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      ARES

      “We’re all going to die here,” Aurora whispered, peering down into the hole we had dug inside her brother’s cave. It dropped off into a deeper epicenter cavern with monstrously jagged rocks hanging from the ceiling, torches perched on the walls every few meters, and twenty pathways diverging from the center.

      With canary-yellow foam seeping from their mouths, hounds patrolled around an array of at least a hundred dead wolf carcasses and bones directly underneath us. Laid out in rows of ten by thirteen, each fallen wolf had a white orb floating above his or her head.

      “We should go,” I said to Aurora, grabbing her hand. “Now.”

      Something about this wasn’t sitting right with me.

      Aurora hesitated and glanced down into the hole, digging her claws into the dirt. Strands of dirty-brown hair fell into her face, hindering my view of it. The thick stench of blood drifted through the air, making Ruffles scurry away in disgust. Refusing to stay here much longer, I yanked on Aurora’s arm.

      But she didn’t move.

      “Mom,” she whispered, voice on the verge of cracking.

      Among the fallen wolves underground, Aurora’s mother—the woman I’d torn to pieces and the woman Aurora had buried mere days ago—laid in the center with her throat ripped out, her eyes glazed over, and her skin a discolored gray.

      “Calm down,” I whispered into her ear. I placed a hand over her trembling lips to muffle her cries, yet Aurora started heaving uncontrollably. “They’re going to hear you.”

      “What … are they … doing to her?” she asked me, her tears catching on my index finger.

      I swallowed hard and watched the white orbs pulse above each wolf’s chest. If I had known what they were doing down here, I wouldn’t have come, because this looked like some dark magic shit that I wanted no part in.

      The asshole who had killed my mother walked into the cavern with dragon tattoos etched into the side of his head, fresh scars covering his body, and dead eyes that had seemed to come alive when he saw Aurora the other day. He must’ve relished in the thought of being able to take another close family member away from me.

      Walking down each row of wolves, he whispered something to them. Even with my amplified wolf hearing, I couldn’t understand what he had said because it sounded like a dead, ancient language but not quite Latin. Instead, the words came almost divine. Almost.

      After he strolled back and forth down all the rows, he stood in front of the fallen, lifted his hands to the ceiling, and waited. The white orbs sank into the bodies of the dead wolves and disappeared inside of them.

      Toward the right, one dead man’s toes twitched.

      And then, suddenly, at least half of the wolves started moving.

      Aurora tensed beside me and grasped my hand.

      The wolves stood to their full height, their fatal wounds still carved out of their bodies. Some wolves were mere bones held together by the thinnest shred of tendons and ligaments. Yet … these weren’t normal wolves anymore. A murky haze lay in their eyes, the same kind that all hounds had.

      I stared at them in complete shock, my heart pounding inside my chest. How has he …

      “More,” Mom’s rapist shouted. “Make me more!”

      “Aurora,” I said through the mind link, pulling her closer. “We have to go now. We can’t stay.”

      Hounds, rogues, demons, or whatever abominations they were, there were too many of them for us to stand around here, just waiting to be caught. We couldn’t fucking defeat them all by ourselves. We needed backup—warriors, packs, a damn army—to defeat the undead hounds.

      The group of basically soulless hounds marched through the cavern and disappeared down one of the desolate pathways. While most of the wolves had come back to life, some didn’t. Scattered around the cave, bones lay in piles with the white orbs pulsing above them still.

      Mom’s rapist walked to one, absorbed the orb through his fingertips, and brushed his callous fingers against the decaying and dry bone. And that was when I smelled it.

      Mom.

      I didn’t have to see her to know that those were her bones lying in that cave or that he had removed her skeleton from her grave or that the hound who had destroyed her was trying to bring her back to life.

      A growl ripped its way from my throat at the mere scent. The hound lifted his nose, stared right up at me through the small hole in the ceiling, and roared back in return. If he wanted to disturb Mom’s peace as she ran with the wolves in the clouds with the Moon Goddess, then he’d have to fight me for it.

      Aurora grabbed my hand, yanked me toward the exit of the cave, and sprinted toward home. “We’re going to die,” she said, running into the sudden fog. It had been sunny mere moments ago. “You said it yourself, Ares; there are too many of them to fight. Calm down.”

      Though I wanted to stay and kill that man, I hurried after Aurora. I needed to protect her, especially because she couldn’t protect herself. It would take her at least five minutes to shift if we had to fight, and there were hundreds of undead hounds down in that cave.

      I scooped up Ruffles in my arms. “Faster, Aurora.”

      Weaving in and out around trees, hopping over roots, ducking under branches, Aurora ran faster than I had ever seen her run as she easily retraced the steps back to her mother’s pack house, which was closer than ours.

      Birds flapped their wings, hurrying to get out of our way, and disappeared higher up into the trees. Paws hit the ground hard behind us, becoming louder by the second. We were screwed, fucking screwed.

      “Aurora,” I said through the mind link, “can you shift?”

      I was itching to shift, seconds away from turning around and killing this hound once and for all. Thick, unruly rage pumped through my veins as the urge only intensified in me.

      “No, I can’t shift that quickly. They’d catch up to us.”

      Ruffles climbed up my chest and peered over my shoulder, hissing in my ear. I plucked her off of me and tossed her into Aurora’s arms. She clawed her way up Aurora’s chest, wrapped her arms around her shoulders, and bared her teeth at the woods behind us.

      “Then, you have to run,” I said. “No matter what you hear, don’t stop until you reach our pack. If I’m not back in ten minutes after you arrive, prepare our warriors for battle. We are not going to die this way.”

      Losing all control, I shifted into my monstrous brown wolf. After digging my heels into the dirt and sliding against sharp rocks and branches, I turned around to glare into the dense white fog that sat heavily in the forest, almost making it impossible to see.

      Defying everything I’d commanded her to do, Aurora grasped Ruffles and stopped beside me. I growled at her, warning her to leave. Instead of listening, she drew her silver dagger from her back pocket and crouched in a fighting stance, holding it in front of her. Ruffles jumped down between her legs, head low and ass wiggling, as if she was getting ready to attack.

      “We do this together,” Aurora said.

      I growled again in both wicked rage and immense pride. Our mate was a warrior, our luna was a protector, and if we somehow survived today, our pack would be stronger than every other pack in Sanguine Wilds.

      Five hounds barreled through the forest with their paths headed straight for Aurora because she was the one with the stone in her back. They were attracted to that thing for some ungodly reason—a reason we needed to figure out as soon as fucking possible.

      Taking the brunt of their attacks, I killed one hound at a time.

      They should’ve been weak and recovering from the hound attack last week, yet their strength today far exceeded their strength a few days ago. It didn’t make sense, but it didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was protecting my mate and Ruffles.

      With the dirt in my claws, I cut through each one and trusted that Aurora and Ruffles could kill off any ones that slipped past me. As I grabbed another one in my bloodied paw, I scanned the woods for others. There were at least a hundred hiding within the trees. Where were they now?

      Yet while I couldn’t hear anyone, I could feel the gaze of their leader on me.

      He watched me from somewhere deep in the woods, making my fucking blood boil. The ache to slaughter him grew more intense with every moment that went by. I let out a low, threatening growl through the fog.

      “Keep one of them alive,” Aurora said, standing over two dead hounds. “We can use him.”

      I sank my teeth into the third hound’s arm, broke his bones, and ripped his limb right from his body. Howling in pain, the hound fell to the ground. After I was positive that nobody else was going to attack, I shifted into my human form and snatched him by the neck.

      Infused with whatever kind of dark magic this was, the hounds were becoming stronger and more violent. We needed to mobilize our pack and other packs quickly if we wanted to survive because it was clear that the hounds had already begun raising an army …

      An army of the dead.

      The eerie feeling of Mom’s rapist scrutinizing us disappeared. Aurora snatched Ruffles in her arms and patted down her puffed-up fur, whispering to her that we were safe for now. And while we might be, one thing was certain.

      I’d be back to slaughter that man even if it was with the last breath I took.
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      AURORA

      Long after we’d killed those hounds, I clutched the silver dagger to my chest and walked onto our property with Ares. The fog had almost instantly cleared, but still, my mind was clouded with so many questions. Were hounds really created from the flesh and blood of innocent wolves? Was that what Jeremy had wanted me to find out? He had said that the hounds were out for some kind of divine revenge, but … this was more than I’d expected.

      And what about Mom? Mere days ago, I’d laid her to rest behind her old pack house while hundreds of her pack wolves looked on. The hounds had cold heartedly dug her up from the ground, brought her down into that cavern, and made her a monster. What would I tell my old packmates?

      The hounds were raising an army of undead wolves for a battle, which seemed to be against us for some reason.

      Ruffles rubbed her face against my neck, her soft fur only slightly calming me. Townsmen and women whispered to each other as we walked with the hound almost lifelessly dragging behind us. Warriors scrambled to prepare a prison cell.

      We needed to understand what this was all about before that army could attack us again because an attack by a pack of hounds that large would undoubtedly destroy this entire pack. Ares might be the god of war who thirsted for the blood of his enemies, but our pack wasn’t zombie-hounds strong. Not yet at least.

      When we walked by the training field, Marcel made announcements to the warriors, waved everyone off for the morning, and jogged over to us. Charolette sat on a small hill with her arms crossed over her chest and a scowl on her face as she glared at Marcel. Although I didn’t know what they were fighting about this time, it was probably—definitely—about the Malavite Stone.

      With his foot, Ares kicked the prison door open before the guards could get it for us. The hound smacked against each wooden step that Ares descended and howled in pain through his snout.

      Marcel followed us down the stairs. “What’s with the one arm? You do that to him, Roar?”

      Ares growled at Marcel for nicknaming me and pivoted on his heel to posture over his strongest warrior. Since we’d left the cave earlier, Ares had been on edge and ready to slaughter anyone who stepped on his bad side. The smallest remark would set that man off.

      Swinging open a cell door, Ares hurled the hound into the chamber next to Dad. Dad decided not to acknowledge my existence as he scraped his nails against the hard stone floor, sending a shiver down my back.

      I tried to ignore him. Ruffles brushed her fur against my calf and waved her gray tail back and forth, watching with magically wide eyes as Ares snapped the cage’s lock. Purring as if she thought it was the sexiest thing in the world, Ruffles rubbed against his ankle.

      Ares relaxed just a bit. “We have a problem.”

      Marcel leaned back against the stone wall and crossed his big arms over each other, his greasy silver hair falling into his face. “We have a lot of problems,” he grunted and nodded toward the cage Liam sat in. “Like, when you finally let me kill him, who will become the next beta? How will you convince Charolette to use the fucking stone? How are we going to find Charolette’s father?”

      Ares growled, “That hound did nothing to father her.”

      Ruffles meowed at me to pick her up. When I grabbed her, she did her infamous look someone up and down and then look away gaze, giving Marcel a sassy attitude, like she did with almost everyone who wasn’t Ares.

      “The hounds are raising their army, one dead wolf at a time,” I said with a breath.

      Marcel furrowed his brows, creasing his forehead. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “The hounds⁠—”

      “What is your damn problem, Marcel?” Charolette shrieked, storming down the creaky wooden stairs. Gaze fixed on Marcel and thin arms crossed over her chest, she turned her body toward Ares. “You want to know what he said to me during practice? He said⁠—”

      Ares growled to silence her, the sound echoing through the small red-lit dungeon. “The only thing I want to know is when you’re having your surgery,” he said to her.

      Everyone in the room fell into a deafening silence; even the mice that Ruffles liked chasing around at night didn’t squeak.

      Fuming with anger, Charolette balled her hands into fists and stormed back up the stairs. Liam glanced at her departing figure through the cell bars. When she slammed the door, unused cuffs and torture equipment attached to the ceiling by silver chains clattered against the side stone wall.

      Though I wanted to ask her why she didn’t want the surgery done, I couldn’t get myself to follow her.

      I’d asked her about twenty times to have the surgery to insert the stone in her spine, and I was tired of hearing the words, “No, I don’t want it.”

      Strongly against using any sort of divine rock in her back, she either had already accepted her death or just really wanted to piss off her brother. It was important for her to live, but it was even more important to protect this whole pack from an unavoidable war that could kill us all.

      Ares stepped toward the exit and sighed. “Can you talk to her?” he asked me.

      Ruffles meowed in response for me, hopped out of my hold, and walked up the stairs. I rolled my eyes at her more dramatic than usual ass and followed her toward the heavy stone door.

      “You should call a meeting with the other alphas in the region. We need more than our pack for this war,” I shouted before I left the prison.

      After shoving the door open, Ruffles and I hurried after Charolette. “Wait up!”

      “Please don’t try to convince me, Aurora. I’ve made up my mind. I just need someone to support my decision,” she said, refusing to turn around.

      Once I caught up to her, Ruffles looked at her and meowed.

      “Stop it, Ruffles,” I said down to her. I grabbed Charolette’s hand. “Why are you against it? I talked to Elijah and his doctor. They’re willing to do it to help you get better.”

      Charolette stared at me with a blank face. “Why don’t you use the stone to shift more easily? I don’t need it. It won’t even help me,” she said as if she already knew the outcome. “Ares looked for that thing for years when I told him not to. I don’t want it.”

      “It might help you,” I said, desperate for her to consider using the stone. If Ares lost his sister after losing his mother, he might just break. And I honestly wanted Charolette to be able to live a worry-free life. “You might be able to grow older with Marcel and have pups and⁠—”

      She gagged and scrunched her nose. “Marcel? Are you serious? I would never date him. He’s a man-whore; he fucks anything with a freaking pulse.” She looked at her socks, stained with dirt from practice, and clenched her jaw. “It’s not like he wants me anyway.”

      “Oh, come on. I know you two are mates.”

      A breeze blew slightly, making the first withering leaves of autumn break off the trees and fall to the ground. Ruffles ran ahead to swat at the brown leaves with her paw and then jumped on them, listening to the crunch.

      Charolette snapped her head toward me. “Did he tell you that? He’s such a⁠—”

      “No,” I assured. “He didn’t tell me anything. I can just tell.”

      Suddenly, she fell quiet and looked down at her feet, shoulders slumping forward. “We’re never going to be together, so it doesn’t even matter.” She waved it off as if it were nothing, even though I could feel the desperation in every one of her words.

      She wanted there to be more, and I knew there could be if she took the stone.

      After another moment of silence, she grabbed my hand and intertwined our fingers. “Soooo, the Luna Ceremony is soon!” she said, changing the subject and squealing. “Are you excited to officially become our luna? I cannot wait for it! We have to go dress shopping! I’ve had this day planned for Ares’s mate since I was seven.”

      The Luna Ceremony—the night I would officially be announced and recognized as Luna of the Ironmane Pack to others in Sanguine Wilds—was in less than two weeks. And neither Ares nor I had time to even prepare for a party, especially not amidst a war with divine intervention.

      “I don’t think you should get too excited,” I said, tucking some hair behind my ear. “We might not be able to have it. We spotted hounds today—too many hounds to take much of a break.”

      Charolette grasped my hands and held them to her chest. “We’ll have it, no matter what. Don’t you worry. Ares is going to want to properly introduce you as his luna. Mom always dreamed of it. He won’t let her dream die with her.”

      After Charolette had easily weaseled her way out of using the stone, I bought some chips from Mad Moon Grocery for Ruffles. She had been eating more than usual lately, and I thought she had even hooked Ares on them.

      I readjusted her blue hat and swung the pink plastic bag by my side as we walked back toward the pack house. Preoccupied with thoughts about how we could defeat a growing number of hounds, I almost missed when Ruffles came to a sudden stop at the head of an alleyway.

      A Siamese cat popped his head out of an empty Pringles can and glanced over at Ruffles. They looked at each other for a few moments, until he finally walked over and sniffed her butt. Ruffles glanced back at him. After allowing it for mere moments, she batted him across the face with her paw and then walked away, swaying her ass from side to side, like she did with Ares.

      The Siamese cat meowed at her. She looked back at him, gave him her signature don’t fuck with me stare, and continued walking back home. I smiled at the cat, watching him return to the Pringles bottle before I continued the walk home with Ruffles.

      “So, Ruffles,” I said, shutting the pack house doors behind us. “Did you finally find your own man?”

      Instead of answering me like she normally did, she sprinted up the stairs to her bedroom, like a teenager would after being confronted about dating someone for the first time. I smirked at the empty wooden stairs and crossed my arms over my chest, smelling Ares’s sweet aroma drifting through the house.

      Ares wrapped his arms around me from behind and stuck his nose into my hair. “Are you jealous of our cat?” he asked, his voice all rough and edgy. It made me warm in all those sinful places.

      “No.”

      Maybe.

      Wrapping his hand around the front of my neck, he pushed me against the wall. “I’m all yours, Kitten.” Ares sucked on my mark between his lips and drew his tongue over the small scars from his canines, making me shiver in delight. “Especially after this morning.”

      “After this morning?” I asked, digging my claws into the wall until the white paint chipped.

      “You don’t know how turned on I was when you took out this little dagger of yours”—he pulled my silver knife from my back pocket and tossed it onto the side table—“and killed those hounds with me.” He pressed his hardness into my backside, slipped his hand into my pants, and gently teased my clit. “It made me want to take you right then and there.”

      Heat gathered in my core. I pushed him away and walked backward up the stairs. “What happened to you, Alpha? The Ares I met at the lake would’ve taken me right then and there. He wouldn’t have waited.”

      Ares growled lowly and stalked up the stairs toward me with darkening brown eyes. “Kitten, don’t taunt me.”

      Wanting to tease him just a bit today, I shrugged my shoulders and tried to suppress a giggle. “I guess that man is gone,” I said, and immediately sprinted up the rest of the stairs, knowing that Ares would catch me and make me his.

      Before I could make it into the hallway, Ares caught my wrist, twirled me around, wrapped his hand around my throat, and pushed me down the hallway. I stumbled backward and stared up into his glowing golden eyes as his hand tightened around my throat.

      He let out a guttural growl from deep within him and roughly brushed his thumb over my jaw. “Keep talking, and you’ll end up on your knees.”

      I’d take kneeling in front of Ares as punishment any day.

      I seized his wrist, my cheeks flushing, and said, “So … weak.”

      After shoving me onto my knees in the middle of our hallway, Ares clutched my chin and forced me to look up at him. He stepped closer to me, so his bulge in his gray sweatpants was inches from my mouth. “I don’t have to tell you what to do, do I?”

      Deciding to play with him, I innocently stared up at my alpha through my lashes, my core clenching in anticipation. All I wanted was for him to take me savagely, like he had the morning he marked me in the prison.

      After a few moments of my defiance, Ares grabbed me by the throat again, pulled out his hard cock, and rubbed it against my lips, coating them in his pre-cum. “Open your mouth and suck it,” he demanded. And when I didn’t, he slapped his dick against my swollen lips. “Open.”

      Needing it now, I parted my lips and stuck out my tongue. He slapped his cock against it over and over as the heat built in my core.

      He grasped my jaw to hold my mouth open, pushed his head into me, and then pulled it out. “You’re going to have to beg for it now.”

      “Please.”

      He gifted me with another inch and pulled himself out again. “Beg.”

      “Please, Ares.”

      Another inch. “Louder.”

      “Goddess, Ares, please give it to⁠—”

      He shoved his cock all the way down my throat until his balls pressed against my lips. And even then, he forced more of himself into me until they were in my mouth. I stared up at him through big, teary eyes, gagging and slobbering on his cock, just like how he wanted me to.

      Ares lightly smacked the back of my head with his hand, ramming his cock even further down my throat. After pushing deeper into me, he wrapped his hand around the front of my neck and jerked himself off inside of it.

      I placed my hands on his thighs to push him away, but he held me tighter against him.

      “Let me see your pretty eyes, Kitten,” he purred.

      I glanced up at him through my lashes, my cheeks flushing.

      “You look so damn sexy with my cock down your throat.”

      Goddess, I love this so fucking much.

      “Tell me you love it, Aurora.”

      When I parted my lips to get out those words, I could only manage a few throaty gargles as Ares decided to start pounding into my throat. He wrapped his hands in my hair, pulling me toward him with every thrust.

      “What was that, Kitten?” he asked, taunting me like I had done with him.

      I closed my eyes, trying to form coherent words this time.

      He pulled himself all the way out of my throat and slapped his cock against my lips. “Eyes on me.”

      I collapsed onto my hands and looked up at him through glossy eyes. He bent down, roughly snaked his hand around my throat, and pulled me to my feet. After pinning me to the wall, he rubbed my spit and drool off my chin and then stuck his fingers into my mouth.

      “Touch yourself,” he ordered, “While I watch.”

      Not having to be told twice, I slipped my hand into my underwear and rubbed my fingers against my clit. My legs trembled slightly, and I curled my toes, the pressure rising in my core. He stared down at me with those hungry golden eyes and held himself back.

      “Faster, Aurora.”

      My fingers moved faster and harder against my clit. The pure intensity of an orgasm was about to rip its way through me. I closed my eyes but reopened them when he tightened his grip on my neck.

      “Please,” I whispered, my cheeks flushing.

      “Harder.”

      All I needed was him inside of me. Thrusting into me. Taking me. Making me his. I imagined his cock sliding into my pussy until all of him disappeared, his cum leaking out and running down my thighs.

      Just as I was about to tip over the edge, Ares growled, “Stop.”

      I furrowed my brows. “Stop?” I asked in a breathy whisper.

      “Touch your pussy but don’t come, or there will be fucking consequences for you this time.”

      I rubbed my clit again, almost immediately returning to the brink of an orgasm. Ares brushed his fingers against my breast and trailed it over my nipple through my shirt, teasing me. A wave of pleasure rolled through me, yet I held myself back from unraveling. When he pinched my nipple, I moaned out loud and clenched hard.

      “You’re not coming, are you?”

      “No, Alpha.”

      He growled under his breath. “Good. Now, stop.”

      After forcing myself to pull my hand away so I didn’t come without his permission, I took a shaky breath. I stood there, shifting from foot to foot, trying hard to ease the ache between my legs. “Ares, please, give it to me.”

      I begged for him. Straight-up begged.

      He stepped away and smirked at me. “Is my little Kitten begging for me now?”

      “Ares …” I whimpered.

      “I’m not fucking you again until the Luna Ceremony.”

      My eyes widened. “The Luna Ceremony? That’s almost two weeks away.”

      He slapped my ass and winked. “Better control yourself, Kitten.”

      But he was the one who would have to control himself because I couldn’t wait two weeks for him to fuck me again. I would get under his skin, break his will, make him desperate to fuck my pussy again.

      I stood on my tiptoes and placed a hot, lingering kiss on his mouth. “Better control yourself, Alpha.”
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      MARS

      Lying in bed beside Aurora, I smiled at her sleeping figure. She shifted in my arms and curled into my chest, resting her head in the crook of my shoulder and mumbling something about Ruffles in her sleep.

      I rubbed circles with my thumb across her bare forearm and inhaled deeply. Mixed with the scent of salt from pretzels we’d had earlier, she smelled like lemons on Sunday mornings when Mom used to bring Charolette and me to Buckleberry Farm to pick fruit.

      After sinking into the sheets, I turned onto my side and laid one arm around her waist to pull her closer to me before I slept. The Luna Ceremony was over a week away, and this woman made me want her more and more every single damn moment.

      I didn’t think I’d be able to resist her. I’d barely gotten through tonight.

      Either way, she’d be ours, and she would forever be ours. In just over a week, we’d announce her to Sanguine Wilds as the new Luna to the Ironmane Pack. And she’d finally get the respect that she deserved.

      My only wish was that Mom could be here to meet her. I wanted to make her proud.
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      AURORA

      Orange sunlight glared through our bedroom window, bouncing off the mirror on the other side of the room, and reflecting right into my eyes. After stretching out in our bed, fit for gods and goddesses, and mumbling that it was too early, I rolled over to wrap my arms around Ares but instead got a face full of pillow.

      I curled into the pillow anyway because I loved how Ares’s scent seemed to linger on everything he touched. The unmarked side of my neck burned slightly, forcing me to groan. Goddess, this Luna Ceremony couldn’t come sooner. I had been craving Mars’s bite, his mark, his claim on me for so long now. But my Mars had way more self-control and restraint than the rash god of war Ares.

      Mars would try to hold out until the Luna Ceremony. Try.

      “Kitten,” Ares said from the doorway, white V-neck thrown over his shoulder, body covered in a layer of thick sweat, pronounced veins in his arms teasing all the dirty parts of me.

      Pushing myself to a seated position, I gazed down my mate’s body and clenched my jaw, so I wouldn’t jump him. By the looks of it, he was trying to get me riled up for him. And he was too damn good at it.

      It drove me insane.

      “Looking for me?” he asked with playful gold eyes.

      After I hopped out of bed and stripped my shirt, I walked to the closet to scavenge for one of his oversize shirts. “As if …” I tugged on one that read The Flaming Chariot across the chest and ended just below my ass. Then, I tossed him my shorts and my panties, and walked to the kitchen.

      I wanted payback for last night.

      Drenched in a layer of maple syrup, two heaping stacks of pancakes waited for me on the granite kitchen tabletop. I pulled one plate closer to me and stuck my fork into one pancake, bit down, and closed my eyes in bliss.

      Ares followed me in, stuffing my lacy panties into his jean pocket, and hopped onto the counter. He opened the chocolate-colored cabinet and pulled something out, lips set into a small smirk. “I bought you something while I was out.”

      “You did?”

      He tossed me a white plastic bag. I placed my fork down, hesitantly peered inside, and fished out the item.

      “Are you serious?” I asked, a giggle escaping my throat as I stared at the human-sized blue cap that matched Ruffles’s hat to a T.

      “Put it on.”

      “Ares! No!”

      After snatching the blue hat, he slapped it on my head and flicked the bill with his index finger. “Thought I’d get you one,” he started, and for a moment, he sounded like Mars. He gazed at me with the brightest eyes, and my heart felt warm. “You know, since you’ve been jealous of Ruffles.”

      My lips curled into a smile I couldn’t stop. Though Ares was violent, arrogant, and so rude sometimes, he always tried to make me smile. He was mine, and along with Mars, he made me feel things I’d never before thought I’d experience.

      “Hey, Ruffles!” Ares grabbed his plate of pancakes and dunked a piece into the pool of syrup. He leaned against the counter and gave me a lopsided smile as he looked between the door and my hat. “Get your ass in here and bring your hat!”

      Usually, Ruffles came sprinting down the hallway faster than a damn wolf when Ares called her, but she didn’t.

      After waiting another moment, I furrowed my brows, leaned back in my chair until the front legs hovered off the ground, and peered into the hallway. “Ruffles?”

      No response.

      “Ruffles!” Ares shouted in his alpha tone.

      Still nothing.

      With the hounds fresh on my mind, I leaped up and sucked in a gasp of air. Then, I shook my head, knowing that Ruffles wouldn’t get herself into any real trouble without warning me first. Every time she used to take off in the woods when we lived with Mom, she would always meow at me while staring at the woods, as if to say, I’m leaving.

      Either she was taking a really good catnap or she had eaten one too many chips this morning and was nursing the best hangover of her entire life.

      Nonetheless, I hurried down the hall to her open bedroom door and peered inside, just to make sure. But Ruffles wasn’t lying on the bed, hiding in the closet, or lounging under the bed frame. She was nowhere to be found.

      What if Ruffles had gotten out, hadn’t warned me, and was now battling a hound deep in the forest? Though she had always been careful, Ares had brought out her wild side. Ever since we’d met him, she’d been acting more adventurous.

      “You open the window for her?” Ares, who stood behind me with his plate and a huge doofus-like smile, said.

      Last night, I’d cracked the glass open just a few inches because she kept meowing at me, but now, it was at least open six inches, and the screen was pushed out just enough for Ruffles to squeeze her fluffy gray body through.

      I muttered under my breath and hurried to the window, gazing down at the two-story jump that Ruffles could have definitely made. After sighing under my breath, I threw a hand over my face. “She’s been getting wild ever since she met you.”

      Ares scarfed down another bite of the pancake. “Are you saying I’m⁠—”

      “Don’t even start.” I paced in front of him, thinking that the hounds would have killed her by now. Even with her wild self, she never left without warning me. Not once. I rubbed my sweaty palms together. “Do you think she got far? Will she be back? She doesn’t just leave without telling me.”

      Placing his plate on the mattress—on the damn mattress, where it could tip over and spill easily—Ares looked under the bed, where she usually kept her blue hat. “Looks like she was off on a mission. Put her hat on by herself and left.”

      Though my lips curled into a half-smile, I shoved his shoulder. “This is not the time for your jokes. That’s Mars’s job. You should be angry that she left and help me go find her.”

      Ares arched a thick brown brow. “I can be lighthearted. I have to be the big, bad alpha for you all the fuckin’ time?” The words came out harsh, but then he smirked at me and shrugged his shoulders. “Remember how you want me to act, Kitten. I’ll do nothing less.”

      I rolled my eyes and took a deep breath, calming slightly. At least, Ruffles had had a plan when she left. She wouldn’t go anywhere that she hadn’t been before or anywhere that she considered dangerous. Hell, she’d warned us away from the cave.

      Ares rested his chin on my shoulder and clutched me tightly, claws digging into my flesh. “If she’s not back by tonight, we can go look for her. But … everyone in our pack already knows who she is. They’ll return her if they think she’s lost.”

      “Everyone already knows who Ruffles is … but not me?” I asked, crossing my arms and tapping my foot.

      Ares and Ruffles went out so much together that it was, as if Ruffles was his damn mate sometimes.

      “Of course they know who you are. The Luna Ceremony is to introduce you officially.” He roughly grasped my jaw in his hand and pulled me closer to him. “There are far too many warriors in this pack who’d die to take you away from me. When they see my mark on your neck during the Luna Ceremony, they’ll know not to even think about touching what’s mine. And if they do, my teeth will be in their fucking necks as I rip out their throats.”

      Pressing my thighs together, I sucked in a deep breath and tried to calm my wolf.

      Exhibit A as to why Ares was the biggest tease.

      After a few moments, he shrugged. “Ruffles, on the other hand, can be a ho.”

      I nearly snorted and handed him back his pancakes, so they wouldn’t tip over on the bed if he decided to push me onto it and break his promise of waiting until the Luna Ceremony to fuck me again. “If she’s not back by five, then we’re going to go look for her. But now”—I placed my hands on his sweaty chest and pushed him out of the room—“we have an alpha meeting to attend.”

      Unable to defeat thousands upon thousands of hounds ourselves, Ares had called a meeting with fourteen of the strongest packs in the region. It had definitely been short notice, but this issue was bigger than us. We needed other warriors and packs on our side for this problem. Hell, we probably needed a god or two on our side to conquer those soulless monstrosities.

      After we dressed, I walked downstairs to the meeting room and hopped into one of the oh-so-comfy black office chairs, spinning from side to side.

      “You’re wearing my shirt in the meeting?” Ares asked me, eyeing The Flaming Chariot shirt.

      “Would you rather I take it off and be naked?” I asked, knowing that it would get on his nerves. For good measure, I added, “In front of all the other alphas?”

      A guttural growl rumbled from his throat. He clenched his jaw, eyes intensifying into golden suns. The aggressive and quick-tempered Ares was back—my favorite parts of him. They might not be the most attractive features to the average person, but they made Ares himself.

      “Don’t push me, Aurora,” he said through elongated canines.

      I sauntered around the empty meeting room, drawing my finger down the brown table and then across Ares’s shoulders. “And if I do?” I asked, trailing my fingers down the center of his chest, down his abdomen, down the front of his pants before grabbing his cock inside his jeans. “What’s the big, bad alpha going to do to me?”

      From the meeting room, I listened to the rustling down the hall. Knowing that I only had a couple moments before the other alphas came into the room, I stroked his hardening cock and smirked against his neck. Ares definitely wouldn’t be able to last until the Luna Ceremony.

      He loved savage, rough fucking.

      Wrapping a large, callous hand around my throat, he pulled me closer until our lips nearly touched. “You don’t want to know how I’d wreck your little pussy, Kitten.” He growled again, this time lower, “I’ll leave you a sopping mess under the table if you try anything during this meeting.”

      Just before the other alphas came into the room, Ares pushed me away and smoothed out his jeans, which had the biggest damn imprint of his cock. I swallowed hard, sat, and pressed my thighs together, hoping to hide my arousal from the other men and women as they piled into the room.

      Alpha Vulcan and Alpha Minerva from nearby packs walked into the room, followed by their betas and strongest warriors. Skilled in the craft of weapon creation, Vulcan stood stoically, nearly six feet tall with dark red hair and bronze skin. By his side, Minerva—one of the few female alphas in Sanguine Wilds—pursed her lips and softened her brown eyes at me.

      They smiled at me—the lovely mate of the most ruthless man in all of Sanguine Wilds—which earned them a growl from Ares. I smiled back just to be nice, and Ares cut his eyes to me, large canines dripping with saliva emerging from under his lips.

      “I decided to go braless today,” I teased through the mind link and winked at him. I hopped up from my seat, let Ares watch my nipples harden against my shirt, and squeezed his shoulder. “I’m going to go see where Elijah is.”

      After walking into the hallway, I passed three more alphas and hurried to the front door to scan the woods for Elijah. I expected more alphas to come but didn’t see any in the woods. Not even five minutes after the meeting began. It looked like five alphas were the only ones to respond—or the only ones to take this threat seriously.

      Ten minutes later, with disheveled hair and tired eyes, Elijah ran to me from deep in the woods. He shifted from a dark brown, almost-black wolf into his human. “Sorry I’m late. I was up all night.” He ran a hand across his face and stepped in through the back door. “I haven’t been able to sleep.”

      I handed him clothes and glanced out the door. “Did you see anyone else on your way here?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Not even half the alphas we’d invited showed up.”

      Elijah pressed his lips together. “That’s what happens when you tear up the entire world to find the stone. Nobody trusts Ares not to hurt them. Maybe at one point, they would’ve shown up to show their support. Not now.”

      I groaned internally at Ares’s past. I had a mess to clean up, and I needed to restore peace quickly because these hounds weren’t a joke. A war was approaching faster than I’d originally thought it would.

      Before Elijah could walk toward the meeting room, I caught his slender wrist. “Before we go in”—I gnawed on the inside of my cheek and teetered from foot to foot—“I want to talk about the stone. You’ll still put it in Charolette, right?”

      He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I heard that she didn’t want it.”

      “She doesn’t, yet.” I had tried all week to get her to agree to the surgery. Even after everything that Ares had done to find the stone for her, she didn’t want it. I swallowed hard, knowing that the worst was coming for her. “I’ll convince her. I just want to be sure that you can.”

      “You know …” He lowered his voice, the hallway light glimmering off his sweaty, dark skin. “You know that you can always use the stone. Nobody will judge you for wanting to use the stone that kept your brother alive, so you can shift easily. If you do, you’ll always have a part of him with you.”

      The thought had crossed my mind more than once this past week. A piece of Jeremy … it was the only thing I had left of him. But I couldn’t accept it. I wanted it more than anything, but I had survived as a cripple for over a decade; I could survive longer. But without the stone, Charolette wouldn’t survive the next few years, never mind the rest of her life.

      “No. I can’t do that to Ares. He hurts too much already.”

      “Look, all I’m saying is that if you use that stone, you’ll be stronger than Ares. This war with the hounds means life or death for so many of us, and you might be the only one who can stop it. Jeremy said they’re after you for divine revenge. You shouldn’t go into battle without being as strong as you can be, especially if they want to kill you. With the stone, you’d be smarter and stronger—a deadly combination.”

      At the thought, I sucked in a breath. Me? Stopping a war this huge? No way. I just couldn’t.

      “Just think about it,” he said. Then, he walked down the hallway toward the meeting room, leaving me with one notion that even I had considered before …

      If I used the stone on myself, I wouldn’t just be stronger. I would be alpha-strong, maybe even as strong as a divine.

      “Elijah!” I called before he could disappear into the meeting room. I hurried down the hallway and frowned up at the dark circles under his dull eyes. It broke my heart. “I’m sorry that I didn’t ask you before, but … are you okay?”

      Jeremy’s death had broken him the first time, but experiencing it for a second time must’ve been hell. Seeing his fated mate alive after over a decade of believing he had left this world for good, and then, in the same moment, watching him die again … that pain had to be so much worse than how I’d felt about killing my brother. That pain scarred for decades, centuries maybe.

      Elijah pressed his lips together in a weak attempt to stay strong, and then his chin quivered. “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “It’s just hard sometimes, Roar. Really hard.” He sighed, shoulders slumping forward. “Every time I close my eyes, I see his face. I see every moment we spent together, every time he smiled at me. I think about what our lives could’ve been like if … if he hadn’t died. I wanted to spend every waking moment with him. But that’s just a distant dream now.”

      “If you ever need to talk to someone, we can always get smoothies at Pink Moon Tavern, share stories of Jeremy, celebrate his life.” My lips curved down further, and I inhaled deeply. “Don’t be a stranger, Elijah. You know, Jeremy would have appreciated if we celebrated his life rather than grieved over his death.”

      After a moment of silence, he nodded. “I would like that. Every Sunday, like we used to.”

      Suddenly, the door opened. Ares glared down at us with his jaw tight and his golden eyes fixed on my proximity to Elijah. I ushered Elijah into the room and followed after him, plopping down in the seat across from Ares.

      For someone who didn’t want to fuck me, he sure had been tense lately.

      “Anyone else?” Ares asked through the mind link.

      “No,” I said, the word so utterly heartbreaking as I thought it.

      I completely understood the reason the other alphas didn’t attend, but this problem was so much bigger than Ares. Yet if I were an alpha and Ares had invited me over to chat about hounds, I would have declined too. Ares had the worst reputation around Sanguine Wilds. The news and gossip made him out to be a monster.

      Sinking in my seat, I listened to the terrible thoughts racing through Ares’s mind. Some were from Ares himself, thinking about how stupid those alphas were for not showing up, but others were from Mars, scolding Ares for losing control on every pack they had fought.

      But as if it didn’t affect him, Ares went on with the meeting. He had a bad habit of holding things inside of him until he broke into a thousand tiny silver pieces. I feared that one day, he’d lose his battle to the haunting thoughts and do something unspeakable.

      “What about the stone?” Alpha Vulcan asked.

      It seemed that the alphas were more interested in the stone than with the hounds.

      Elijah and I tensed. While Ares wouldn’t allow anything to happen to me, telling other people that we had the stone was beyond dangerous. Who knew if they would sell us out to the hounds or attempt to steal the stone from me or Charolette?

      “You’ve found it, I suppose,” Vulcan continued, strumming his claws on the wooden table. “If you hadn’t, you would still be out there, trying to rip each pack piece to piece.” He stared pointedly at Ares. “So, where is it?”

      The words didn’t faze Ares, and this was the first time I’d really seen him doing alpha business. Not tearing apart packs. Not being the violent man everyone thought he was. A calmer, more collected, still don’t give a single fuck Ares.

      “Yes, we have it,” Ares said. And then he carried on as if he hadn’t noticed the entire room tense when he admitted to hoarding the divine-like sphere somewhere. “We have bigger problems than the stone. We have undead hounds who are⁠—”

      “How do we know you have the stone?” Alpha Minerva asked, drawing her fingertip against her golden ring shaped like an owl. “And how do we know that we can trust you? How are we supposed to trust a man who can’t control his temper in war?”

      Ares slammed his palms down on the table and growled, “We are not talking about me.”

      From the frustration radiating off of him, I could tell that he was about to break, about to show them that they should be afraid of him and that they shouldn’t trust him so blindly. And I didn’t blame him for becoming irritated either. We had an enormous problem on our hands that nobody seemed to be taking seriously.

      I stood up from my seat and grazed my fingers across his shoulder. It was dangerous to say and dangerous to do, but if I wanted everyone to trust what Ares said, I had to tell them everything. We had a forest, a pack, and a species to protect from this divine war.

      “I have the stone,” I admitted.

      Everyone quieted down. The alphas’ eyes glazed over to chat to their betas through their own personal mind links. Elijah’s eyes widened, and he shook his head, telling me to be quiet. But I couldn’t.
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