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      Uniting the Pack brings together two natural leaders. Lance helps Trixie overcome the traumas she has endured, while Trixie brings out Lance’s strength and leadership. Their union is exactly what both packs need, and their happily-ever-after is one that both wolf shifters deserve.
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          TRIXIE

        

      

    

    
      Walker Bar and Grill—the black, wooden letters stood strangely untouched above the splintered front door. Sections of sharp glass spiked along the frame of the shattered window. The dark-shingled roof and brick foundation were left intact. Our restaurant had fared better than most of the buildings around it, likely due to the strength of brick. I guess the three little pigs were on to something.

      No one walked through the doorway to buy lunch. There was no laughter from customers within. No sound of cars driving through the streets. Ellistown was a ghost town, a shell of the place where I had grown up. Even the scent of the air on the street was wrong.

      At this time of day, there should have been the smell of freshly baked cookies wafting from Mrs. Earnstein’s house a block over. There should have been perfumes and perspiration, humans and wolves, car exhaust and life. The greasy scent of burgers searing on the stove and mozzarella sticks soaking in the deep fryer should have hit me as I had approached the grill.

      But there was nothing. None of the familiar signs of normal life remained, only the scents of ash, destruction, desperation, and bear.

      With a tap of my boot, the shredded door to the building that had once been Stratton’s and my restaurant creaked open. It had taken me a week to gather the strength to return to this place; the knot in my core tightened as I stepped inside.

      Someone was here, but I wasn’t surprised. A heart beat in the kitchen, accompanied by the scent and sniffle that had become as natural to me as the sounds of my own breathing. With a flip of the switch, the dangling fluorescent lights flickered and buzzed before lighting the room.

      Walnut chairs and round tables lay cracked and broken across the dirty hardwood floor, upside down and on their sides, far from where they belonged. Glass shelves along the wall behind the dark-stained bar sat empty of their liquor bottles. It was no surprise that looters would choose the town’s only bar as a target, but knowing this didn’t make it any easier to walk into. If Stratton had seen his pride and joy in such disarray, he would have snapped.

      But he would never see the grill or anything else again. Pain stabbed in my middle.

      Glass from the shattered window crunched beneath my boots as I walked across the hardwood to the space that had been mine. The kitchen was in worse condition than the seating area, or maybe it only felt that way because it meant more to me. White ceramic shards lay scattered across the floor—chunks of plates, handles of mugs. Some cabinet doors hung open, others dangled from broken hinges. The place had been ransacked. If they had taken all of the food, I would have nothing to feed the refugees.

      The she-wolf I had expected sat on the floor by the open fridge.

      “Hello, Mara,” I said.

      She didn’t answer.

      Seeing my sister-in-law balled up and crying in the same light blue dress she had worn during those two weeks of hell was just another reminder of everything that had happened. A reminder I didn’t need.

      I reached past Mara and cracked the heavy fridge door a few inches further, though I knew it was hopeless. No surprise, it was empty. The bears would have to bring supplies in or I was going to have to try asking for assistance from the next town over.

      I shut the door gently, treating the appliance the way it deserved. Maybe the place could be salvaged, but without Stratton it didn’t matter. My mate, my partner, my best friend was gone.

      Mara whimpered and leaned into my leg. Her frail, bony shoulder trembled against my calf. I looked down at my brother’s mate, the girl with the golden hair I had once envied. She had been beautiful and thin, before Troy had tossed her away. Now she was little more than skin and bones, a sight that tore at the hole inside of me. She should have been with the other she-wolves from that cell, staying at the inn where the bear watched over them. But she came here to me.

      “Mara.” I spoke softly and touched the top of her yellow hair.

      She looked up at me with her big, brown, sunken eyes.

      “Let’s get you into some real clothes.” I offered my hand, and she accepted.

      After she stood, Mara squeezed my hand and didn’t let go. I led her from the grill through the quiet streets, back to the house Stratton and I had shared. It was only a block away.

      Each time I returned to this place, the hole inside me ached. The Larsons’ house next door was blackened from a fire that had scorched the grass in their yard and ours. Their roof had caved in and their door was broken down. I hadn’t yet heard what happened to them, and figured I may not ever. I wasn’t sure if it was fortunate that the fire had stopped in my yard or not. If the house had burned, I wouldn’t have had to go back inside.

      Squeezing Mara’s hand as fiercely as she clung to mine, I led us through the hole where the wooden siding had been removed. We used to keep the door locked, but I no longer had a key and the gaping hole made it pointless. The missing wall opened to what had been my favorite room. Now it was only the open, filthy entry to the section of the house I still used. My boots clicked across the dirt-covered kitchen floor, leaving tracks in the fallen ash. Barefoot, Mara stepped silently beside me, her toes blackening from the floor beneath.

      I pulled the sheet that acted as my door to the side, and we walked into the living room, hand in hand. Mara sat on the sofa while I lit a fire. Four hours of sunlight remained, but we would need the warmth during the harsh night ahead.

      With arms crossed, Mara sat shivering as she stared into the growing flames. The sleeveless, baby blue dress hung from her bones, offering little protection from the icy bite of the November air. She needed more clothing, and I needed that dress gone.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I entered through the bedroom door. The drawers of my dresser were still open from the last time I had entered. I scooped an armful of options for Mara, then turned back toward the door. Just a few steps farther and I could breathe. Just a few steps and I could shut the door behind me. I willed myself forward, but my feet wouldn’t budge. If I had taken out more clothes last time, I wouldn’t have had to come in this room again, but I hadn’t. I had only taken what I needed.

      After exhaling the breath I held, his scent filled my nose. I looked at his pillow, creased where his head had lain. The blankets were still bunched at the bottom of the mattress where we had thrown them after the screams of our town had woken us. I embraced the scent that I had been avoiding, the unique blend of sandalwood, oak moss, and leather.

      The hole inside threatened to consume me. It was hard to remember the time before Stratton was a part of my life, and now he was gone. I considered climbing under the covers and sleeping on his pillow, just to be close to the man who had always been there for me. But it hurt too much. Instead I grabbed his black baseball hat from his dresser and shut the door behind me.

      Arms full of clothes, I rested against the bedroom door. I steeled myself for helping Mara. Shoving thoughts of what I had lost back into the knot I held in my middle, I dropped the clothes next to Mara on the sofa. Her big, brown eyes followed my movement.

      “You can take whatever you want,” I offered.

      Mara looked down at the pile beside her and pulled out a pair of boot-cut jeans and a thick, gray sweater. She stood and dropped the blue, tulle dress to the floor. She was even thinner than I had thought. Ribs showed through her chest and hip bones protruded from her sides. She slid on the clothes she had picked. They hung off of her body, worse than they did on mine, but regular clothes no matter how many sizes too big made her look more like a person and less like an emaciated doll. I smiled at the accomplishment. Mara met my gaze, then wrapped her arms around my neck. As I hugged her back, I felt a little less broken inside. At least we had each other.

      Mara reached down and grabbed the puffy, blue dress in her arms, then shoved it into the burning fire. The synthetic fibers fumed and filled the room with an unnatural stench, but I couldn’t help but smile. I ran to the corner of the room and pulled my matching pink dress from under the blanket I had used to hide it, and threw it in the flames with Mara’s.

      Mara took my hand and we watched dancing flames engulf the hideous fabric evidence of the trauma we had endured.
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          LANCE

        

      

    

    
      Greedy eyes followed me as I strolled between tables and checked on customers. I should have known better than to touch Callie. Only go for women when you both want the same thing. But she desired to be claimed by the next alpha, and I wasn’t looking for a mate. When Cole was next in line, she had been all over him, and after news had spread that he had mated a human, Callie had moved on to me.

      Usually I had enough sense to avoid trouble.

      Laughter stood out amongst the sounds of drinking and chatter; the bachelorette party was well underway. The maid of honor had called ahead to reserve a table for her and the other nine women she had brought along from the lodge. I waited until they were settled into the large booth before approaching. They were already a little tipsy.

      “Good evening, ladies, I’m Lance Tenbrook,” I said, gifting them my smoothest smile.

      “Hey there, handsome,” said the busty brunette with the words ‘Maid of Honor’ stretched across her chest.

      “Having a nice evening?” I asked.

      “This is great,” said the one wearing a crown and a shirt that read ‘Bride’ in a curvy script. “So many burly guys. It’s like, so rural here.”

      “Maybe we can get a lumberjack stripper,” a small redhead giggled to the girl beside her.

      “I’d like to offer a round of champagne for the party. Thank you for making Sawtooth Den your choice to host your celebration,” I said.

      “Woohoo!” another girl cried, and laughter filled the air.

      I turned back toward the bar.

      “Wait.” The maid of honor grabbed my wrists with a sweaty palm, and I met her glazed eyes. “Come back to my room with me, over at Sawtooth Lodge. Or if there’s someplace closer that we could get some privacy…”

      She stroked my arm with her soft fingertips.

      It wasn’t a bad offer. She accentuated her hourglass figure with a short jean skirt, cut off just below her round ass. Her white v-neck showed the lacy detail of the hot pink bra beneath and exposed smooth, rounded handfuls of ivory breasts.

      But I needed to work, and I wasn’t interested in causing any trouble with Callie’s hawk eyes glued to my back.

      I bent down and whispered in her ear, “I’d love to, but your friend looks like she needs you tonight.”

      She looked back at the bride-to-be, who had her hand on the ass of a tall man who looked a lot more sober than she did.

      I walked over to the bar to order their drinks.

      The small blonde behind the counter smiled as she worked the men at the bar, swaying her hips and leaning forward to listen to their empty speech. Amy earned her tips and kept everyone happy, and kept the money coming in. She was reliable, and I knew we were lucky to have her.

      “Amy,” I said, “Can you get a bottle of champagne and glasses for the ladies at the round table?”

      “Yep,” Amy answered, and her pigtails bounced as she got to it.

      I looked over at Harkins, who leaned against the wall watching every move she made. Poor sap had it bad. I reached over the bar and grabbed two longnecks, uncapped them, then headed over to the stout enforcer.

      “Boss,” he nodded. Harkins watched the customers move around the room, eyes squinted and sharp, but avoided looking back at Amy.

      “You should just tell her,” I said, and handed him a beer.

      Harkins grimaced and groaned at me in response.

      “If you don’t make a move, someone else might,” I said, and sat on the stool next to the brooding enforcer.

      His brows lowered into a fierce scowl, highlighting the lines that ran down the right side of his face.

      “Hands off,” he growled.

      “Whoa, whoa, big guy. I didn’t mean me,” I said with a smile, holding my hands up in innocence.

      I pointed a finger across the bar to the small table with two brothers drinking beer. Both men sat stiff and square in their seats as they chatted.

      “What?” Harkins asked.

      “Wait for it.” A few moments later, Witt looked over at Amy, eyes lingering too long to be just a glance.

      Harkins groaned, then took a swig of beer and crossed his arms. “He can look wherever he wants.”

      “It’s more than a look,” I said. “Trust me. He’s been eyeing her since we went to Ellistown for Hailey. Cole’s mated, and Amy’s ready to move on; she’s available, but she won’t be forever.”

      Harkins looked down at the beer in his hand but didn’t speak.

      “It’s just an observation,” I said. “How are you feeling? You look well-healed.”

      “I’m better,” he answered. “It was rough, taking a second beating before fully healing from the first. I wish I could have stopped them.”

      “I know. Cole knows. You did your best, and Hailey’s fine.”

      “I know,” Harkins said. “What about you?” He turned his gaze up and met my eyes.

      “I’m fine. I survived the ordeal relatively unscathed,” I answered.

      “I mean,” he said, “Callie looks ready to pounce. You gonna mate her?”

      “No. God, no,” I replied. “I’m not ready to take a mate. I shouldn’t have encouraged her by giving her the time of day. But you’ve seen her.”

      The pictures she had left me flashed in my mind, the nude photographs taken inside my truck without my knowledge. She was lovely, but the photographs and the thong she’d left for me was taking things too far.

      We both took swigs of our beer and looked around the room at the busy bar. Shea and Callie carried drinks to full booths. People gathered around the pool tables, watching others play. The bachelorette party had ordered more rounds of fruity cocktails. Nights like this were great for the business. I wished Cole was here with me, running our father’s bar by my side, but he seemed to hate being here almost as much as he hated being handed the right to claim alpha.

      “People are talkin’ about you,” Harkins said.

      “I know,” I said.

      “They deserve an alpha,” he said.

      “They do,” I agreed, then went back to greeting customers and putting on a smile. Between regular business and the bachelorette party, the bar raked in a solid haul for the night.

      When it was time to lock up, Callie attacked.

      “Hey,” she purred, pressing her small body against my hip.

      “Hi, Callie. Good work tonight.”

      “Carrying drinks is easy. I’d be happy to show you what I’m best at.” She smiled up at me, pressing her perky breasts forward out of her low-cut shirt.

      “You have many talents,” I replied. “But I’m ready to call it a day. With Cole on his honeymoon, I have extra work to do in the morning. Maybe Reynolds or Witt would be up for a night out.”

      “Neither will be alpha. You know I only want you.” Callie looked up at me through thick eyelashes.

      It was the same look I had fallen for before, but I wasn’t willing to make that mistake again.

      “Plus, you’ve never even taken me to your house,” she said. “You took me to your brother’s and we’ve played at my place. Take me home with you.”

      I knew it wasn’t really about me. Callie made it clear that she was only interested in whoever held the best claim to be alpha. First she only had eyes for Cole, and now me. If Axel or Harkins had held the strongest claim, she wouldn’t waste time acknowledging my presence.

      “I’m not ready for a mate, Callie,” I said. “And I’m not interested in putting in a claim.”

      It was a half-truth, but the right thing to say. I wasn’t ready to put in a claim, to try to live up to my father’s memory. But supporting my pack, and being there when they needed me—that was something I wanted to do.

      “Well, not tonight, but I have a few moves that will make you beg for more. I’ll give you a lifetime of great sex.” She rubbed a hand up my chest, and I knew she could do as she promised. Callie could provide fun, but that was all. We had nothing in common and I didn’t enjoy her company enough when we had our clothes on to promise my life to her. “Did you get my gift?”

      “The pictures? Yes, I saw them. I left them in an envelope in your locker,” I said.

      “I know you liked them,” she said. “Why not keep them and think of me?”

      “You’re pretty and nice, Callie. But I don’t want to lead you on. I’m not claiming alpha, and I’m not taking a mate. I’m not interested.” I turned back to cleaning up from the busy night.

      She said nothing else, and I hoped this time she would listen. I didn’t want to be cold, but I had told her before that I wasn’t interested. Then she left me the pictures and panties. I hoped that wouldn’t be the case again.

      Harkins waited for Amy to go before heading out. I said goodnight to both as they left. I was last to go, and rode home in my truck.

      Just four blocks from work was the two-story Victorian I had grown up in. The light blue paint was the same shade my mother had chosen for the wooden siding when I was a child. It was the same hue as the apron she had worn when she used to bake me cookies. Windows around the block were dark, lights out due to the hour. I was the only one in the small town neighborhood arriving home from work at three in the morning. My father had done the same on the weekends when he had run Sawtooth Den.

      The sloped driveway ended at the front of the house. I parked in the same place I always did and stepped noiselessly across the stone sidewalk to the front door. Snow speckled the ground, and the moist, crisp air suggested more would soon fall.

      As I removed the keys from my jacket pocket, Sparky, the German Shepherd that lived next door, barked from inside the window of the Freedmans’ living room. I snarled back at him, and he went silent. The same thing every night. One of these days I’d remember to keep my keys in hand after I climbed out of the truck.

      After Sparky’s greeting, the street was peaceful. Golden beams of the streetlamps followed me to the door, but were left behind with the cold night air when I entered the house. I stepped into the warmth and blackness of my living room, where my eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness.

      Without delay, I ascended the stairs toward my waiting bedroom. Before entering, I looked down the hall to the lifeless, empty bedroom my parents had shared. I had packed up their belongings but couldn’t get myself to take over the master bedroom. The house was too quiet without them, though I knew I would have moved out if they had still been alive. Maybe Cole and I would have moved into an apartment together, but that never happened. I had inherited this house, and now the duty to take over as alpha. Cole didn’t want it, and I didn’t know how to fill our father’s shoes. John Tenbrook had balanced family, business, and pack. He had built friendships between Sawtooth Peaks and the surrounding territories, and was adored by all. Now the pack was just a shell of what it had been, and the relationships with surrounding pack leaders had died with him. I wanted to be the alpha my father had been, serve my pack and protect them. But John Tenbrook had cast a long shadow.

      I took in a deep breath and continued to my room. Before settling into bed for the night, I emptied my pockets and dropped my clothes in the hamper, then pulled on a fresh heathered t-shirt from the dresser. The soft fabric was cold against my bare chest, as were the sheets on my bed. I stared up at the exposed wooden beams on my bedroom ceiling and waited for sleep to take me. Before long I would need to get back up for work—another day of covering for my brother while he was away. Another day filled with people waiting for me to claim alpha.
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          TRIXIE

        

      

    

    
      Howls of pain echoed through the night. Destruction and cries surrounded me from every direction. Moonlight lit the town where the street lamps had gone out. Terrified people ran from their homes and their assailants as smoke billowed from rising flames on scattered buildings. I wanted to help them all, to save everyone. When I heard his voice, everything else faded into a blur.

      Weaving through the commotion, I raced toward the center of town, toward Stratton’s pained wails. A blend of smoke, blood, fear, and the scent of unfamiliar wolves filled my nostrils. Why was this happening? My heart raced as I bounded through the frantic crowd. Stratton, my mate, my best friend. I had to find him.

      One last cry and I knew I would never hear his voice again, but I had to reach him no matter the cost. My paws pounded the earth as I crossed the courtyard to the only building left lit by streetlights around the mayor’s mansion. A crowd of gray fur gathered on the front steps, snarling and tearing at something spread silently beneath them.

      His scent was clear above the rest—sandalwood, oak moss, and leather. I knew it was Stratton. I had to see him, do something to save him. Recklessly bounding into the group of wolves on the stairs, I sank my teeth into the thigh of the one closest to me. Metallic fluid hit my tongue, and the beast howled in pain. The group snapped toward me, leaving their prey in my sight. I looked at his motionless body, his tattered fur, his unblinking eyes. No.

      Cold earth pressed against my side, my head, and my vision blurred. A hole tore inside of me, as I tried to blink my eyes into focus to see him one last time. Sharp claws pierced my neck, tearing down over my shoulder, and a horrible voice filled my ears.

      You must be Beatrice. What a lovely prize to claim.

      Fingernails scraped down my shoulder, pulling the blanket from my back and trailing red lines down my furred skin. My eyes shot open and darted to the hands touching me. Pained moans escaped Mara as she lay next to me on the sofa bed, clenching her fists on my paw. I exhaled and pulled myself out of her crushing grasp, then shifted back to human form. Grabbing the first thing I could find, I threw on a sweater from the floor. The fire had burned out, leaving the room much too cold for human form.

      Mara moaned. Her face was lined from whatever nightmare had disturbed her sleep. Her fists balled in front of her, and I wished she had felt ready to shift to wolf form for the night. She would have slept better and stayed warmer. Then again, I might have woken to fangs tearing my flesh instead of dull fingernails scratching my skin.

      Climbing back to her side on the sofa bed, I pet her yellow hair in an attempt to gently wake her.

      “Mara,” I whispered. “Mara, you’re safe now. It’s just a dream.”

      “Hmmm.” The tension melted from her face and she rolled to her back, staring up at the ceiling.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey,” she replied.

      I smiled at the first word she had spoken since Troy had abandoned her in Dashiell’s prison.

      I would have asked how she had slept, but I knew the answer.

      “I need to go by the inn today,” I said. “I’ve been putting it off too long. You’re welcome to come, but I understand if you aren’t ready.”

      “I can’t go home,” she said, brown eyes wide.

      “I know,” I replied. With as hard as it was for me to come to this broken house and reminders of the mate I had lost, I knew it would be infinitely harder for Mara. Her mate was still alive, and reminders of him would be reminders of what he had done to her. “You can stay with me as long as you want.”

      The lines on Mara’s face faded and the tension in her shoulders lessened. She nodded in response to my words.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said, then slipped on my pants, boots, and button-down jacket.

      Mara sat on the edge of the sofa bed and watched me as I bundled up.

      “I’m just going to the kitchen,” I said, then walked through the sheet that acted as my door.

      As chilled as the air was in the living room, the kitchen was at least ten degrees colder. I kept my arms crossed tight against my chest to conserve warmth as my boots crunched on the slick floor beneath. A thin layer of white and clear crystals encased the dirt and boot print-covered tiles, shimmering in the morning sunlight.

      Careful of my footing, I tread slowly across the snow and ice. It would have been easier to cross in wolf form if I hadn’t needed to reach the cabinets.

      All of the fresh foods had spoiled, but I still had a few cans stashed. Cans of tuna and peaches in hand, I grabbed two forks and filled the tall thermos from a jug of water. Thank God we had prepared for winter blizzards with cans of food and gallons of bottled water.

      Mara sat exactly as I had left her, watching me as I reentered the room.

      “I brought breakfast,” I said, holding up the two cans as proof.

      Mara slumped against the back of the sofa. “I don’t know if I can eat.”

      I knew how she felt. It was difficult to move forward, hard to make myself eat. I hadn’t been hungry since Stratton died, and the lack of food while we were imprisoned in the mansion made every bite seem like too much.

      “You need to,” I replied, then picked up the can opener that sat on the bricks by the fireplace. I stuck a fork in each can and offered my sister-in-law the peaches first, knowing it was a dish she favored. The strong scent of the tuna made it harder to stomach, but I knew I needed to eat, so I did. After three peach slices, Mara put a hand over her tiny stomach and set the can down. Given her size and condition, I took three pieces as a victory.

      I offered Mara some water, then stood and put a backpack over my shoulders. Stratton’s black baseball cap sat by the empty fireplace. He couldn’t help me. I put his hat on anyway, hoping to borrow some of the courage that had made him such a strong pack leader.

      “I have another coat and bag you can use,” I offered to Mara, pointing to the pile of linens beside the bedroom door.

      “Thank you,” she replied, then put on the black wool coat. She looked like a child playing dress-up in her mother’s closet with my coat hanging off of her tiny frame. I knew I didn’t look much better.

      After Mara put on the backpack, we went out into the icy cold.

      She followed close behind me as we made our way down the street. Some houses were burned completely down, others looked mostly intact. Targeting abandoned buildings with easy entries, we entered the homes of neighbors who were long gone. We salvaged canned goods, clothing, and blankets until our bags were full of food and our arms were full of linens. After reaching our limit, I led Mara to Ellistown’s only guest quarters, the Come On Inn.

      Suppressing the instinct to run was difficult as the musky scent of bear filled the icy air. The Therion Tribunal should have sent wolves to stop Dashiell, and to assist in the aftermath of his reign of terror. I had yet to learn why we were sent bears. But they had removed the hostile wolves from town and had helped in gathering the humans and wolves that had needed assistance. Though all but one had left, their scent still lingered.

      I looked up at the snow-dusted inn. The one-story wooden building brimmed with the survivors of Dashiell’s invasion. Though it was a tragedy that so few remained, the choice to stay was a testament to the character of the humans who had chosen not to be relocated to another town. After learning the hard way about our world, most had moved under the Tribunal’s assistance and supervision. The humans who stayed were as resilient as wolves.

      Inside, the lobby was empty; no attendant waited at the desk. Mara shivered behind me, and I regretted taking her out in the cold. But the hot, dry air in the inn would soothe her better than the fire in my living room had.

      Following the hallway, we headed toward a deep voice and the scent of bear.

      “Yes,” the broad man said toward the wall. His shoulders were as wide as Mara’s and mine side by side. Short dark hair covered his head, and his plaid shirt was tucked into his jeans. A familiar scent—I knew this bear as the one who had led the others to our town, the one who knew Hailey’s mate. I held up a hand to let Mara know we should wait.

      A muffled voice spoke through the phone to the bear. She said something about eight days. I couldn’t quite make it out.

      He waited, then spoke again in an even, gravelly tone. “That’s not soon enough. There’s just not enough left unspoiled.”

      Another pause, then he said, “Okay,” and hung up the payphone. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen someone use one of those.

      The mountain of a man turned to us, and Mara grabbed my arm with her icy fingers. He wrinkled his nose as he studied our faces with cold, dark eyes—first me, then Mara. “Pink dress, and blue?” he asked.

      “Trixie Walker and Mara Lynch,” I answered.

      Mara moved behind me, partially shielding herself from his gaze.

      “Here to join the rest?” he asked, looking past me at my sister-in-law.

      “To visit,” I answered.

      “Can’t be good out there. Not much better here though, either. Come on, I’ll show you,” he said, then led us further down the hall.

      “Did any children stay?” I asked when we stopped at the end of the hall. There had been no children playing in the snowy streets, but I had to know for sure.

      “One family,” he answered. “The Moores. Woman and child survived. Do you know them?”

      Of course, the Moores. Wolves wouldn’t leave for fear, well most wouldn’t. I hadn’t thought wolves would cause this kind of destruction either, so I wasn’t sure what anyone would do or was capable of anymore. It was good to hear their family had survived. I set the bundle of linens in my arms down onto the floor and reached in my bag. There wasn’t a lot to give, but I wouldn’t see children starve if I could help it.

      “Did I hear there are no supplies coming for a week?” I asked.

      “You shouldn’t listen in on other people’s conversations,” he answered.

      “You were in the hall. You knew we were there. If you didn’t want me to hear you could have made your call in private.”

      He stared at me, then replied, “No supplies.”

      In order to prevent escape, Dashiell’s men had destroyed the only gas station in town, burned cars, and slit tires. It was efficient, as now we were stuck here without means to transport supplies in and out of town. Sawtooth Peaks and Greenville were close enough to run to as wolves, but too far to carry supplies as humans, especially in this weather.

      I pulled out a half-eaten jar of peanut butter from the backpack, a true prize under the circumstances. The protein in the small, plastic container could sustain a person long enough to wait out the delivery of supplies. “Please take this to Rosemary Moore,” I said, holding out the jar to the towering grizzly.

      “I could take you to her,” he answered, and lowered his brow as he stared at me.

      I shook my head. It was hard enough going to see the women I had shared a prison cell with. I couldn’t handle seeing Rosemary and Billy too. It was just too much.

      “Okay.” He took the jar in his massive fist, and knocked on one of the doors.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The grizzly nodded and walked away, and I picked up the pile of clothes I had placed by my feet. A moment later the door cracked enough for a short brunette to peek through.

      “Trixie,” she squealed. The door shut and a metallic clink told me she was unlocking the chain.

      Fleur swung the door inward, allowing us to enter. Thick brown hair hung in waves around her face. Her lips upturned in a smile that didn’t match her sad eyes. A white cotton bathrobe hung over her yellow tulle dress like a sweater. She should not have had to wear that dress after being rescued. I made it two steps in before Fleur wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “Trixie, it’s good to see you,” she said.

      “You too,” I replied, patting her gently on the back.

      Mara stood silently behind me, my shadow. I adjusted the linens I held and reached back, taking her hand, and meeting her wide, brown eyes with my determined green set. We needed strength, and I knew it had to come from me.

      “Together,” I whispered.

      “Together,” she replied, and squeezed my hand.

      Fleur and Anika watched us as we entered. Sierra, Viveca, and Annora didn’t seem to notice us. The room had only one bed, but the women had blankets spread across the floor. If I had to guess, the five had chosen to stay together rather than be separated to different rooms. All of the she-wolves who had been held by Dashiell were back in the same room. All but Mara and I still wore the equivalent of black and white striped jumpsuits, the rainbow of hideous tulle dresses.

      Mara followed my lead as I set down the clothes on the bed next to Anika, replacements for their prison garb. We upturned the backpacks, dropping cans of mandarin oranges, boxes of crackers and cereal, and even a bottle of champagne. If anyone could use a drink and positive distraction, it was the women I had been through hell with.

      Anika picked up a box of cereal and eyed the wine. “Thank you.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I had heard the nurse speak.

      “There’s more out there to collect. Most was pillaged or destroyed. But there is more. There are clothes here for all. I could use your help in gathering more for people who cannot help themselves. Some are humans, she-wolves, elderly, and even a child. Each stubborn to the last. But supplies aren’t coming in time. Ellistown needs your help,” I said, looking around the room at the women who needed me.
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