked in the woods without a phone, I guess. Which doesn’t always sound terrible.” Warner shrugged.

      Lenore hugged Mari. “We’ve got this. All of us. Right?”

      “Yeah. Thanks, Lenore. You know, it’s crazy. I never thought I’d get to meet you, let alone be your friend.”

      “You’re one of the cool kids.” Lenore grinned. “I’m lucky to know you.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Warner growled. “Come here.” He hugged Lenore too. “Take care of you until we see each other again. Don’t ever forget you’re pack.”

      “No, you.” She grinned and slapped his back. “And I mean that.”

      “I know.”

      “Good.”

      Warner took Mari’s hand and was going to lead her around the edge of the woods, but she stepped forward, walking toward the town square.

      “It can’t hurt anything now,” she said. “They’re already dead and I’ve seen it at least a thousand times.”

      “Mari,” was all Warner could say.

      “What? I’m strong. I can do this. If I can’t walk through the carnage, however will I fight those who are willing to commit it?”

      “You shouldn’t have to.”

      “If not us, then who?”

      She walked, fighting nausea the whole way.

      When they were on the other side of the woods, he pulled a sat phone out of his bag to call Blake.

      “We’re not too far from the border, so I thought I’d put in the call now. We’re tracking these things into the Northern Territories. Beyond Woolven Borders.”

      Having supernatural hearing, she could hear the Woolven Alpha’s responses.

      “Shit. I was hoping to keep it contained.”

      “You and me both, Nephew. Damage is bad. Morning Lake is gone.”

      “Gone? As in…”

      “Obliterated. We suspect they took some of the residents with them.”

      “Are they Turned or for food?” Blake’s tone was flat, but Mari knew the Woolven Alpha felt all of this on a visceral level.

      “Food.”

      “I’ll put in a call. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you to wait for my word.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Explain,” Blake commanded.

      “This Dark Champion doesn’t answer to anyone. Not to you, not to me. I can’t promise I won’t, but I’ll do my damndest.”

      “That’s all I can ask for.”

      Warner ended the call.

      Blake wasn’t like any other Alpha she’d ever met. He didn’t preen, didn’t take every question or every snag as insult to alphahood. She admired him.

      “So we wait,” she said.

      “That’s all we can do.”

      Suddenly, Warner growled and cracked his neck as his features began to shift like some kind of alien. It was an uncontrolled Change.

      “Damn it.”

      “I guess the Dark Champion didn’t like being told he can’t do anything,” Mari said, putting a hand on his. “It’s okay. Stop thinking about it. We are doing something. We’re ensuring that we don’t start another war.”

      At this, Warner seemed to quiet, although when he opened his eyes, they were still red.

      And Mari still found that incredibly hot.

      “Do you like him? The Dark Champion, I mean?” Warner asked, after sniffing the air.

      “Obviously. I can’t help it.”

      “He likes you too. Obviously.”

      “Good. Since he’s my mate,” she said, but the teasing smile on her lips faded. “At least for now,” she managed a faux bright tone.

      She hated how she sounded. So needy. So pathetic.

      “Not just for now, Mari.”

      “Oh, Warner. You know that’s not true. Lenore told us—”

      “What do those old bags know, anyway? Not a damn thing.” He held up his hand before she could object. “No, seriously. They wanted Lenore to give their glass eye a tongue bath? What the fuck? No.”

      Mari couldn’t help but laugh a little. “That doesn’t mean they don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “After all that you’ve done for the pack. For me. Do you really think I’d betray you like that?”

      “Warner, being with your True Mate isn’t a betrayal. Did you think Arianna betrayed you when she chose Sterling?”

      “No, of course not. But she wasn’t in the same set of circumstances that we are. You’ve walked through fire for me. I won’t reward that with abandonment.”

      A lump formed in the back of her throat.

      “I don’t actually want your duty in this case. I know that doesn’t make sense to you, but if you’re with me, I want you to want me for me. Not because you owe me something.”

      “I do want you.”

      “That will change when the Wendigocomes. Please don’t make promises you can’t keep. Not only would it break my heart, but you’d never forgive yourself. You just told Blake you didn’t know if you could obey him. That the Dark Champion doesn’t answer to him.”

      “The Dark Champion wants you.”

      “Maybe now he does.”

      “I’m not leaving you, Mari. Unless that’s what you want.”

      “How funny that only days ago we were having a similar discussion, but you were trying to get rid of me.”

      “I wasn’t trying to get rid of you. I was trying to protect you. Like always.”

      “Yes, just like always,” Mari agreed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Warner didn’t like the tone in Mari’s voice. It was so resigned.

      Why couldn’t she understand that protecting her was his honor? His joy? His privilege?

      He’d been about to tell her so when the sat phone rang.

      “Turn around,” Blake said. “They want to handle it themselves.”

      “Did you explain to them that they can’t handle it themselves?” Warner began.

      The Dark Champion stirred, stretched inside him as it became aware that it was being told not to pursue its prey.

      “I did what I could, Warner. The answer is no. Come home.”

      Warner didn’t say anything for a long while.

      “Do you need me to command you?”

      “I might, Blake.”

      “Warner Woolven, I command you to return home.” His voice echoed with all of the authority of an Alpha. It resonated deep into his bones.

      It should’ve been impossible to ignore.

      It should’ve caused him agony to consider it.

      But it didn’t.

      “Warner?” Blake asked. “It didn’t take, did it?”

      “No, I’m afraid it didn’t.”

      “I’ve been grieving the loss of you since your death, Uncle. Even when you came back, I felt you’d been lost to us.”

      Warner’s heart broke. He didn’t know what to say.

      Blake said it for him. “Come home anyway. Aphelion will always be your home. You will always be family. You will always be part of my pack. No matter what.”

      Warner understood the words that Blake didn’t say. No matter what he did, no matter what he became, Blake wouldn’t turn him away. “I’ll try.”

      “Good. This pup needs you. Just like the rest of Woolven. Uncle, I still need you.”

      A litany of words were born and died on his tongue. He didn’t know which of them to say. “Nice of you to say, boy. But you don’t. You’re a fine Alpha. The best any pack could hope for.”

      “Not just leading pack. You’re the only father I remember. I want my child to know you. Your wisdom, your stories, your ferocity. Your honor.”

      Warner couldn’t breathe for a moment. “Even if I don’t come back, all of that lives in you. Your pup will know it well. But I swear to you, I want to come home. I want to be there.”

      That seemed to be what Blake was looking for.

      “Good. Check in when you can.”

      “Just tell him you love him, jackass,” Randi called.

      Warner chuckled. “He did. And so did I,” he said back, before he hung up.

      Goddess, he did want that. To go home. To see the pup. To run with Noah. But they weren’t safe while this threat loomed. The one in the north or the one inside him.

      He turned to Mari and he didn’t know what to say to her.

      Warner wasn’t good with talking about his feelings. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed of having them, he simply wasn’t used to them being a consideration. He wasn’t used to expressing them.

      He wanted to tell Mari everything, but luckily, it seemed she knew.

      As she would, being his mate.

      No, he wasn’t going to leave her. Not for anything.

      She welcomed him into her arms, and again it seemed as if she were the one with all the strength. If he was being honest, and he always chose to be, even with himself, he didn’t know what he’d have done without her.

      “I’m glad you tracked me down. I’m glad you didn’t let me tell you who to be.”

      “That’s good, because it’s not changing any time soon.” She rubbed her cheek against his.

      “I need you, Mari. Is it okay?”

      He didn’t know if he was asking if it was okay to need her strength, okay to touch her, okay to find solace in her body yet again when he had nothing to offer her.

      Nothing but pleasure.

      “Always,” she said. “I need you too, Warner.”

      He was used to hearing that he was needed. That his pack needed him. The boys needed him. It was nice to be needed. It was nice to know that what he did made a difference.

      Except hearing it from Mari’s lips satisfied him in an altogether different way. It also made him need her even more.

      Since he’d become this thing, he’d transformed into a raw nerve. He felt everything ten times as intensely from his hunger to his emotions, to his physical desire.

      It was all so much.

      Too much.

      But still he wanted more.

      Warner didn’t understand how that was possible.

      The Dark Champion surged, almost as if using its own existence to answer his question, but he didn’t want that answer.

      He knew the time was fast approaching that he’d lose himself inside the beast. So for now, for tonight, he couldn’t obey his Alpha, but he could have this last time with Mari as himself.

      No, the darkness said. I am already you.

      He wanted it to be silent and he growled, but Mari liked it when he growled. Her scent grew more powerful, and the way she writhed against him more intense.

      “I want this as a man, Mari. You’ll get the beast soon enough if that’s what you want.”

      “I want it any way you want to give it to me, Warner.”

      Another growl was torn from him.

      “Goddess, but you’re delicious,” he said. “I want to devour you.”

      She sank to the ground and leaned back, spreading her thighs. “If you promise to be very careful, I’ll let you take these leathers off with your teeth.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Good. Because I didn’t know how else I was going to get them off.”

      “They suit you.”

      “I like them. You seem to.”

      He didn’t answer with words, instead, he did just as she’d asked and peeled them down her body using his very human teeth.

      But before he dipped his head between her legs,  she tugged him up so that they were face to face.

      “We’re mated. Here in this moment. Whatever happens, right now you belong to me. And I belong to you. I love you, Warner.”

      He didn’t know what to say. He cared for Mari, he wanted her, he needed her.

      “It’s okay. I don’t need you to say it back. I didn’t say it hoping to get something from you. I said it because my heart feels like it’s going to burst. So kiss me. Kiss me like you’ll never get to again.”

      Her words had a ring of truth to them. They echoed with the finality of prophecy and he wanted to argue, but since their time was so short, he wouldn’t waste it arguing.

      He’d do as she asked.

      He kissed her.

      It was a different kind of kiss, this one. It was full of summer sunshine and Elysian fields, but it was tainted with a lemon tang of regret, too.

      She pushed her fingers through his hair and turned her face to the side so he could nose at her neck.

      It seemed she’d had enough of lemons.

      And regret.

      As had he.

      He moved down between her thighs and drank her in. Warner decided that this might be his favorite activity. She arched beneath him, inviting him to take more, to give more. Always more.

      Which was what he wanted, what he needed.

      But he was unhurried.

      There wasn’t nearly enough time to say everything that needed to be said, to do all the things that still needed to be done, but this—there was time for this. For her pleasure.

      It took her longer to come with his human tongue and for a moment, he knew a stabbing, blinding irrational jealousy.

      Which was stupid.

      He was the thing with the long, powerful tongue. It was still him. And then again, it wasn’t.

      Warner growled against her, and that’s what sent her over the edge.

      His growl had her sweetness flowing over his tongue and her thighs squeezing his head.

      Signs of a job well done.

      He couldn’t help but ask, “So you like the Dark Champion better, huh? When it comes to this?”

      She gasped a laugh. “He is good at what he does. And I love it, but a lot of it is because I don’t think I’m supposed to. I can’t do this with him after, either.”

      Mari pulled him up to kiss her.

      Warner had had lovers, but his numbers were nothing like his rakehell nephews. He preferred it to matter. He preferred more than fingers and mouths in the dark who would be gone once the morning came.

      He liked discovering her, the things that turned her on, the things that pushed her over the edge. The things she thought were intimate. Like this.

      Warner kissed her and she was languid in his arms, soft and pliant.

      Then she surprised him.

      “Now, it’s my turn.”

      She pushed him on his back and the position was so foreign to him.

      Warner was used to serving, not being served.

      When Mari flashed her playful smile, something uncoiled in chest. A tight knot he hadn’t known was there and it unfurled like the petals of a rose, opening so wide.

      And like a rose, it was all tenderness and gentle things.

      Even when her mouth closed around his cock.

      Oh by the Goddess, it had never been so good.

      The dark thing inside of him was content to be quiet, to let him have this, at least for now. Warner was sure it was some kind of trick to lull him into complacency. To let his guard down to make it easier for the darkness to take the reins.

      But he couldn’t think about that now.

      All he could think about, all that mattered, were these moments with Mari.

      Something told him that he’d never see her like this again.

      Never touch her.

      The worst part was, he’d never know what their life together could’ve been like. No, that was a lie. He knew what their life together could’ve been like.

      It could’ve been… happy.

      She took him deeper now, and her propped himself up on his elbows so he watch her, look into her eyes.

      He could see the same desperation there.

      It awakened the previously slumbering beast. Even as his body began to change, he fought it.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I’ll take you any way I can get you.”

      “No, I don’t—” As he fought, agony blasted him in tidal wave after tidal wave. It hurt more when he fought it.

      “Calm, Warner. He’s a weapon. He responds to fear, stress, and aggression. That is, if you don’t want to Change.”

      Warner tried to breathe. Tried to calm the desperation he felt. The sadness.

      Like Mari suggested, the beast settled.

      Could it be that simple?

      He doubted it, but he would take it for now.

      “Surrender to me,” she whispered. “Don’t just lie back and let me do what I want, surrender your body to the sensation. If Change, you Change. I don’t care. He won’t hurt me. You won’t hurt me.”

      This was a secret desire he’d hidden so deep that he didn’t even know it was something he’d wanted until she’d spoken it aloud.

      “Yes, Warner. Give me all of you.”

      She took his shaft in her mouth again and worked all the way down the length and he realized that his surrender was no longer a matter of choice. She’d tamed him, at least for the moment and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Pleasure spiraled through him and he rode the waves as they carried out to a blissful sea.

      He was lost in Mari and the moment.

      After she brought him to culmination, and they lay sated in each other’s arms, it didn’t occur to him to put all of his armor, his protections back in place.

      He didn’t think he’d need them.

      But he was wrong.

      When he awoke with the first strange lights of pink dawn stretching over his skin, he realized something was horribly wrong.

      Mari was still in his arms, but his muscles all ached and there was a smell. A scent of blood and death that permeated the air. He breathed deeply, trying to unravel the scents from the one another.

      So much fear.

      That would make sense with him in the forest if all the little woodland animals hadn’t fled from his presence. There were no other living creatures in this part of the forest. No mammals anyway.

      He tugged at the thread and the strongest scent after the fear was the copper tang of blood.

      With an undercurrent of silver.

      At one time, silver had smelled like poison to him. Something rotten.

      It didn’t bother him now. It simply was. It was another scent like any other.

      He opened his eyes slowly, not actually wanting to see the scene that awaited him, but knowing he had no choice. Whether he looked or not wouldn’t change anything.

      His hands were sticky, in fact, his whole body was covered in some kind of—blood.

      His eyes flew open and he realized that when he’d said there were no other mammals in the forest, he’d meant it. He hadn’t sensed Mari’s life force, but she was right here in his arms.

      Dear fucking Goddess, if something had happened to Mari, may she smite him.

      Except, her chest rose and fell with breath. He didn’t understand what was happening.

      Mari opened her pretty ice blue eyes. “What’s wrong, Warner?” She gave a languorous stretch. “Mm, what’s that smell? It smells divine.”

      Warner froze. “Does that smell like food to you?”

      She nodded. “Mmmhmm.” Mari licked her lips.

      “We should go to the river. Close your eyes.”

      “I’m not closing my…” Mari turned in his arms and she saw the carnage strewn about them.

      He realized she had blood on her mouth.

      What had he done?
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      Mari knew their idyll in the woods couldn’t last.

      They were on borrowed time.

      She knew it would end, but she didn’t expect it to end like this.

      Mari realized she now knew his horror intimately. She’d awakened to the scent of something delicious. Something she wanted to devour, only to discover it was wolf flesh.

      Fear gripped her because she couldn’t remember what happened.

      But she stuffed it down because Warner would be able to smell it. Whatever had happened here, there had to be a reason.

      “What have I done?” He looked up at her, his eyes haunted.

      “We don’t know that you’ve done it. I might’ve done it.”

      “You couldn’t have,” he whispered.

      “I’m just as covered in blood as you are.” She took his hand. “Come on, we need to get to the river and clean up.”

      “No. I need to be locked up. This wolf wasn’t infected.”

      “How do you know? Because what’s left isn’t still squirming? Maybe Peter’s progeny are easier to destroy than he, himself, was. First things first, though. Come with me.”

      He looked at her outstretched hand like it was some sort of long lost treasure, so she didn't understand why he wouldn’t take it.

      “Look what I’ve done. I understand that I have to do whatever it is I’ve been created to do. Run down those wolves. Destroy them. I get that. But I can’t be around—”

      Mari wasn’t going to the argue the point just yet.

      Yes, he should go back to Aphelion where Westwood and Blake can help him. Where he could be surrounded by the pack that he loved. Where he could find a way to live with this.

      A way to do what he’d been created to do and to be happy.

      Mari wasn’t going to push that. Not when he was covered blood and gore. Not when his hands and teeth were still bloody with guilt.

      She just had to get him to the river.

      If she could baptize him in a way, rinse it all away with the cold, natural waters, make him feel clean again and then wrap him in her love, she was sure she could save him.

      Correction: She was sure he’d let himself be saved.

      She knew if he wouldn’t go for himself, he’d go for her.

      “Please come to the river with me. I need to bathe too and the current is fast.”

      He looked stricken, but then he finally took her hand.

      She led him carefully through the trees toward the river and away from the scene of devastation behind them.

      “You don’t really need me here,” he said as she stepped one tentative foot into the water.

      “Yes, I really do, Warner.”

      “You’re a strong swimmer.”

      “I am. But I need you. What if one of those things were to find me? What if the current swept me downstream and right into a whole village of them?”

      What if I let you run away and I never see you again? What if I’m the one Woolven Mate who isn’t up to the task?

      “It’s unlikely.” He turned haunted eyes on her.

      She reached up slowly, carefully, with her palms cupped and began to scrub the evidence of what had happened from his skin.

      He had so many scars. His body was covered in the proof of his strength, his ferocity and his loyalty.

      Suddenly, anger blossomed in her chest like a poison flower.

      His steadfast loyalty had earned him nothing but this. An existence contrary to everything he believed. He everything he’d worked for. Everything he was.

      He’d done everything right, this noble wolf.

      He’d sacrificed until there was nothing left for himself and still the powers that be decided he had more to give.

      Warner didn’t deserve this.

      But maybe she did.

      She’d never given up anything she wanted. Mari had never had anything in her hands that she’d worked for, bled for, and carved out a very piece of her to see it grow and thrive. Never.

      Mari knew what she had to do if she wanted to help Warner.

      She had to entreat the Goddess to take away his curse, but Mari knew that it would only come with sacrifice. If there was another to take his place.

      She didn’t have much to offer as far as Dark Champions went. Apparently, only the noblest wolves were chosen. Only those who were pure of heart could handle the beast.

      Mari knew her heart was nowhere near as pure as Warner’s, but her intentions couldn’t be more noble. And maybe, just maybe, the Goddess would give her enough strength to endure this until the threat had been eliminated.

      And Lenore could put her down, if that’s what it came to.

      Warner would be free.

      Mari knew fear, but it was only the fear that she wouldn’t be enough, that the Goddess wouldn’t take her in his place.

      She wasn’t anywhere near as horrified at the prospect of devouring shitty rogue werewolves for dinner as she should’ve been.

      She’d have eaten Peter Breslin herself if she thought it would’ve helped anything.

      And she’d have had champagne with the meal.

      Thinking of champagne reminded her why this plan was the stupidest idea she’d ever conceived. How would she ever control anything so elemental, so primal when she couldn’t even call her own wolf?

      Except maybe that was the key. She’d kept telling Warner to surrender, to be the weapon the Goddess wanted.

      Warner suddenly grabbed her hand and pulled her out of her thoughts.

      “What’s wrong?” he said. “The look on your face is utter dejection.”

      The expression he wore seemed to beg her for an answer, any answer except that he was the source of her wound.

      “I was just thinking about our little problem.”

      He laughed. “Little?”

      “Meh.” She shrugged and continued to sluice water over his body. Deciding to distract him, she pointed at the scar around his throat. “Surely, our current situation is not as serious as this.”

      He seemed to come back to himself. Enough at least to flash her a wry grin. “Well, I was pretty sure I was going to die.”

      “Yeah,” she said, tracing it with her fingertips.

      His eyes closed as he allowed her to caress the marred, puckered skin.

      “And you were okay with it.”

      His eyes opened, his irises ringed in the red that she’d come to associate with his desire. “I was.”

      “Why?”

      “I was tired, Mari. So tired. I was all used up.”

      “Was?” Her fingertips fluttered down to the bottom of the set of scars that sliced from his forehead, down across his eye and all the way down to his chest.

      “Do you remember being dead?”  She traced other scars on his body, following their path with the water and doggedly scrubbing him clean.

      “Yes.”

      One word answers seemed to be his specialty, but in this case, she could hear the hard push behind the word. He remembered, but he didn’t want to tell her. She could let it go, but she needed every weapon against the hopelessness that infected him.

      Mari rather thought she knew what he was going to say.

      He’d seen Arianna.

      Been in her arms and he hadn’t wanted to leave.

      Warner looked down at her, his expression softening. “Mari…”

      “Tell me. I know already. I just want to hear it. I want you to hear it.”

      “Hear what?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Say it. Tell me about how you were with Arianna.”

      Warner looked like he’d been punched. “You don’t want to hear about that.”

      “But I do. I need to. Tell me.”

      She grabbed his hand and cupped his palm, filling it with the cold water and guiding him to wash her the same as she’d washed him.

      The water was ice cold, but somehow, she hadn’t even felt it. Not since she first led him into the swirling, rushing, depths. All she felt was him. The heat of his nearness, the heat of his hand, the way his very presence filled up the world around her and stole her breath.

      “I was in her arms. Drowning in the fire of her hair.”

      Mari girded herself against the pain to come, but no sharp stab of pain, or jealousy, or even her self-doubt.

      “What did she say?”

      “She told me to come back. That my work wasn’t finished.”

      “And would she want you to finish this work?”

      “Damn it, Mari. You’re not playing fair.”

      “Oh Warner,” she said, his hands moving over flesh. “This life hasn’t been fair to either of us. We do what we can with what we have.”

      “I’m sorry all you have is me,” he said quietly. “You deserve better.”

      “So do you.” She put her hands on his, holding his hands still.

      “I’ve tried my best to protect you, to give you what you need, but you wanted none of it. So tell me, how do I make things right for you?”

      “You’re not going to like my answer.”

      “I’m sure that I won’t.” Warner pulled her closer to him. “But tell me. I’ll do it.”

      “Good. I want you to come back with me to Aphelion. Back to Blake. Back to Westwood.”

      “Westwood…” he trailed off. “Westwood.”

      “Yes. Obey your Alpha. Even if it’s just to prove to yourself that you can. And before you say anything, I’ll send word for Westwood to enhance the wardings. You won’t hurt anyone you love.”

      “Okay, Mari. I’ll do this.” He sighed heavily. “I’ll do it,” he said again, as if trying to convince himself.

      She tightened her arms around him. “Thank you.”

      “You’re good at getting your way.”

      “Sometimes.” She exhaled heavily and relaxed against him. “We’re going to get through this, Warner. I will help you. I swear.”

      He didn’t say anything, he just held her in the frigid water for a long time. Until they were both caught up in another spell that had them walking for the rocky shore at the same time as if some other power had decided.

      “I don’t think I have other clothes,” Warner said.

      “There’s a bag in the Vette. I think we should drive back.”

      “I think you are correct,” he agreed.

      She took the lead and he seemed content to allow it. Mari, using her nose, led them around what was left of Warner’s morning meal. They both knew it was there, but it seemed easier not to look at it again.

      Naked, they approach the car. For the sake of expediency, they were lucky that the road was mostly abandoned and the car had yet to be towed, or broken into. Or stolen. Mari got the bag from the trunk.

      It was then that a chorus of howls echoed stark and unnatural into the morning.

      Warner froze.

      At the stricken expression on his face, Mari knew something awful was about to happen.

      He didn’t speak, didn’t seem to have the words.

      Warner tried to take another step forward, tried for all he worth to go with Mari, but she knew as sure as the sky was blue that Warner Woolven would not be returning with her to Aphelion.

      The beast burst from his skin.

      Exploded from him like a rocket.

      It seemed as if one minute, he’d been Warner, and the next, he was something else.

      This was a new incarnation of the beast.

      This was the Dark Champion in all of his wretched glory.

      This time he’d been given, it had been a chrysalis.

      He was bigger than ever before, standing nearly nine feet tall. His muscles were unnaturally large. His legs, she suddenly knew, would carry him distances that had once been unfathomable. Long, spikes protruded from his back all went all the way down to the tip of his tail. The spikes were all damn, seeming to be covered in something sticky. It was probably venom. When she looked into its eyes, she could see nothing of Warner. Nothing of the wolf or man that he was. There was zero recognition in its red eyes.

      He nosed at her, finding the traces of blood she hadn’t washed off.

      Its lips pulled back from a mouth full of too many long, sharp teeth. His muzzle more like it belonged on a shark than a werewolf.

      His growl was earth-shaking, but Mari stood very still.

      The beast’s long tongue slid out to glide over the blood on her skin and he growled while he licked her clean.

      And it wasn’t anywhere near as erotic as it had been the night before.

      His ears pricked and he drew his massive head up and away from her as he listened and with one last look at her, he ran back toward the woods.

      Back toward the howls.

      And away from the only answer Mari had.

      With shaking hands, she finished dressing and rummaged around for the cell phone to try to call Lenore.

      They were going to have to activate the emergency plan.

      Hunt him down.

      Tranq his ass.

      And drag him back to Aphelion.

      Only, after seeing the Dark Champion she wondered if maybe he’d been right all along. Maybe he didn’t belong at Aphelion.

      But she had to try.

      What if this started another war between the packs? They needed time to heal. Time to prosper again and build alliances.

      For all intents and purposes, Warner was a Berserkr.

      She didn’t want to think about what that meant.

      Mari hoped against hope that Lenore would pick up. Since she was overseeing cleanup, she could already be anywhere.

      “Whatcha got?” Lenore answered.

      “This is Mari.”

      “Not that it’s not great to hear from you, but if you’re calling, everything must’ve gone to shit.”

      “The Dark Champion has risen. Warner is gone.”
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      Warner had zero control over his body.

      It still felt as if he’d mutated into one giant, pulsing nerve that was made only of desire.

      Desire for fucking.

      Desire for meat.

      For blood.

      For ripping and tearing into soft flesh.

      The darkness was in the driver’s seat.

      He knew this wasn’t right. Dark Champion or not, these cravings were increasing in intensity and he refused to believe that the powers that be would unleash this kind of darkness with no way to stomp on the breaks.

      He was as big of a danger to human and supe populations as Peter’s pack.

      It didn’t make sense.

      Be quiet.

      Be still.

      All is as it should be.

      We will hunt them down and tear them apart.

      No more pain.

      No more hunger.

      Stop fighting.

      Westwood told him to stop fighting.

      Mari told him to stop fighting.

      Lenore and the witches had told him to stop fighting.

      Maybe surrender was his only option.

      He caught the scent of a small pack and he saw what was going to happen to that pack in his mind’s eye. In this territory, they would be under Woolven protection, unless they managed to dark across the border.

      The pack wasn’t infected as far as he knew, but that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was that he didn’t want to fight it anymore.

      If he surrendered, he wouldn’t have to bear witness to what this beast did.

      And he’d finally be sated.

      He tracked them now, using his superior predator’s skills. He could pick up more scents at a greater distance, he could see more than just heat signatures in the dark, and he could move faster than he’d ever dreamed.

      It felt good and right to use these skills. It was like stretching after a long, restful sleep.

      He ran them down, these hapless wolves.

      Ran them down and burst upon them like a lion would a herd of injured gazelles.

      He tore through them easily and with great pleasure. War noted one or two of them escaped, but that didn’t matter to him. In fact, it was good. Let them tell the story—his story. Let them carry it back to a hunter.

      Or the council.

      Then this would all be over and the rest of the pack would be safe.

      The darkness pushed at his consciousness, and he realized it was locking him away. Pushing him down so he didn’t have to watch what came next.

      He was a coward.

      Warner Woolven was nothing like the story said. He was nothing like the wolf he thought he was or the wolf he wanted to be.

      That should’ve been a rallying cry, but it wasn’t.

      Instead, it opened a door to a deeper place where he didn’t have to feel this shame or sorrow.

      It opened a door to oblivion.
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      “I can’t believe I’m tracking Warner,” Lenore said out loud.

      “Me either.” Mari leaned against a tree.

      “He told me it would go down like this.”

      “Hey, we’re not putting him down,” Mari snarled.

      “Of course we’re not. But we are going to have to contain him,” Lenore warned.

      “I know. Sorry about the growly thing, too. It’s been happening a lot more lately.”

      “I have my suspicions about that. So do the Three.”

      “Lenore, I…” Mari wasn’t sure how to say what she wanted to say. She trusted the hunter, she thought the witches knew what they were about, too. After all, they had a thousand years on her. But she couldn’t stand the hope anymore.

      Hope was a demon because it made her want. It made her think the things that were impossible had a chance to live and breathe.

      When they didn’t.

      “I know you don’t believe, Mari. But why else would you suddenly be going through all of these changes?”

      “The prophecy said his one true mate would rise from the dead. That has to be Arianna. I really can’t think about that right now because it makes me a bad person.”

      Lenore stopped and looked at Mari. “How does that make you a bad person?”

      “I’m jealous. I’m heartbroken. And I’m so goddsdamned mad. I’m basically having a pity party, table for one over here when we’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

      “That’s a pretty normal response, I think.”

      “Would Warner worry about his own feelings, or would he just want the person he loved to be happy and safe? I think we’ve already seen the proof of his answer in Blake, Drew and Parker.”

      Lenore sighed. “I have thoughts on this that you won’t like.”

      “There’s a lot about what’s going on that I don’t like. So you might as well hit me with it. Tell me.”

      “I think that Arianna was never his True Mate. He was attracted to her. Intensely. He admired her. And I think it was the same for the mantle of Alpha. He didn’t want it. Not really.”

      “He spent his whole life pining for a dead woman because she wasn’t his True Mate? Yeah, I can’t really reconcile that.”

      “He never felt anything like what he felt for Arianna. That much is true. But Warner isn’t a wolf of high passions.”

      Mari raised a brow. The last few times they’d been together, he’d been a wolf of very high passions to say the least.

      Lenore laughed. “No, really. It’s different because it’s you. You’re his one. You both need to figure it out before the shit really hits the fan.”

      “I’d say that we’re a little too late on that count.” Mari scented the air. “I smell death. We’re still in Woolven Territory, aren’t we?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Then I guess it’s not as bad as it could be, although if word gets out that Woolven is ravaging their own people, that could be just as bad.”

      “Fuck,” Lenore muttered. “What do you smell?”

      “Death and a lot of it. Although, we’d been traveling through these woods and there were no other packs roaming here. So I don’t know where they came from or why.”

      Lenore nodded. “Suspicious as hell. It might’ve been a distraction. Or a trap.”

      “I can’t even think about who would be evil enough or insane enough to try to trap something like what Warner has become.”

      “Can’t you?” Lenore fixed her with a hard look.

      “If that’s our only option, then yeah. But we love him. They’re going to try to hurt him and all that will left of them will be a smear on the ground.”

      “And would that be so bad?” Lenore gave her a half grin.

      “I don’t think so, but Warner will. He’ll feel so guilty.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I think we have to consider that when we get to Warner, and we will, he may not be the Warner that we knew.”

      “We’ll find him. The real Warner. No matter how long it takes,” Mari said, hating the almost innocent hope that filled her voice.

      “Mari, sometimes the Dark Champions…” Lenore shook her head. “Listen, I’m not saying this because I want to give up on him. I’ll never give up on him. He’s part of my chosen family and I love him. But the Three told me that only the strongest, the most noble of wolves are chosen to be Dark Champions for a reason. They’re the only ones that contain the darkness long enough to wield it like the weapon it was meant to be against evil. It feeds on goodness. On the insides of the very ones who channel it. It devours them from the inside out.”

      “He knows that, doesn’t he?”

      “He does.”

      “So what’s our plan?”

      “We’re going to help him fight. Nothing has changed. Nothing at all.” Lenore’s mouth set into a grim line. “If not for my shithead brother, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      Mari studied the hunter for a long moment. She’d never considered that Lenore felt any guilt for this. Any regret. She was a hunter. She was strong, infallible, almost. Mari knew no one was a monolith. Not really. “It’s not your fault, you know that right?”

      “I can’t help but feel like it is. I bear some blame. After what happened to Emmie… I should’ve put Peter down before it came to this.”

      “You couldn’t have known. He was your brother.”

      “I should’ve killed him when Emmie left him.”

      Mari knew the story well by now about how the cursed wolf thought she was a human to keep her safe. How Peter had been protective at first, then he’d shown his true colors and had been a waking nightmare for the woman who was now married to the Woolven Beta.

      “Maybe you should’ve, but maybe not. You can’t know what would’ve happened. Emmie might not be married to Drew now. She wouldn’t have Noah. And she is happy. She’s ridiculously happy. You can’t undo the bad without undoing the good. No regrets, hunter.”

      “If I’d killed him, we wouldn’t be here,” Lenore sighed.

      “Maybe not, but you can’t change the past. You did the best you could with the information you had. You tried to do the right thing. That’s what matters.”

      Lenore grabbed her and pulled her in for a tight hug. “It means the world to me that you think so. This will be okay. I’ll make it okay. I swear.”

      “We will make it okay.” Mari returned the hug.

      She didn’t know why both Warner and Lenore wanted to swear to her. It wasn’t as if she was anyone of consequence. She didn’t hold their fates in her hands. She wasn’t any kind of judge.

      Lenore pulled back. “You’ve got me for life now, too, you know. I mean, as soon as you married Warner, it was implied. But in case you didn’t know.”

      Mari found herself welling up with emotion. She’d never really had close relationships with anyone, let alone other women.

      Since she’d come to Woolven, she’d bonded with Randi, Emmie, Lenore, Belle and even Westwood. It was a sisterhood within a family, and the cords of love and respect bound them all tightly together.

      “Thank you,” was all she could manage. “I’d like to keep you.”

      “You sure?” Lenore teased.

      “I mean, I guess. If I must,” Mari teased back. “This may sound incredibly naïve, especially considering how absolutely defeated I was feeling earlier but I just have this feeling it’s all going to be okay.”

      “Good. Let’s hold on to that.”

      “As tightly as I can.” Mari nodded.

      “I know we’d agreed to let Warner do what he needed to in this situation. Dealing with the infected pack, but I think we’ll have a better shot at… basically everything if we contain him first. We tranq him and airlift him back to Aphelion where David and Westwood can work their magick on him and find a way out for all of us. Including Warner.”

      Mari nodded. “I like that plan. Because honestly, say he deals with this threat. Then what happens to him? We owe it to him to help him not only with the task that’s been laid on his shoulders but to see that he survives it.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page. I want you to know, Mari, I couldn’t do this without you.”

      “I’m sure you’d be fine. You’re Lenore Breslin,” she blurted.

      “I am. Yeah. Last time I checked.” Lenore grinned. “Stop doubting what you have to offer. You bring a lot to the table, my friend. When you discount yourself, you discount the rest of us who love and need you. Those of us who believe in you.”

      Mari had never looked at it that way before.

      She’d never been needed before.

      “I just don’t want to let you down. I want your faith in me to be justified.”

      “That’s for me to decide, isn’t it? It’s my choice to believe in you and ultimately, yours to believe in yourself. I really wish I could do it for you. You’d see how amazing you are. How bright you shine to the rest of us. Only you can do that for you, though.”

      Westwood had said something similar about recognizing what she had to offer. About herself being enough.

      It was hard for Mari to imagine a world where this was true.

      Except these people that she loved and admired said it already was the truth. It wasn’t a someday, somewhere proposition. It was here. It was now.

      And everything would somehow be okay.

      Even when they crossed the line out of Woolven Territory.

      “I guess I’m earning my keep now. I can scent him. He came this way.”

      “Did he cross the border?”

      “He did. Right here.” Mari sank down on her haunches to push away the underbrush and saw she stood in an impossibly large footprint that looked as if belonged to a werewolf.

      But no werewolf stood as tall.

      Except Warner when he’d become The Dark Champion.

      “What the fuck is that?” Lenore was immediately down on her haunches as well. “Jesus Fucking Christ, that’s huge.”

      “I told you he was bigger.”

      “I thought you meant warrior form bigger. Not… monster bigger.”

      “Yeah,” Mari said. “Monster bigger.”

      “I don’t know if I brought enough to tranqs to bring him down, Mari. He’s that big with super strength and a supernatural rage problem? We might be slightly fucked.”

      “Only slightly.” Mari shrugged.

      “Well, we’ve come this far. You still in?” Lenore asked.

      “Of course.”

      “We’re also crossing into forbidden territory.”

      “I know that. I’m still with you. Whatever it takes.”

      “I figured, but informed consent is important to me. This could all go to shit in any number of ways.”

      Mari laughed. “It’s quite likely to go to shit all around.”

      “You’re not wrong.”

      Mari made it a point to step over the dividing line between the territories. “It’s done now.”

      They forged ahead through the dense forest and Mari was aware of how the woods had gone unnaturally quiet.

      The small birds and mammals had gone silent. The insects were no longer buzzing, no frogs sang for their mates. The wind disturbed no leaves. It was unnatural.

      Small hairs on the back of Mari’s neck stood up. Heat traveled up the length of her spine and settled on the back of her head.

      The beast inside of her was silent.

      “We’re being watched. Maybe hunted,” Lenore mouthed at her.

      It wasn’t Warner. Mari knew that for sure.

      Although, since he’d already passed this way, they should’ve been safe. Or as safe as they could be with this new threat running free.

      Or maybe Warner was herding them back toward the territorial border? Chasing them into Woolven lands so he could do as he pleased? That would make sense. That’s what a smart predator would do.

      Warner was incredibly strong and smart. He was a master tactician.

      She and Lenore shared a look and it spoke volumes.

      The continued to move forward, slowly, carefully. Very aware they were being watched by an apex predator.

      Mari was tempted to Change.

      Or at least to try.

      The infected wolf would go for her before Lenore. From what she understood it seemed like they were most interested in increasing their numbers. It was possible the creature was unaware of who Lenore was, even though she carried the tools of the hunter.

      She didn’t know if while Warner was in this new state, this darker plane of existence if he’d still feel it if she were in danger.

      He’d marked her, but his transformation to the Dark Champion wasn’t complete. Would this thing feel—no, Warner. Underneath it all, he was still Warner. Would he feel her peril? Would he come to save her?

      She could only hope.

      “You’re a long way from Woolven Territory, aren’t you, pretty one?” A deep, gravelly voice sounded from behind them.

      Mari turned to look at the creature that approached them.

      “Not really,” she replied. “Maybe a few feet.”

      He was big, but almost werewolves were. He stood on his hind legs to make himself bigger, taller, and much more terrifying. She wasn’t normally afraid of her own kind, but he wasn’t her kind.

      His teeth were all like Warner’s.

      Except tipped in silver.

      Dear Goddess, he was one of the Infected.

      “So you know that you’re out of your territory.”

      “The same way you knew you were out of yours, fiend.” Lenore put her hands on her hips.

      “No one was speaking to you, hunter.” He said this last as if it were sour on his tongue.

      “Oh, but weren’t you? I have the power of the council behind me.”

      “Fuck the council. And fuck you, hunter.”

      “Fuck me?” Lenore laughed. “I mean… no. Since you’re my brother’s get, that would make this all a bit too incestuous for my taste.”

      The creature roared, and fought what seemed to be a physical battle to keep himself from charging them both.

      Mari wanted to run. To hide. To do anything but stand there and wait for the cursed thing to make a choice about to do with them.

      To do to them.

      She knew he’d smell her fear and that pissed her off. Even though being afraid in this situation was just common sense. He was faster, stronger, and far deadlier than she.

      “What’s wrong? Don’t know what to do without my brother pulling your strings?” Lenore laughed at him.

      But Mari could see that the hunter was slowly and slyly preparing to fight. She had a gun, but Mari didn’t know what good that would do against this thing, but Mari had faith it was more than a silver bullet because Lenore was smart and savvy. She knew that these things were immune to silver and she’d brought her brother’s still talking head back in a sack.

      Warner. Mari thought of him. Willed him to hear her. To feel her. To come to her.

      A disturbance in the underbrush caught her attention and watched as the foliage parted and revealed the only thing more terrible than the beast before them.

      Warner Woolven.

      The Dark Champion in all of his horrific glory.
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      Warner was not completely lost.

      His awareness and control had come back to him in waves.

      He hadn’t wanted it. He’d surrendered to the thing inside of him and perhaps that was what it had required all along.

      His complete and total surrender.

      Although, he was different.

      He was not the same Warner who’d loped off into the forest, but nor was he only the Dark Champion.

      He was more.

      He was less.

      And there was something else inside his body with him. Something other. It seemed more malignant somehow than this other skin her wore, and it seemed that only the Dark Champion could keep it contained and only when he surrendered.

      Warner knew instinctively it was a zero-sum game and he was quickly running out of moves.

      Luckily, he’d discovered why the pack in the northern territory hadn’t wanted Woolven interference.

      They’d become the thing he was hunting.

      All of them.

      The entire pack had been turned.

      He’d been leading them back into Woolven Territory. So when he slaughtered them all there would be no interference from the council or anyone else.

      Except he sensed other presences in the forest.

      He felt Mari.

      She should’ve gone back to Aphelion by now, but he’d underestimated her.

      Again.

      She was here and he knew she was here for him.

      Her fear crawled up his back like a spider and he’d be goddessdamned before he’d led any creature on this earth make his Mari feel that way.

      He didn’t trust himself around her, but he couldn’t let this threat to her go unanswered. Warner caught another scent and it was as he suspected: Lenore.

      The Dark Champion stirred.

      He didn’t like that Mari was under threat either.

      She belonged to him.

      Warner didn’t stop to think about what that meant. Only that he had to get to her. Everything inside of him burned to protect her.

      And to destroy whatever menaced her.

      He ran hard, covering a distance at a speed previously unknown to human and supe alike.

      When he emerged into the clearing and saw that Mari was under threat, rage boiled the blood in his veins.

      And he’d walked into the pack’s trap.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Not to him, anyway.

      They could rip and tear at him all they liked and maybe he’d bleed, but they’d never be able to take him down.

      Everything in him spoiled for a fight. His teeth literally ached to rip and tear. To devour. His claws itched to be buried deep in infected flesh.

      “He comes,” the interloper said.

      Mari’s eyes widened in horror and Warner didn’t know if it was because of his new form, or if it was because of the group of infected that had started emerging from the forest to surround them.

      Maybe a little of both.

      Lenore pulled her guns and Warner hoped that the ammo she’d made from his saliva was would protect them.

      But if he was being honest, he didn’t see how Lenore was going to survive this.

      He wanted her to, but the Dark Champion wouldn’t allow him to prioritize her safety over the destruction of the beasts that surrounded them.

      Warner had thought his transformation complete. He didn’t realize the darkness could go deeper.

      Somehow, it had.

      The Dark Champion was distracted by Mari.

      Her very presence agitated him in a way that Warner didn’t think he could fight. He wanted to sink his teeth deep in her throat.

      Not to hurt her, but to claim her.

      Change her.

      But Warner knew his bite to be venomous. He’d kill her.

      Only that’s what the darkness wanted. To end her so he didn’t have to fear her destruction.

      She will be reborn from death.

      She will rise Wendigo.

      Except that was only the lie the beast told him to gain compliance.

      To get him to trundle along down the primrose path without a fight.

      Except Warner couldn’t fight. He’d already surrendered to this thing. Already decided there was no choice.

      He couldn’t let Mari be a casualty of this war.

      Of Peter Breslin and all the evil he’d loosed on the world.

      “You’ve served your purpose,” the infected wolf said. “Run, run away to Woolven lands and warn the rest of them what’s coming. We’re going to take down your champion.”

      Mari lifted her chin, her eyes blazing red. “No, you won’t. And we won’t run from you.”

      Red.

      Her eyes were red.

      He’d already tainted her.

      Lenore raised her gun and fired, the bullet grazing the shoulder of the wolf who stood before them.

      The flesh sizzled and crackled where the projectile entered him, but he didn’t seem to feel any pain. He only smiled.

      Lenore wasn’t dissuaded in the least. She emptied the clip into his chest.

      “Now I know what you say about Peter is a lie. You didn’t take him down with these little pins.” He laughed.

      “No. I dissolved his bones from the inside out. And these will make short work of you in a moment.”

      “Not before I rend your meat from your bones.”

      He leaped at her, but Lenore saw it coming and had already dropped into a roll that positioned her out of the way of his strike.

      “This is going to be fun,” he said and gave the signal.

      The rest of the beasts began to advance, but they avoided Warner. He knew what they were doing.

      They were trying to distract him with Lenore and Mari so they could attack him as one, as if their greater numbers gave them any kind of advantage.

      They’d soon learn.

      He waited, watching their advance with cool indifference.

      “You can’t tell me you’re going to let us have them. Your scent is all over the weak one,” one of them said with a laugh.

      That was when he launched himself at the wolf and tore his head right from his body.

      And he stripped the bones clean within seconds. There was no chance for him to regenerate.

      The other wolves saw this but they were still coming. He didn’t understand why they’d do that.

      They weren’t stupid.

      But maybe he was.

      He’d never stopped to think they might have a reason for luring him there. Might have some agenda. He couldn’t think what it could be and the harder he tried, the more disjointed his thoughts became.

      Warner knew whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

      The Dark Champion needed Mari.

      Warner looked for her, but couldn’t see her. Or Lenore.

      And suddenly, the sound of helicopters roared against his ears. He looked up to see a swarm of hunters rappelling down into the battle. They were all dressed in black and carried the latest in werewolf killing technology.

      Too bad it wouldn’t do shit.

      At least not long term.

      They slaughtered the infected pack, taking heads and hearts. He watched in horror as the pack began to devour their own. Even as they were beheaded in the process. Other wolves would come along and restart the process.

      Warner’s guts twisted. An awful connection made itself known in his head, but he couldn’t quite consider it.

      A giant containment unit dropped from the sky, still attached to the cables and four helicopters hovered.

      Of course, they would try to take them alive. To study them.

      Oh Goddess.

      He watched as what was left of the pack went willingly and one particularly shitty human began to shovel the remains into the cage with them.

      Warner knew that when the wolves regenerated, they’d decimate the hunters, but these dumb bastards weren’t really his concern at the moment.

      His super hearing could hear what Lenore what was saying through the roar of the helicopters if he concentrated.

      Strange scents drifted his way. Lies had a particular scent and he knew that they weren’t coming from Lenore.

      “What are you doing, Connor? This wasn’t what we agreed on.”

      “It’s what the high council wants.”

      “Goddamn it. When are they going to fucking learn?” Lenore scrubbed a hand over her face.

      “Well, you’d have better luck if you weren’t such a fur fucker, wouldn’t you?” Connor sneered.

      “Eat the entirety of my ass, Connor.” Lenore turned to walk away from him, but he grabbed her arm.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “You want to keep that hand?” Lenore stared at him and jerked her arm away.

      “I don’t give a shit if you’re Diana Breslin’s daughter.”

      “The only part about who I am that matters is that since I am such a fur fucker, as you say, I’ll chew your goddamn head from your body if you touch me again.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough. Where is the Champion? We need him too.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “Deal? Lenore, you’re a hunter. You know how this works. He’s a danger to humans as well. Maybe more so than this pack. The witches say he can bring them back.”

      “Who?”

      “The wolves we’ve killed.”

      Stupid fucks. They’d regenerate on their own.

      Except he thought about the first of the infected he’d consumed. He thought about the evil. He thought about the thoughts in his head.

      And the devastation it would wreak if Peter Breslin were somehow reborn.

      That connection in his brain, the one he couldn’t quite consider, couldn’t quite bring to the forefront of his mind… it erupted in all of its foul glory.

      Warner knew with a certainty now that the strange voice in his head, the one that was not the Dark Champion, it was Peter.

      The hunter turned werewolf apocalypse lived inside of him.

      And soon, he would want out.

      Warner knew that somehow, the answer was Mari.

      The thing inside of him cringed away from even the thought of her.

      When he’d been thinking about marking her, and his thoughts had turned to the darker aspects, it had all been Peter trying to trick him into devouring his would-be destructor.

      Warner crept forward, trying to gain Lenore’s attention.

      The helicopters dropped another cage and that’s when Warner knew.

      Lenore had been betrayed.

      And so had the world.

      He watched as a tranq dart hit Lenore’s neck from behind, and he felt the prick in his own neck.

      He went down hard, still able to see and hear, but he couldn’t move.

      For all of his superpowers, he guessed that the powers that be must be fallible if they hadn’t counted on hunters with something as simple and rudimentary as a tranquilizer dart. Or maybe they thought he’d be better prepared.

      They dragged him into the cage with Lenore.

      The members of the infected pack went batshit at his nearness, trying to rip and tear into him.

      Visions of them tearing his body apart to get at the one inside of him, to free him, assaulted him.

      Warner knew that’s exactly what was going to happen if they could reach him.

      Mari. I need you.

      The one called Connor spoke. “You love them so much, see how you feel about it when this one wakes up ravenous for flesh and you’re all he’s got to eat.” He kicked at the cage.

      Yeah, he supposed they would see, wouldn’t they?

      He and this Connor would have a reckoning when this was over.

      If Lenore didn’t get to him first.

      He thought of Mari again. Of her sweet softness, of her voice, her touch.

      And of the red ring around her eyes.

      He called her to him with his mind, using the mating bond and all the power of the Dark Champion, all the while hoping against hope he wasn’t wrong.

      That he wasn’t luring her to her death, her true death and the Wendigohe now believed was inside of her would end this nightmare.

      He realized with a sudden awful clarity that he didn’t want Arianna. She was long dead and Mari was here. Mari had stood by him, she’d come when he hadn’t even know he’d needed her. She was loyal and brave, so much stronger than anyone had given her credit for.

      Mari was the one.
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      Mari wasn’t a killer.

      But she knew if she wanted to be on this transport, she’d have to be.

      She quickly considered her options.

      She was dressed like a camper and she might be able to get them to lower her guard if she approached them like another human looking for help.

      They’d test her with silver eventually, but she’d have to act before it went that far.

      She’d be taking a chance they wouldn’t recognize her. Hunters had to study all the major houses and learn the names and faces of the major players. Her father was a pack Alpha, but Mari hadn’t really participated in politics nor had she Changed. She kept to herself.

      It was possible the hunters had considered her not really a werewolf, therefore below their notice.

      Or she’d approach this hunter and get riddled with silver.

      It was a chance she was willing to take.

      She’d heard him. Warner, calling over their mate bond.

      His voice had been faint, the signal weak, but he’d said he needed her.

      And by all that was holy, unholy, and beyond, she’d answer that call.

      She looked down at herself and rubbed some dirt on her face and mussed her hair. She banged around in the underbrush just enough so their dull human senses could detect her.

      To her extreme luck, one hunter found her. He wasn’t too terribly huge, but his fatigues would still be kind of big on her. Luckily, they tended not to bother getting to know the newer ones until they’d survived a few missions.

      An unknown face wouldn’t be cause for concern.

      “Stay right there,” he commanded.

      “Who are you?” she whispered, hoping she sounded like a damsel in distress.

      “Who are you?” he aimed a gun at her.

      Mari gasped. She found she lied easily. It was supposed to be hard for werewolves to lie, if not impossible, but the words came as if they were true. “My name is Jennifer. I was hiking with my friends and we got separated and…” she forced her eyes to well with tears. “I’m lost and I think they’re dead.”

      He reached for the radio on his belt and she launched herself at him, wrapping her arms around him.

      “I’m so glad to see you.”

      The man was so surprised, he just held her. “It’s going to be okay.”

      She knew he’d been trained for this situation, so she wondered why he didn’t just shoot her.

      Then she knew why.

      “How glad are you?” His hand was on her ass.

      Bastard.

      She didn’t feel too badly about tearing out his throat. If she’d actually been what she pretended to be, if she’d actually been in danger and afraid and he’d treated her like this, well… really, she was doing the world a service, wasn’t she?

      Mari realized this was what she needed. If she could get him out of his fatigues before she tore his throat out, well, it would just be better all around.

      “So glad.”

      He unbuckled his belt and pushed her down.

      He grabbed her hands and held them above her head and then he whispered in her ear, “I know you’re a filthy wolf bitch, but I’m going to fuck you before I rip your heart out.”

      She laughed.

      Mari didn’t feel a single second of fear that he’d follow through on his threat. Oh, she knew he would try, but she’d take his head first.

      She found a new voice inside of her. One that belonged wholly to the wolf she’d ignored for so long.

      It wanted to take his head.

      It wanted him to know fear and terror before she did.

      Mari found that she wanted that, too.

      Mari wasn’t afraid of the new bloody thoughts, she reveled in them and this fucker deserved everything he had coming.

      “I’ve always wanted to know what it was like with a human,” she murmured.

      “You’re not going to trick me into letting you go.”

      “I’m not trying.” That was a problem, wasn’t it? Oh well. So the shirt would be bloody. She’d just have to spread it around so it looked like it belonged to the werewolf victims instead of him.

      He tried to snap silver cuffs on her wrists, but that was when she showed him exactly what she was made of.

      Teeth, and fangs, and everything grand. That’s what wolf bitches were made of.

      She tore him apart.

      Ripped his head from his body and dropped kicked it out into the forest.

      She hoped he could see her foot coming at his face in those seconds and knew his head had been removed from the rest of his meat.

      Mari made quick work of stripping his clothes and squirming into them.

      She experienced a level of control over her wolf that she’d never known. His boots were too big, so she transformed, just her feet to fill the boots.

      The wolf part of her hated being confined inside the hot, restrictive leather of the boot, but the wolf part of her hated it more that they might get away with what they’d done to Lenore and Warner.

      At least until the infected pack killed them, but then they’d have another problem that would have to be dealt with.

      She approached the transport with an M16 slung over her shoulder, acting for all the world as if she belonged there.

      The guy checking names off the list looked at her expectantly.

      “Warner,” she said.

      “Goddamn it. Another one we didn’t have listed. Home office has to do better with this shit. It’s all gone to hell since we lost Peter.” Then he looked stricken. “Fuck. You didn’t hear that.”

      She nodded gravely. “Of course I didn’t. Snitches get stitches, am I right?”

      “Thank fuck for that. Good on you, recruit. Good on you.” He slapped her back heartily and she climbed onto the transport and buckled in.

      The roaring of more helicopters filled the air and the transport was lifted off the ground.

      Mari watched as they flew ever higher and covered a considerable amount of ground.

      North, they were heading farther north.

      When she looked down, she saw that they’d barely made a dent in the infected population.

      Swarms of them had come from miles around to converge on the spot where they’d been.

      “Holy shit, look at that,” one of the other recruits pointed down to where Mari had been looking.

      “This is a bigger problem than Home Office had anticipated.”

      “Yeah, that’s why they had to catch the Woolven. He’s the key to defeating them,” another said.

      “That was pretty fucking stupid, don’t you think?” Mari couldn’t help but say.

      At the expressions on the others’ faces, she realized she’d spoken aloud and wondered just what she’d do if they figured out who she was.

      She rushed to add, “Why involve ourselves and send our guys to die when they can handle it themselves?”

      They seemed to relax and the older one said, “Because we need to be able to defend ourselves. Warner Woolven is the key. Although, I’m surprised we took him so easily. We need to be on our guard and prepared for anything.”

      Mari was surprised by that, too.

      Not just by how easily they took Warner, but by how easily they’d captured part of the pack. These hunters would be the best resource for that kind of information, if she tread carefully.

      “Hey, so I’m new,” she began. “I know we’re not really supposed to ask questions, but I saw one of the others throw the remains in with the pack. I don’t understand.”

      “You think it was cruel and inhumane?” The guy next to her snorted.

      “No. They eat their dead to regenerate. Or weren’t you paying attention?” Mari answered.

      “That’s just fucking nasty. Also, I guess it’s going to suck to be on the ground when that starts.” He shrugged.

      “Don’t you think you should tell someone?”

      “They’ll figure it out.”

      Mari sat back in silence for the rest of the ride.

      It was hard for her to reconcile Lenore was part of this. She was nothing like any of these assholes.

      Maybe that’s why she was more pack than anything. Lenore didn’t fit with these people. They were awful.

      Awful humans who did awful things.

      Lenore was a good person who did awful things for the right reasons.

      That’s what Warner was, too.

      She had to get to him.

      When the transport was about to land, the guy next to her said, “This is your first time, huh?”

      “That obvious? Fuck.” Mari looked down at her feet.

      “You’re gonna do fine, kid.”

      She nodded.

      “I can tell you want to do the right thing.”

      The transport landed and noise from people on the ground drowned out anything else he would’ve said.

      When they disembarked, he stayed by her side. “That’s a lot of blood,” he said, indicating to her shirt after he’d maneuvered her toward the warehouse.

      She didn’t like being herded, but it was taking her where she wanted to go anyway.

      But fuck, what did she say to that?

      “Is it? One of them got me on the ground so I had to take his head off.”

      “With what, your bare hands?”

      Damn! She hadn’t thought about that. She’d didn’t think anyone would be looking at her hands.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “Me too.”

      Him too, what? So she just rolled with it. She considered just taking this one’s head before he could cause her any more problems but there were eyes everywhere.

      “You killed one, too?”

      He smiled at her and pushed her against the wall of the warehouse.

      “Man is not man,” he said to her.

      She looked at him blankly. So he repeated,” Man is not man.”

      Mari had read that somewhere before. Her brain scanned through the hundreds of thousands of books she read, but she kept coming up blank. She realized it was some kind of secret passcode.

      Her brain finally alighted on the proper quote. It was from a Roman philosopher and it sprang to her tongue. “But a wolf to those he does not know.” She finished the Plautus quote.

      “Thank shit you answered correctly, or I’d have had to kill you. And you’re too pretty to kill.”

      “That would’ve sucked,” she agreed easily.

      He laughed.

      She wanted to ask him his name, but she had the feeling it wasn’t the done thing.

      “Tonight is going to be epic. These stupid fucks. Don’t know how they survived so long. Am I right?”

      “Totally. Stupid fucks,” she parroted.

      “To rebirth,” the guy chattered on. “Stand by me for the frenzy?” he asked.

      “For sure,” she agreed.

      A sick feeling twisted in her gut.

      His tone changed now. He’d gone from being this commanding threat to almost child-like. “If he doesn’t Turn me Himself, you will, won’t you?”

      She nodded absently.

      “What’s he like? I know we’re not supposed to ask about him, but you’ve met him. Had his teeth in your throat. I can’t imagine it.”

      Mari was going to be sick.

      “I’ll trade you stories. I don’t know how it’s going to go down and I need to. I want to be prepared so I honor him. We can trade deets. You seem like you’re in the know here.”

      He turned to look at her with wild eyes. “Why don’t you know? If you were worthy of his bite?”

      “Oh, you know. He wants me to be resourceful. I came from the first he Turned back in Italy after he was infected by that De La Luna bitch.”

      “Fucking bitch,” he agreed. “So, don’t tell anyone I told you.”

      “Swear.”

      “Tonight, Peter is going to tear himself out of that guardian wolf. The new breed pack is going to devour the pieces so they take his power and there won’t be anyone to stop him anymore. His sister is going to get what’s coming to her, too.”

      Mari watched him carefully. “Not like you think.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s an honor to be Turned. Even if she doesn’t think so.”

      “He’s going to eat her, not Turn her.”

      “No, I’m pretty sure he’s going to Turn her. All he’s ever wanted is for her to join him. He married her best friend just to be closer to her.”

      “He didn’t.”

      Mari couldn’t stop the smile on her face. “Oh, but he did. And now she’s married to some werewolf.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “If you think werewolves are disgusting, why do you want to be one?”

      “New breed. Peter’s breed. We’ll hunt every last one of those fucking mutts until all that’s left is us and we’re going to rule the supes. We’ll be immortal.”

      And Peter’s everlasting bitches, she silently added.

      One question kept burning hot in her brain. How did they know that Peter was inside Warner?

      The simplest answer was often the easiest.

      Would Lenore or anyone who’d been present at the picnic say anything?

      No.

      What did that leave?

      Warner said he’d felt a darkness growing inside of him, something that seemed too evil to be the Dark Champion.

      The only answer was that Peter lived inside of him and he’d been taking the reins.

      Bile rose in the back of her throat. Had she mated with Peter?

      No, no. That wasn’t possible. Peter would never have… but wouldn’t he?

      She swallowed the bile down. No, she refused to allow it. When she’d looked into Warner’s eyes, even when they’d been savage and red, it was always the wolf she knew looking back at her.

      Mari wouldn’t think about that now, anyway. It didn’t matter.

      All that mattered was saving Warner.

      Peter was going to get out. She’d accepted that. Something about that knowledge was immutable. It had to happen. It was supposed to happen.

      She wondered when the Wendigowould come. Mari hoped it was soon.

      It was sooner she’d have to say goodbye to Warner, but it was sooner everything would be as it should be and her pack, and everyone else’s would be safe.

      Warner. Her heart splintered as she thought of him. She couldn’t imagine what he was going through. The pain and horror he’d have to endure.

      She needed a plan.

      “We should get ready,” he said. “The rest of the new breed will be here soon. The other hunters underestimated their tracking abilities. They should be here by dusk.”

      Warner could deal with Peter. Along with the Wendigo.

      But he couldn’t do it if the pack tore him apart.

      She needed a diversion.

      Blood.

      She’d need a lot of it. That would be the only thing that would distract the pack long enough.

      “Meet me back here soon?” the guy said.

      “Yeah. I’ll be here.” She watched him go, and as she did, her sensitive ears caught the sounds of something happening inside the warehouse.

      It was Lenore.

      “Jesus Fucking Christ,” was all she said.

      And Mari knew it had begun.
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      Warner awoke in a cage, but that wasn’t the part that really upset him.

      It was the stabbing, slicing pain in his gut.

      It felt like something was trying to rip its way out of him and when he turned to see Lenore in the cell across from him and the expression she wore, he knew it was more than a feeling.

      By the powers, Peter Breslin was going to rip his way out of him.

      Warner wasn’t afraid of the pain to come.

      He was afraid of his failure. Afraid for what it meant for the packs and for humankind. If he, the Dark Champion, couldn’t keep Peter from rising again, who or what could?

      He knew the answer.

      The Wendigo.

      An evil such as Peter’s must be swallowed twice, the softer, quieter voice inside his head told him. First, by the daywalking world’s defender—the Dark Champion. Then by the underworld’s champion—the Wendigo.

      “This is going to suck,” he muttered.

      Lenore had put her hand over her mouth, as if the act could hold back her revulsion.

      The infected pack watched him with great interest and no small amount of glee.

      He realized this was what they were after. If they could get Peter as soon as he was reborn… if they managed to stop the cycle before the Wendigocould do her part, he didn’t know what would happen.

      But it would be all bad, of that he was sure.

      “Lenore, you should get your hunter friends in here,” he ground out.

      “I don’t think any of them are my hunter friends any longer. And those left who are hunters, well… I think they’re fucked. They can’t help us.”

      “Damn right,” one of the infected said.

      “Shut up. Or I’ll make you,” Lenore threatened.

      “What are you going to do from over there?”

      She murmured words of a curse that made the bottom of their cage catch fire.

      “It won’t kill us,” it said.

      “No, but it’ll hurt. And that’s good enough for me.” Lenore smiled a devil-may-care grin.

      Then Warner’s stomach twisted, and grew, billowing out to a horrific size and they could all see something moving inside.

      “Jesus Fucking Christ,” Lenore said.

      Warner sensed Mari before he saw her. Her presence sent a cool, calming sensation flowing through his veins.

      “You’re here,” he managed through grit teeth.

      “Of course I am. You called. I came.” She reached through the bars to hold his hand.

      The burning wolves were strangely silent and much to Lenore’s obvious chagrin, the flames died down much too soon.

      “Have to work on the longevity of that one,” she said, more to herself than anything.

      “Has she come?” Mari asked him.

      “You came,” Warner said, drinking in the sight of her.

      “You must be out of your head with agony. She’ll come. Arianna will. I know it.”

      “It’s not Arianna. It’s you.”

      Mari closed her eyes. “No, it’s not. That’s okay, I will still do everything I can.”

      Warner was about to argue with her when another bolt of pain wracked his body and the shape inside of him twisted and claws tore at the flesh, but still couldn’t quite break free.

      “Hold on, I’m going to get you out.”

      “No, stop! Don’t. The infected want me out.”

      “Because the rest of their numbers are coming. You can deal with them better out than in.”

      Warner cringed. “Word choice, Mari. Word choice.”

      She looked down to his distended stomach. “Sorry.”

      Lenore cackled and Mari wondered if the badass hunter had finally cracked.

      “Goddess, you’re worse than Parker. Now is not the time for a fart joke.”

      “It’s just… my brother.” Lenore kept laughing. “For all of his scheming, and plotting and evil… he’s been reduced to... The Great and Terrible Peter Breslin. A fart in a cage.”

      The infected snarled at her and she laughed harder.

      Mari scanned the room for a way to open the cages. They were high tech, the very latest in werewolf containment.

      Lenore managed to contain herself long enough to point at the master console. “Over there.”

      “Would they really be so stupid as to use a code that you’d know?” Mari said.

      “Fuck the code. Just bash the console. The doors will open.” Lenore grinned.

      “I don’t want all the doors to open. Just yours and Warner’s.”

      Lenore shrugged. “These fuckos aren’t going to be a problem.”

      The howls that suddenly echoed from outside indicated that the fuckos would indeed be a problem.

      Warner’s whole body surged. It was as if his skin tried to crawl off his body. Or maybe just what was under it. The new version of Peter Breslin.

      Mari knew they were running out of time.

      And so was the Wendigo.

      Goddessdamnit, where was she?

      Mari shifted her claws and ripped out the console, and all three cages opened.

      Mari expected an immediate bloodbath, but they were fixated on Warner. Lenore immediately headed over to the gun locker was loaded for bear.

      Err… werewolf.

      Although, nothing she did would make them stay dead. The Dark Champion had to devour them, but he couldn’t exactly do that while hell on earth was ripping its way into the world from his insides out.

      She had to get them away from him so he had time to regenerate.

      A knot formed in the back of her throat and she went to Warner, helping him move from the cage to the corner of the room where his flesh began to tear and his bones shattered and tried to reform.

      “Run, Mari. Get to safety,” he said through grit teeth.

      She looked up at him, love shining in her eyes. “I’ll never be safer than when I’m with you, Warner Woolven.”

      “Mari, I don’t know what you’re planning, but don’t.”

      She smiled at him. “But I have to.” She kissed his cheek.

      “Mari,” he ground out and reached for her as she pulled away.

      “Do you remember when you told me that I was too pretty to be of use?”

      “Goddess, no. I was just…” he trailed off as another spasm ripped through him.

      Mari’s time was oh-so short.

      “It’s okay. I’m not reminding you now to punish you. It’s important. Because I believed it then, but I don’t now. I know what I can do. What my use is. It’s to buy you time.”

      Warner reached for her, but she knew she couldn’t be weak. She couldn’t hide her face in his arms, or let her save her.

      In this moment, it was her, or the rest of the world.

      She knew what she had to do and what she had to choose. For him, for Lenore, for Noah… for the humans who didn’t know about the things that went bump in the night.

      For all the sacrifices who’d come before her.

      She didn’t understand why she’d feel the mating bond with Warner when his true mate would come back to him. Why would the powers do this to her?

      Aside from the fact she must’ve burned down an orphanage and kicked puppies in a past life.

      It was so she’d be willing to do this. To sacrifice herself in this moment. To give the Champion the time he needed to survive until the Wendigocame.

      “I love you, Warner. Be happy.”

      Warner howled as the monster known as Peter Breslin finally tore through from the underworld, using Warner’s flesh as the passageway.

      Mari used her nails to tear open the skin on her wrists and the blood began to flow, hot and sweet.

      All of the wolves’ attention was suddenly focused on her. It was like flipping a switch.

      The one who seemed to be the leader spoke. “Nice try, but it won’t work,” he snarled as a strange shift came over his face.

      His teeth grew bigger, and more awful, somehow. As did the rest of him. They were adapting. Dear Goddess, she had to make herself run.

      Lenore snickered. “No? I think it will. Look at you. You can barely contain your teeth. If you’re not going to use them, put them away, big boy.”

      The wolf snarled at her, half-turning his face toward Lenore, but seemingly unable to break away from Mari completely.

      “Uh, Mari. Mari?” Lenore questioned. “Your blood, it’s not slowing. Your wounds aren’t healing.”

      Mari knew that. She could feel it.

      In truth, she’d known somehow they wouldn’t.

      When this plan had formed in her mind, she hadn’t ever allowed that she’d survive. She’d never considered her superhuman healing ability. Her body had known before her conscious mind that something had changed.

      “Come get me, fuckers.” Mari forced her feet to move, to carry her to the door.

      “I’ll come for you. Stay alive, Mari.” Warner lay, his sternum split open and a howling, ravening beast crawling from his body. “I swear it.”

      Peter roared and to Mari’s intense dismay, he joined the hunt.

      She could run faster as a wolf, but had less blood to spare. All that was left was her warrior form. It was always the hardest for her to attain.

      Except now, it seemed to happen with a thought.

      Her own howl joined the chorus of the damned and she ran. She moved at superhuman speed through the makeshift village the hunters had set up and many of them joined the chase.

      The infected began to turn on each other, and the hunters who’d helped orchestrate Peter’s return, Changing them to increase their numbers and to replace the comrades they ate to build their strength.

      She had the vague notion that’s what was going to happen to her.

      Mari could only hope she’d be dead before it happened.

      Which meant she needed to run until she had nothing left.

      She grew cold first, her limbs beginning to become heavy and her lids weighted. Then the cold gave way to numbness. That numbness was the sweet spot she needed. It dulled her thinking, her fear, and let her move faster. Faster than she’d ever run before.

      They were still on her trail.

      The farther she ran, the more time she could give Warner and the Wendigo.

      Peter gained on her.

      She couldn’t have that. Dear Goddess, not that.

      But she was no match for the reborn devil as he ran her down. He tackled her to the ground, sending them both crashing down a rocky embankment. Mari kept waiting for the darkness to take her, but unfortunately, she was still all-too present when they came to a stop in the cool, clear water of a wide, shallow river.

      “What a lovely birthday present,” he said, his horribly twisted face so close to hers.

      He looked like some caricature of a werewolf caught mid-shift. It was like really well-done horror movie makeup. Except it was all real. All him.

      And all evil.

      His red eyes were still shedding mucus and buried his snout at her throat, but the pain didn’t come.

      “You smell like flowers.”

      “You smell like shit,” she managed. “If you’re going to do it, just get it over with.”

      “I haven’t decided how. Do I want to let you linger until Warner comes for you? Because he will come for you. The Dark Champion would damn the world for you. I could feel it in his bones, when I chewed through them.”

      “Don’t be stupid.” The darkness was closer now. The numbness was colder, somehow. “Even if he did feel that way, he would never put his own needs over that of the pack.”

      Peter snorted. “Is the world his pack now? Ridiculous.”

      Mari could see the truth in Peter’s words. Yes, the world had become Warner’s pack. Supe and human alike, and Mari thought it was beautiful. He was the savior the world needed.

      So for these last few minutes, Mari could be the savior he needed.

      She was honored to be part of it. To be of use.

      “You’re so pathetic. I don’t know how to hurt you. You don’t value yourself enough that I can take anything from you.” He shook his head and spittle spattered her face.

      “Or maybe I just know what’s worth living for and dying for.”

      His teeth grazed her throat, tearing at the flesh, but not quite ravaging her. “Why aren’t you pissed?” He peered closer at her, as if she was some kind of strange bug.

      She was angry. Of course she was angry. She wanted to spend her life with Warner. She wanted to have pups with him. She wanted to have adventures with him. She wanted to help him bear the weight of the Dark Champion’s mantle on his broad, strong shoulders.

      She wanted more late nights with the other Woolven Brides. More of the sugar fairy’s treats and trading secrets over wine at grown-up slumber parties. She wanted more family picnics where bone fairies sat with sugar fairies and vampires and dragons came to visit. She wanted to see her pups trailing after their Alpha, Noah.

      She wanted to see her father again. She wanted to hug him so tight.

      She wanted more days in Westwood’s lab.

      Mari wanted more of everything. She didn’t want to give it all up.

      Was it unfair? Massively.

      But what could she do about it? Not a goddessdamned thing.

      When she passed from this world, she’d be thinking about Warner. What he’d said. That he would still come for her, that he would find her.

      That she was his one.

      She’d take that with her and hold on it through the long dark.

      Mari couldn’t change the fact she was going to die her. She couldn’t change that it would be Peter Breslin who took her life while inflicting as much pain and agony on her as he could. He’d drink it like a fine wine.

      She was under no illusions that she was strong enough to keep him from that small, sick pleasure. No, Mari didn’t handle pain well at all.

      The only thing she really had a choice about was the memories she’d hold on to when her abused body surrendered.

      And the satisfaction of knowing that Peter Breslin would breathe the air of this world just long enough to know he missed it before the Wendigosent him straight back to the dark.

      So she smiled at him.

      “You won’t be smiling when I finish tearing your throat.”

      Mari kept smiling.

      “Fight me,” he demanded.

      The smile didn’t waver.

      As he tore out her throat, she hoped her death mask would remain a smile that would piss him off even when he rotted in hell.
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      Warner lay wrecked and miserable while his body knit itself back together.

      “I’m going to kill him,” he growled.

      “Didn’t you already try that?” Lenore said, as she shoved a headless body toward him. “Hurry up, eat this one before it can grow back. Plus, you need to keep up your strength.”

      “This is not somewhere I ever thought I’d be,” he grumbled.

      “Me either, boo. Me either. If I would’ve even suggested it during my hunter training, I’d still be looking for my teeth, but here we are.” Lenore paused. “Do you still believe she’s the one?”

      “I was convinced,” he said between bites. “But when she started bleeding…” he trailed off, stricken.

      “The prophecy said she had to die to be reborn, too.”

      “I want to have hope, Lenore. I do.”

      “I understand. Wanting and having are two very different things.”

      “I have to get in touch with Blake. He needs to know this whole pack has been lost. If we don’t survive, he and the Council needs an account of what happened. Otherwise, there will be war. Again.”

      “I’m mostly useless against these things. So I’ll see if I can hack their comms. I can do that.”

      Lenore’s words reminded him of Mari.

      The way she’d said she could be of use.

      His fingers curled up into fists.

      She was the best thing that had ever happened to him and he hadn’t gotten the chance to really tell her, to make her believe it.

      The pain that throbbed and radiated throughout his body was nothing compared to the pain in his heart. The empty, gaping hole of nothing that was an ever-widening chasm.

      The Dark Champion felt her loss acutely.

      It was a strange and awful thing to love a woman with two hearts, and feel the loss of her in two souls.

      He’d never felt this for Arianna. What he’d felt for her was a tiny, flickering tea light candle. It was warm, soft, and more like decoration.

      This thing that burned for Mari, it was a cascade of fire, it was volcanic, it was the sun. It was utterly vital.

      There was no way Mari wasn’t the Wendigo.

      And he wouldn’t let her rise alone.

      Warner struggled to his feet, and Lenore offered her arm to help him.

      “That’s my Dark Champion right there. Hell yeah.”

      “You’re not going to tell me I need to heal?”

      “You’ll figure it out.” Lenore grinned. “And you’re gonna go get our girl, right?”

      “Damn right.”

      “In all this One Mate, True Love stuff, don’t forget you’ve got to wipe the rest of this infection off the face of the earth and stuff. Okay?”

      “I mean, I guess.” Warner shrugged and gave her a half-grin. “Damn hunters. Always wanting something.”

      “Fuckers. Every last one.” She shook her head. “Swear to Goddess, I’m hanging up my guns after this.”

      Warner watched as the last bits of flesh on his gut stitched themselves back together, then said, “Wait, what?”

      “I’m over it. Dark Champion has this hunting rogue things down.”

      “What are you going to do if you’re not hunting? Take up knitting?”

      “I might.” She made a stabbing motion with pretend knitting needles. “I can still stab things with the needles.” A soft look crossed her face. “I might take a vacation. With Luchtaine.”

      “You should.”

      Lenore looked around. “I can’t believe I said that out loud. I can’t believe I said it out loud and he didn’t materialize like a fucking ghost stalker.”

      “Too bad he didn’t. That would’ve actually been helpful.”

      “I can call him.”

      “If you want.” He stretched, feeling his body move to accommodate his commands. The pain was gone. He was ready. “Let Blake know what’s going on first, though. Report your fuckwit hunters, too, if you’ve the time. I’d love to see your mother’s face.”

      “No, you really wouldn’t.” Lenore snorted. “Meet back here for cake and ice cream after the party?”

      It was Warner’s turn to snort, but his was much louder, and much wetter because his muzzle had erupted from his face and his warrior form was ready for the fight.

      He can smell the pack. They smelled like a herd of cattle, but if they shat sulfur. The stink was rotten in his nose.

      His senses honed in on them, those who walked, but should not be.

      He could no longer see Lenore, or sense her. Part of his rational mind knew she was still there, but the Dark Champion had blocked her out.

      Warner followed the trail of their stench, registering another scent, more delicate, and somehow more awful because he knew it was Mari’s blood.

      He followed it for miles.

      She’d run so far, and so hard, his little mate.

      His teeth elongated in his mouth, stabbing into his gums as rage filled him. Warner raged that she’d had to fight so hard. Raged that she thought that her only purpose in this life had been to buy him time. Raged that it was possible Peter had taken her from him.

      He refused to allow that thought into his head. He pushed it out like the poison it was. Because he was going to find Mari, he was going to hold her close while she healed, and together, they were going to take down these abominations.

      That was his plan for the immediate future.

      For the long-term, he just wanted the time to love her as she deserved to be loved.

      He leaped down the embankment easily, his powerful legs pushing him forward, and absorbing the shock-force as he landed and leaped again.

      He smelled her death, it still hung in the air over the water.

      Warner knew it had to happen if she was the Wendigo, but it still tore into him with sharper claws than Peter’s had been trying to get out.

      He threw back his head and howled his pain and his grief into the sky.

      At the sound of his howl, the most base and primal sound of sorrow, the clouds gathered and crashed together to blot out the sky. Lightning bloomed in giant flashes and thunder split the atmosphere.

      It was as if all of nature felt his grief, too.

      He noticed that while he could scent the loss of her, that it wasn’t stained with fear. Warner was so proud of her. Hope burned in his chest like a tiny sun.

      He picked up Peter’s trail again and he knew from the other wolf’s gait, that he carried Mari with him. Warner followed him through a grassy field and into the woods. Warner realized the trail was leading back to the small village. They were probably crowning Peter king with Mari’s body on display like some kind of trophy.

      As he approached the outlying edge of the tiny settlement, sentries howled the alert, but Warner wouldn’t be turned away.

      He expected them to charge him, to try to take him down, but they didn’t. They only howled. Until he neared the entrance to the town, the single road going in and out.

      Then, braver wolves ran up to him, snapping with their teeth and slashing with their claws.

      He’d get them all in turn, but if he stopped now to devour each one who came at him, it would make him full to bursting and it would slow him down.

      Also, he never wanted a past-full stomach again.

      Warner kept pushing forward until he’d moved into the town square, surrounded by infected wolves.

      He finally saw her—Mari.

      She’d been posed in the square on a throne of hay bales, like a macabre May queen. Her throat torn out, the skin splayed like curtains at a peep show to reveal her now bloodless insides. The sight of her, unmoving, her wounds unhealing, snuffed the burning flame of hope in his chest.

      It left nothing behind but darkness.

      Part of Warner was prepared to lie down next to her and go wherever she was. That was where he wanted to be. Where he needed to be.

      But that would make her sacrifice for nothing and he wouldn’t allow that. Not on any plane of existence.

      “I’m curious,” a voice echoed from a small storefront behind Mari. “Do you hunger for all the dead, or just infected dead?” Peter nodded to Mari.

      “I’m taking her with me,” he said.

      “I’ll allow it. I just want to know what you’re going to do with her. Make a statue of her and worship her like you did Dead Saint Arianna?”

      Warner knew that Peter was trying to make him angry, but he didn’t understand why, where was the benefit?

      “What’s it to you, Breslin?”

      Peter shrugged. “I don’t know. Seems pretty important for you to come in here all alone.”

      “You can’t hurt me any longer. Mari saw to that.”

      “She did, didn’t she?” Peter’s mouth turned down in a frown as he cast her a look. “Interesting. It’s almost like she thought it mattered.”

      It did matter, but he wasn’t going to waste his time arguing about it.

      “I’ve been waiting for this mythical Wendigoto come and all I’ve got is a corpse and… you.”

      “I’ll tear you apart,” Warner promised.

      “Mmm. There is that. You’ll eat me again, too, I suppose? Do you think it’ll work this time? Do you think I’ll stay dead? Because I don’t.” Peter stepped closer to him. “But by all means. I kinda like it when your teeth tear into my meat. It’s intimate. More intimate than I’ve ever been with a woman. Unless you count my teeth tearing into her.” He jerked his head in Mari’s direction. “It’s not the same, though, after they’re dead. Don’t you think?”

      Warner put aside his fury and went to Mari. He gathered her up in his arms and studied her face. The expression she wore in death was at utter odds with the now bloodless wound at her throat. It was all calmness and serenity.

      If Warner didn’t know better, he’d even call it a smile.

      He pressed his lips to her forehead, oh-so-gently and he carried her back toward the way he came.

      “You should devour her, Warner. Maybe your body will be her passage back from the land of the dead, too. Won’t you try it? Even if it doesn’t work, you’ll get to keep her with you forever if you do.”

      He’d keep her with him forever anyway. She’d always live in his heart.

      “Why are you so obsessed with this idea, Breslin? You’re a sick fuck, you know that?”

      “Says you, the eater of wolves.”

      “Jealous?” Warner tossed back.

      “Obviously.”

      The other wolves began swiping at him again, taking tiny bites out of his flesh. He didn’t care. They’d heal. As he carried Mari, he couldn’t resist pressing his lips to hers one last time.

      After he pulled back, he saw that the tiny split in her lip had healed.

      So he pressed his mouth to a secondary wound on her throat and it too quickly healed.

      Elation bloomed through him and he knew he had to get her out of there. They’d never let him resurrect her. They’d tear her apart first and she needed a body to come back to.

      That was why Peter wanted him to devour her.

      He suspected Mari was the Wendigoand if Warner devoured her, she’d no longer be a threat.

      “Aw, the great Dark Champion doesn’t want to play? Why not?” Peter called out and began walking after him. “Too bad, because I’m not done.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      Warner felt him approaching from behind and he closed his mouth over her wound, his teeth elongating into the cool flesh.

      He hoped against hope this was what they needed. This would heal her and bring her back to him.
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      Mari awoke to a strange landscape.

      It looked like the wilds of Nevada, if they’d been on Mars.

      She was alone.

      She sensed no animals, no small creatures, no insects. Nothing that lived was present. She’d never felt so incredibly alone.

      The desolate landscape seemed to amplify that feeling. It was beautiful, but harsh and strange and filled with reds and oranges and browns. She’d give anything to see something green.

      Being dead was every bit as awful as she imagined.

      More so, because she thought when creatures passed from the daywalking world, they forgot their troubles. She did not leave hers behind. They came with her and Mari wished desperately she could see Warner, just to know he was okay.

      That he won.

      She wished again for something green and suddenly, a meadow burst to vibrant life before her and in the very center of that green meadow dotted with periwinkle and daisies, she saw a woman.

      A woman she knew somehow, her presence so very familiar.

      The woman sat with her legs crossed wearing strange looking leathers, and a bow slung across her back. Her hair was like a waterfall of midnight down her back and her chestnut skin was smooth and unmarred, except for the scar at her throat.

      It bore the shape of claws.

      The woman motioned for Mari to join her and she didn’t hesitate to cross the soft, fresh grasses that felt so real beneath her bare feet.

      “Maribella,” the woman said, her voice low and husky. “Come sit with me and let me see your face.”

      She realized if she’d survived, her scar would’ve looked much like the one that this woman bore.

      Maribella sat down next to her and allowed the woman to pull her head into her lap and she stroked Mari’s hair in a familiar rhythm.

      “My sweet little Maribella. What a powerful woman you’ve become. I’m so sorry I didn’t get to see you bloom, but that was the tradeoff, I suppose. I get to be here now.”

      “I know you, but I don’t,” she said honestly.

      “I’m your grandmother, child. My people called me Tala. I am here on behalf of the Great Mother. You know her as the Goddess.”

      The name struck a chord of recognition inside of her and it echoed like a golden bell.

      “I did it, then? I saved Warner in time? Is everyone safe?”

      Tala continued to stroke her hair. “Oh no, my child. Your work is not yet done. You must go back.”

      “Back?” she murmured. “I have nothing to go back to.”

      “You have your destiny.”

      “Me?” Mari swallowed the hope that rose up inside of her. “Am I…” she was almost too afraid to give it a voice. It was her greatest hope.

      She wanted to be the Wendigo. She wanted not only to shoulder the responsibility with Warner, to make the world safer, but she wanted to live. She had so much she wanted to see, do, experience.

      “Your fear isn’t of the Wendigo.” Tala sighed. “I wonder if it’s because you haven’t been told enough of the old stories to be afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid of Warner, and he’s the Dark Champion. So why should I be afraid of the Wendigo?”

      “The Wendigohas walked the earth much longer than any Dark Champion. Warner is the Dark Champion. It’s as much a part of him as his wolf. The Wendigo is much different. She is a holy thing, and we are but the chosen to be her vessel.”

      She sat up and looked at her grandmother. “You were Wendigo?”

      “Yes, and so are you. It’s why you couldn’t access your wolf. When I had your mother, I had already become the vessel and while she wasn’t granted powers, you were. A gift for my service from the Great Mother, but your father, he didn’t understand. He was afraid for you as all fathers are.” Tala nodded as she spoke. “Doesn’t make it okay, but he did for you what he thought would keep you safe.”

      “I know he did.” She looked around. “Safe? I guess it doesn’t get much safer than dead, does it?”

      Tala gave her a gentle smile. “Do you hear him calling your name?”

      She heard nothing. “No.”

      “Listen, child. Listen for the voice in the dark.”

      Then she could hear it, so faint, barely audible, but there. Warner, begging her to come back to him. Begging her to stand by his side.

      Begging her to get the fuck up because he didn’t want to do this without her.

      He didn’t just need her.

      He wanted her.

      There was magick in those words.

      Tala’s hands began to Change, and she held them out to Mari. “Take my hand, child, and with it, the gift of the Wendigo. Take her back to your world.” Then she smiled, and didn’t look the least bit grandmotherly. She looked all wolf with her sharp teeth bared. “And kick Breslin’s ass back down to the pit he crawled out of. I’ll be waiting. Along with the soul of every Wendigovessel.” She gnashed her teeth together.

      Mari reached out and took her hands in her own.

      The power of the Wendigopoured into her, filled her up and before she knew it, she flew through the sky like a rocket aimed at the sun.

      Only it wasn’t the sun, she knew she was flying from the world of the dead back to the world of the living.

      She brought the Wendigowith her.

      The first thing Mari felt was Warner’s tongue on her wounds, and they stitched themselves up tight.

      Air dove into her lungs, and with that breath of life, the Wendigostretched inside of her, filling her arms, her legs, her eyes, her ears, and even the deep recesses of her heart.

      The Wendigobore an eternal love for her Dark Champions and was gentle with him, when she opened her eyes and touched his face.

      Then she exploded to action.

      On her feet, the world got a lot smaller. Or maybe it was just that she got a lot bigger. The infected were nothing to her. Ants scrambling from their little hill away from her foot.

      A great roar echoed throughout the trees and Mari realized with a numb shock that the terrifying sound had come from her.

      “Oh fuck me,” Peter mumbled. “I never thought it would be you.”

      No one did, she supposed. She focused solely on him and her vision honed in on the pulse in his throat.

      She knew before this day was done, she’d bathe in the fountain of his blood and devour him whole.

      For she was the Wendigo, the vengeance of the Great Mother made flesh.

      Mari ran him down and while he fought her, and the infected tried to make their stand, she tore through them as easily as a warm knife through butter.

      She devoured a screaming Peter with one giant gulp. She’d wanted to make it last, to make him suffer, but she remembered her grandmother’s promise.

      And really, that’s how the bad guys always lost. They tried to rhapsodize about their evil plans, or they hesitated.

      Mari did nothing of the kind.

      She simply opened her jaws and a hurricane from hell sucked him in and she swallowed.

      Warner followed her into the action, obviously trusting her to do what she needed to do while he wreaked his own carnage.

      They decimated the infected together, ensuring none escaped and none survived.

      Infection contained.

      After all they realized they’d won, their eyes met. She could see Warner swallow hard as he seemed to look for the right words.

      She didn’t need them, but she wanted them. So she waited for him to speak.

      “Helluva first date, I guess.” He grinned.

      She ran to him and he swept her up in his arms.

      “Goddessdamn, Mari. I thought I’d lost you.”

      “Me too. But I found me, and so did you.”

      He squeezed her tight. “Guess I was right, huh?” He was smug, but playful. “Told you that you were the one.”

      “I guess you did. But it’s funny how no one can tell you your own worth, you’ve got to figure it out for yourself.”

      “And did you figure it out, my Mari? Do you know you’re the world to me? That I love you?”

      She pressed her lips together tightly. “I do.”

      His neck looked so appetizing, she just had to take a bite. Mari wanted her mark there for all the world to see. To know that Warner Woolven, the Dark Champion, was all hers. Not her puny human bite, but the bite of a powerful bitch. Her Wendigobite.

      Her teeth emerged, long and aching and she plunged them into his neck and shoulder.

      Warner tightened his grip on her so that his nails became claws that dug into her back. “Keep doing that, and we’re not going to make it home.”

      She licked at the place where she’d marked him. “We have important Wendigo/Dark Champion business to attend to, Warner, before we go home. We need to get started on our happily ever after.”

      “The werewolves never get a happy ending.”

      “That’s why we’re writing our own fairytale, Warner. A fairytale where no one is too pretty to be of use, or too old. A fairytale where—”

      “—an old, curmudgeonly gray tail steals a beautiful young heiress but he’s the one who ends up with his heart stolen? Yeah, I’m good with it.”

      “You better be. Because that’s what we’re doing.”

      He laughed. “Good to know. I think you need a bath first.” Warner swiped his tongue against her neck.

      She broke away from him.

      “I don’t know. I think maybe you have to catch me, first.”

      He growled low in his throat. “Woman…”

      “Wendigo,” she said with a grin. “Or maybe, just maybe, I want to catch you.”

      Warner gave a great, deep belly laugh. “Hell yeah.”

      And he took off running into the woods with Mari not too far behind him, ready to ravage him in all the ways they both wanted.
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      It was a midnight picnic with the whole Woolven Pack.

      A great, long table had been conjured out on the south lawn overlooking the small town that sat in the protective shadow of Aphelion.

      Westwood was busy fussing over various dragonlings, fairies, goblins, and Noah, while her new husband, the goblin-king Enoch looked on with a self-satisfied smile.

      Gin, the sugar fairy sat much closer to the giant terror of a bone fairy and he showed her a new skull he’d affixed to his belt. This one had tried to kidnap a broom full of sugar fairies for his own nefarious purposes and Kasadya had stopped him. And cheerfully plucked his head from his body to bring to Gin. Gin, for her part, gave him another cupcake he couldn’t eat. She thought it was a trade, but his black, fathomless eyes shone with something Mari would’ve called devotion. The little sugar fairy would realize it soon enough.

      Drew and Emmie laughed together, his hand on her waist and their attention mostly for each other. After all the darkness and horror, it was good to see. They were talking about going back to Greece where they’d met.

      Parker and Belle were elbowing each other under the table and Parker couldn’t stop smirking. Until Belle licked her finger and shoved it in his ear. “Gotcha, fucker.” Parker was rather displeased by this turn of events, but he wouldn’t be outdone. He didn’t hesitate to pounce of her and shove her to the ground, tickling her mercilessly.

      Noah and the other children decided this was a must-do activity and joined in.

      Belle showed her vampire teeth, but that didn’t stop anyone.

      Tirigan, her terrifying vampire-god father looked on. “You okay down there?”

      “Help,” she cried.

      “I think you’re fine. You’ve got this,” the scary bastard elbowed his current squeeze, Randi’s father, David.

      “I don’t know. She’s turning kind of red,” David said. “When Randi turns that color, someone is pretty close to death.”

      Tirigan shrugged. “Eh, Parker likes to live dangerously, don’t you, boy?”

      Parker growled playfully, but when Belle nipped his finger, all the playfulness left him and something else altogether came over him.

      “Gross, not at the table, Uncle Parker,” Noah said.

      “Then we should leave the table, eh?” Parker waggled his brows.

      “I ought to smack your nose with a newspaper, Parker Woolven,” Westwood interrupted. “There’s cake.”

      “Cake?” Parker’s attention was back on the table.

      Belle just rolled her eyes.

      Blake sat at the head of the table with Randi by his side. “It’s so good to have all of my family here to celebrate our peace. As long as it lasts.”

      “I’m here to make sure that it lasts a long time,” Alpha DeVaughn said, approaching the table.

      “So glad you could come,” Blake said and embraced him.

      Mari was frozen in place. She hadn’t expected to see her father. She’d missed him, she’d wanted his counsel, but she hadn’t known quite what to say.

      Alpha DeVaughn turned to Mari and he didn’t say anything. Instead, he held his arms open and Mari flew into them, hugging him tight.

      He wasn’t an overly affectionate creature, her father. So his public display meant so much to her.

      She missed the comfort of him. The way he smelled. The way she felt like the whole world had to obey his commands when he held her tight.

      “You channel her well,” he said quietly. “Did you get to see your mother?”

      “No. I saw Tala.”

      “Aww. Tala. A terrifying wolf if there ever was one. I had to run her gauntlet to win your mother’s hand even though we were mates. She wouldn’t tolerate anything less. I wish you could’ve known her.”

      “She spoke… gently of you.”

      “Did she?” He laughed. “I’m surprised.”

      Oceans of things passed between them in that moment. Regret, sorrow, and loss, but on the heels of those things came joy, hope and love.

      “If you have time soon, I’ll tell you about all of it. If you still want to hear it.”

      “I do.” Mari nodded and hugged him again. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Alpha DeVaughn held out his hand to Warner and Warner shook it with a very serious expression on his face.

      “I knew you were the one for her.”

      “Then why did you betroth her to Parker?” Warner blurted.

      “Eh, I had a dream. These things in our family have a way of working out, you know.”

      “I can see that.” Warner shared a look with Mari.

      “In the future, if anyone cares about my opinion,” Blake coughed, “I’d like to be kept in the loop. When things happen.”

      Randi waved him off. “Yeah, yeah.” Then her eyes went wide.

      Mari was sad Lenore wasn’t with them, but she knew she’d see her soon. She was on the first vacation she’d ever taken.

      With Luchtaine.

      They’d gone to Antarctica. Mari couldn’t wait for pictures.

      “What, what is it?”

      “The baby is coming.”

      “What?” Blake asked. “Right now?”

      “No, in two weeks. You said you wanted to be informed. I’m informing you. Baby is coming.”

      Westwood clapped her hands together and let out an evil wicked witch cackle. “Oh, perfect.” She got up and ushered Randi toward the house, with Blake, the Woolven Alpha, big, important wolf that he was, trailing alone behind them managing not to look like he was about to lose his shit.

      Warner looked at her. “He’s totally freaking out.”

      “Can we do anything to help, do you think?”

      “Nah. She’ll do all the work. Westwood will ease her pain, and there’ll be a new Woolven at the table soon.”

      “Maybe more than one,” Mari said with a grin.

      Warner looked like he’d been punched. “What?”

      “Why not? It could happen.”

      He exhaled heavily. “It could, but should it? I mean… what we are.”

      “Our pups would be amazing. But I want to practice making them some more, just to make sure we get it right.”

      Mari got up from the table. “Wanna play Stealing the Heiress again?”

      Warner pushed back from the table and got up to follow her. “That’s your favorite game, isn’t it?”

      “It’s kinda hot when you rip the roof off the limo with your bare paws.” Mari licked her lips.

      “You’re not going to make it to the limo, pretty one.”

      “Wanna bet?” Mari’s eyes flashed red and she ran, thinking the whole way this was better than anything she could’ve imagined.

      This was her fairytale.

      

      The End.
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