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      AURORA

      “Do you think you’d ever be able to tame the hounds?” a beautiful woman from my left said to me. Sunlight glinted in her dark eyes, and strands of her indigo hair blew gently into her sallow, cadaverous face.

      I lay back in a field filled with moonflowers and breathed in the fresh scent of dew on the leaves and grass, my mind buzzing with hundreds upon hundreds of thoughts about those charming wild animals.

      Taming the hounds? There was no such thing. Why would someone ever think that I could tame them as I was? Those beasts might love spending time with me, but they were wild animals and shouldn’t be tamed for war or violence. They should do as they pleased.

      But an unspoken war had been brewing, and I’d wanted to save them from it for so long now. I glanced over at the woman with indigo hair and smiled. She was the only person who knew how much those creatures loved me and my undying love for them.

      “Maybe one day,” I whispered.

      Maybe if I tried hard enough or loved hard enough, I might be able to tame those monsters. But I would never truly know because I didn’t belong in the depths of the underworld, where they lived during the darkest of nights. I belonged under the sun and moon, with my family in these woods.

      Sunlight flooded the field, flickering through the surrounding trees in the Sanguine Wilds and glistening against a couple of rogue wolves’ fur in the forest. My breath caught in my throat as they ambled through the woods toward me, their usual deadly and vicious expressions softening when their gazes landed on me.

      I sat up and watched the beasts with a flutter in my heart.

      The woman sat up beside me and smiled. “One day? All the wolves in the Sanguine Wilds love you. Why don’t you think they’d love you in the underworld too? They might be vicious creatures, but all they need is to be tamed. And the ones who pay you a visit in this world love you so much more than these rogues do.”

      Something in her voice didn’t sit right with me, but I trusted her—maybe a bit too much. “I’d rather not go to the underworld. My home is here. My life is here. My brother and sister are here, and so are these wolves.”

      The rogues hurried a bit faster toward me; the wind blowing through their thick fur. When they reached the edge of the forest, right before the moonflower field, they sprinted and leaped in my direction. Instead of shielding my face and rolling out of the way from their attack, I let them jump onto me and lick my face with their coarse tongues.

      One put his head in my lap, piercing golden eyes staring up at me. I rested my palm against his ratty fur and smoothed it out, loathing how knotty he had made it since the last time I had seen him. Rogues deserved more than this, so much more.

      “The wolves are your sister’s creation,” the woman said. “They worship her, not you. You should have a species of your own to tame and make them fight for you. You should have a species to call your own. Your bond with beasts and monsters is so great that sometimes, I mistake you for a goddess from the underworld.”

      “Not all wolves like me, Nyx,” I said, smiling down at the beast. “Just the broken ones.”

      I didn’t have any problem with my sister having the wolves as hers. I just gave the rogues a little extra love because that was what they deserved. They hadn’t asked for a lonely life, but that was what they had been given by their peers, and I understood how hard it was to be alone.

      “Fine.” Nyx pursed her lips and stared down at the moonflowers … angrily.

      I didn’t know what I’d said to make her so furious. She knew that I would never leave this world to live with those awful gods in the underworld.

      “So, how’s Ares?”

      “Ares?” I asked, brow furrowed.

      Something about this suddenly didn’t seem right, and I realized I didn’t really know who this woman was or why she was asking about Ares. He was the one person who could bring me back to reality, the one person who should never be asked about by a random woman with indigo hair.

      “Don’t play dumb. Ares, as in your secret lover?”

      My heart raced, and I glanced around the field, trying to find any trace of Ares’s scent or to find him watching me the way he always did to make sure I was okay, but he was nowhere to be seen. I was alone out here with someone I suddenly didn’t recognize, someone those gods had warned me about.

      “Why’re you freaking out?” Nyx asked, grasping my hand. Her touch was so cold and chilling that I recoiled. She moved closer, the sun dancing in her eyes like a single spark of hope. But her irises were so dark they nearly consumed all light. “Are you okay?”

      The wolves around me cuddled closer, and I found myself taking a huge breath of fresh morning air. I relaxed further against the wolves, memories that I knew I had never experienced with Ares rushing through my mind. This wasn’t my life; I was sure that this wasn’t real.

      It could be a figment of my imagination or a memory that I’d sort of … unlocked from whoever the hell had had this stone inside of them before me. That was the only way that this could be, right? Unless … this was all a dream.

      A flaming chariot led by horses with wings on fire flew through the air. A man leaning over the edge smiled down at me and waved.

      “Dawn.” He nodded to me and then let his gaze linger a bit too long on the beautiful woman beside me. “Nyx.”

      “Morning, Helios,” Nyx said, a slight smile curling on her face.

      Helios landed his golden chariot in the clearing on the edge of the field and hopped out of it, running his fingers across the horses’ silky coat without burning himself with their raging fire. “You stayed?” Helios said to Nyx, one brow raised slightly. “You said you were leaving.”

      “I wanted to talk to my best friend,” Nyx said, gaze playfully narrowing.

      Best friend? Nyx is my best friend?

      “You guys saw each other last night?” I asked, staring between her and him.

      They both looked surprised, as if I should’ve already known that they were together. It was obvious in the way that they interacted, their light and darkness clashing and bouncing off each other.

      Helios narrowed his gaze at me, eyes intense, as if he was scolding me. “No,” he said, but his eyes said otherwise. He walked closer to me, making the rogue in my lap stand over me in a protective manner, and then he lowered his voice. “You know not to say it out loud.”

      It was a secret.

      What other secrets did I have? What secrets was I supposed to keep? Did gods keep secrets? Was I talking to gods themselves? Who even was I, and what was I doing here? Where was my Ares? Why wasn’t he here, watching me closely, like he always did?

      I needed him right now.

      “Ares?” I asked, unable to hold myself back from saying his name. “Where’s Ares?”

      I had so many damn questions that neither of these people could answer. Had I lived for thousands of years? And who the hell was Nyx? I had never seen her before, but I felt such a connection with her.

      Helios’s horses neighed loudly, as if they were ready to leave.

      Helios hopped back into his chariot and grabbed the reins. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I have to go fly across the sky.”

      The chariot lifted into the air, the wind from the horses’ wings flapping and making the rogues’ fur sway in the breeze.

      Nyx stood. “I have to go too, back to the underworld. If I’m gone for too long, my brother, Erebus, will come looking for me,” she said. “Then, he’ll start asking questions.” She looked up at the sun and squinted. “And I can’t have him asking questions about my whereabouts or about your brother.”

      When they both ran off, I lay back in the meadow again, my gaze shifting between Helios in his flaming chariot and the moon fading in the sunlight. More rogues walked out from the forest, lying around me—one with his snout in the crook of my arm, another with his paw on my thigh. I stroked the rogues’ fur, my fingers curling into it.

      “One day, I will tame the hounds,” I found myself saying. “One day, I’ll save them.”

      

      I woke up in my mother’s old king-size bed, with my chest heaving up and down, and a thick layer of sweat rolling down my back. My stomach twisted into knots, and I felt both disturbed and startled at the mere memory.

      Because that dream had felt real.

      It wasn’t something my mind could have fabricated unless my pregnant ass had some weird fantasies or something. Though I was almost sure that this hadn’t been just a dream, and it was beyond odd, looking into intimate memories that weren’t my own, but feeling as if they were.

      Something about them made me smile yet recoil in horror.

      Everything had seemed a bit too fine in that world—wherever or whenever it was. Nyx, the goddess who wanted to kill me now, was my best friend. She and Helios were hooking up. Helios was somehow my … brother. And Nyx had desperately wanted me to live in the underworld with her for some reason.

      Orange sunlight flooded in through the thin, sheer curtains. Ruffles shifted on my stomach, curling around my growing baby bump and resting her head right over my navel, like she was listening to the baby inside.

      “Meow,” she purred, voice chirpy.

      “Can you hear my baby?” I whispered down at her, careful not to wake a sleeping Ares.

      “Meow.”

      “I know.” I stroked Ruffles’s gray fur like I had stroked those rogues in my dream, my fingers remembering how knotty and unkempt their fur had been in my palms and how calm their mere presence had made me. “She’s growing quickly.”

      “Meow.”

      I ran my other hand over my bump. While humans tended to have their babies within a nine-month period, werewolves had their babies in three months, which meant that our baby would be here sooner rather than later, and we were not prepared in the slightest.

      My bump was still small enough that it could be hidden with the right kind of dress. It’d probably stay that way until about a week before the baby was supposed to be born—at least, that was how Mom had told me her pregnancy was with Jeremy.

      Wanting to forget about her and my dream, I slipped out of bed. “Come on, Ruffles. Let’s do our morning routine before Ares wakes up. You still remember it from when we used to live here, right?”

      Ruffles licked my nose with her rough tongue and hopped off the bed, her pregnant belly nearly brushing against the ground as she headed toward the door for our morning stroll to the porch to watch nature at its finest. We tiptoed past my old room, where Marcel and Charolette were now staying, and walked down the creaky stairs to the porch.

      When I opened the front door, we both squinted our eyes at the blazing sun. I glanced up at the sky, wondering if Helios—that man from my dreams and the God from the hound fight a couple weeks ago—really was driving his golden chariot across the sky. But Helios was in the underworld, trapped and fighting for our lives.

      Shaking the thought away, I followed Ruffles to our rocking chairs on the porch. Instead of jumping on hers, she sprawled out in the sun, her little mouth pulled into a joyous smile. She rolled onto her back to sunbathe and chirped along with the birds.

      My lips curled into a small smile, and I glanced around the front yard, remembering the way that Jeremy used to chase me around, how we would play with all the pack pups all day long. One time, we had even come home with dirt and sticks in our hair before dinner.

      That day was the first time I’d heard Mom scold Jeremy, and I’d never forget it because Jeremy was always the prized and praised child. Sometimes, Mom treated me so badly that I couldn’t even fathom I was her child.

      She’d never treated Jeremy as poorly as she treated me.

      As I stared out into the desolate and quiet forest, I wondered if Mom would’ve treated me any differently if I’d had the power I did now. Would she have appreciated that I could shift? Would she have loved that I could heal not only myself but also other people? Or would she have used me for her own selfish desires?

      I balled my hands into fists, feeling both immense sorrow and pain firing through me. I would never fucking know the answers to those questions because like the majority of my old packmates, she was dead now.

      She’d never come back.

      And if Fenris somehow brought her back from the dead, I would relish in killing her hound body. Dad would hate me for it, but he wasn’t here either. They had both left me to die because I was nothing to them.

      Suddenly, to my left, a figure moved in the forest. Ruffles and I both sat up taller to get a better look, my heart racing at the thought of hounds. They hadn’t shown up in two long weeks, and every day, I feared that they would show up stronger and faster than before.

      “Ruffles,” I whispered, “if this is a hound, run back into that house and get Ares.”

      Ruffles stood on all fours, her teeth drawn and a growl rumbling from her throat.

      The figure moved between two trees and finally revealed himself to me, standing naked and suspended in time. I froze in the spot, my entire body tensing and an indescribable feeling shooting through my limbs.

      No, this can’t be. It really can’t be him, can it?

      “Kitten,” a distant voice drifted through the mindlink.

      “Mars …”
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      ARES

      “A baby, Ares?” Aurora asked, staring up at me with eyes a sea of soft pinks, oranges, and yellows—the true colors of the dawn that flooded across the Sanguine Wilds before the sunlight overwhelmed the forest and life awakened—but not the eye color of my Aurora. “You want to have a baby?”

      I wrapped my arms around her smaller waist, lifting her into the air and spinning her around, her long brown hair swinging. She tossed her head back and giggled, the sweet sounds getting lost in the wind.

      “Yes, I want a child with you,” I said against the column of her neck, kissing her. “It’s all I’ve wanted for the past thousand years.”

      When I finally placed her back down on the ground, she brushed her fingers through my hair and grinned. “Of course I want to have a baby with you,” she whispered, her gaze suddenly falling to the trees surrounding us, her forehead creasing. “But Hella … she’s after us.”

      “She doesn’t matter, Kitten,” I said. “I’ll protect you from her.”

      Aurora stepped away from me and shook her head. “We can’t, Ares.”

      Rogue wolves approached from all directions in the woods, surrounding Aurora and eventually sitting at her feet. She crouched down between them, running her slender fingers across their ratty fur and staring up at me.

      “We can’t let her control our lives forever,” I said, feeling the anger pool inside me.

      Mars had told me to ask Aurora about having a child without fury and rage building, and I had fucking tried. But that was who I was, and I couldn’t act like someone I wasn’t. Aurora was with me because I was the god of war and would protect her, no matter what.

      She needed to know I would do anything for her.

      “I would kill those gods with my own two hands if they came close to you or our baby.”

      “You can’t kill gods,” Aurora said, clenching her jaw. “They’ve tried to kill me so many times, Ares, if you don’t remember.” Suddenly, Aurora stood back up, her stare hardening into a menacing glare, and then she pulled down the front of her dress, enough for me to see the scars on her chest.

      Fifteen.

      At least.

      In various stages of healing, the pink scars lined her skin across her chest, gathering near her heart. Had Hella and Nyx already tried to kill her multiple times? Why hadn’t the scars healed yet? Were they permanently on her skin?

      “Do you remember these?” Aurora asked me with tears in her eyes. She brushed her fingers over a huge circular scar in the center of her chest. “This one was with Hella’s magic, only a couple moments after you left for war.”

      She moved to an inch-long scar toward the left that looked like it had been caused by an arrow. “This one was when I traveled with you to help fight in the war against the Trojans. You fought man after man while Hella pierced me with one of the Trojans’ arrows.”

      Then, her fingers grazed against the scar right over her heart. “And this … you must remember this one, Ares.”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded. “That was the wound I couldn’t protect you from.”

      A tear slid down Aurora’s cheek. She crouched back down in the pile of rogues and lay back, her head on one of their bellies and her frown quivering. “I don’t blame you for not being able to protect me. Hella was resourceful and used your spear against you, but … I …” She paused for a long time. “If we had a baby, we’d need to protect her, too. I might be able to survive a divine attack, but a baby wouldn’t.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, balling my hands into fists.

      I wasn’t fucking good enough to protect her. I’d fucking let Hella hurt her.

      It was my fault. My fucking fault.

      I wasn’t good enough or fast enough or strong enough.

      “I’m so sorry, Aurora.”

      “Aurora?” she asked, glaring up at me with wide, rageful eyes. “Who’s Aurora?”

      “You,” I whispered.

      “I’m not Aurora, Ares. I’m Dawn.”
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        * * *

      

      “Mars.” Aurora sat in a field of moonflowers with her hand resting on her swollen belly and glanced at me with those colorful eyes shifting between pink, orange, and yellow. “Come here. Feel our daughter kick.”

      Covered in the taste of war, I walked out from the woods and through the field. The flowers twinkled against my shins, creating a wave of light in the darkest of the night. A couple of rogue wolves sat by Aurora’s side, resting their snouts against her thighs. When I approached, they parted to make a path for me.

      I knelt by her side and ran my fingers across her stomach. Aurora placed her hand over mine and guided it toward the top of her belly; her flushed cheeks rounded. Our baby kicked my hand with her small feet, and I held back my tears.

      This was actually happening.

      We were really having a baby after thousands of years.

      “Did you feel that?” Aurora asked.

      “Our girl,” I whispered.

      “You know, we need to pick out a name,” she said, puckering her lips and wanting a kiss.

      After kissing her, I sat by her side and stared up at the stars decorating the night. “I’ve been thinking about a few. What about⁠—”

      Before I could get a word out, a branch snapped in the woods about a mile away. The rogues lifted their heads and stared in the southeast direction, baring their saliva-covered canines. I stood in front of Aurora with my head held high.

      I would do anything to protect Aurora and my baby.

      Anything.

      Shooting through the air, an arrow whizzed right by me, grazing me against the cheek and drawing blood. I growled at the forest, feeling the power swell through my body, and beckoned my inner beast.

      Anything for Aurora.

      Another arrow whizzed by, hitting me in the right bicep, and then another pierced through my right thigh.

      I narrowed my eyes, vision enhancing, and stared at Hella from across the forest, shooting arrows at us with that vile expression written all over her old, ugly face. Balling my hands into fists, I watched the last of her arrows shoot through the air, aimed at nothing other than Aurora’s swollen belly.

      Squeezing her eyes closed, Aurora screamed and held her arms over her stomach. I reached out at just the last moment and grabbed the arrow right in the air, millimeters before it made contact with her.

      Heart racing, I snapped the arrow into two pieces, grabbed my spear near the edge of the woods, aimed it at Hella, and launched it faster than I had ever thrown a spear. “Nobody hurts my family.”
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        * * *

      

      Two big pink, orange, and yellow eyes stared up at me, the colors dancing in the early morning sunlight. In the field of moonflowers, I lay on my back and held my daughter in the air above me, listening to a giggle escape her toothless mouth. Our baby gently grasped my thumb in her tiny palm and squeezed harder than any baby I had held.

      She would be stronger than both Aurora and me one day. I didn’t doubt it.

      While she babbled to me, a wad of spit dripped out of her mouth and landed with a splat on my cheek. A chuckle rolled through my chest, and she giggled, too, her eyes scrunching up the way Aurora’s did, and her little body rumbling.

      Rogue wolves walked out through the forest and into the field at the sound of her voice. One sat down beside us and stared up at me through wide black eyes, as if to ask if he could see her. I sat up and placed our baby on the ground beside him.

      She crawled over to him and collapsed against his fur, her head on his abdomen and her tiny fingers reaching out to touch his snout. He licked her fingers, and she let out another heartwarming giggle.

      I stared down at our girl, a warmth spreading throughout my chest.

      Thank the gods that Mars had convinced Aurora to have a child.

      This was the best damn thing to happen to me.

      Drawing her finger across his canine tooth, she grasped it in her hand and widened her colorful eyes, fascinated with him, just like her mother was. More rogues approached from the woods from the south, followed by Aurora.

      “Someone’s having fun,” she said, grinning at us with her long brown hair blowing in her face. She walked over and picked up our daughter, rocking her in her arms.

      Our baby wrapped her arms around Aurora’s shoulders and rested her head right over Aurora’s heart.

      I smiled at my two girls, nothing but pride and happiness rushing through me.

      These girls were my⁠—

      Suddenly, a spear—one of my old spears—flew through the air, spiraling toward Aurora. I shot up from the moonflower field and lunged at Aurora to push her out of the way, but the pike thrust through her heart and straight through our baby.

      Aurora collapsed almost immediately, her eyes wide and blood pouring out of her wound. I fell to my knees and shook my head from side to side.

      “No! No. No. No. No. No. No. No!” I shouted.

      “The baby,” Aurora said, voice hoarse. “Help the baby.”

      But our once-smiling baby girl was now … nothing but a corpse.

      “No!” I screamed, tears flowing down my cheeks. “No!”

      Aurora stared up at me through watery eyes, not moving any part of her body, not even her head enough to see our child lying dead in her arms. “How is she?” Aurora asked. “I can’t move. Is she okay?”

      Mars had easily protected Aurora and our child many times. Hella had attacked me once with my own spear, and I couldn’t fucking save my own family. I was a failure, a fucking failure as a father and as a mate.

      Aurora would never forgive me for this.

      I would fail to be a good father in every lifetime.

      “Ares,” Aurora said, “answer me.”

      After brushing some hair off her sweaty forehead, I sobbed. “She’s dead, Aurora. Dead.”
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      AURORA

      Mars hurried back through the forest, away from me and toward the lake, sneaking through the hidden cave that only I knew about, climbing around a small cliff, and moving his large frame between close rocks to come to a clearing at the lake.

      I squeezed my pregnant body between the rocks, desperate to follow and see him again.

      But the closer we approached the lake, the quicker his pace became. I pumped my legs faster to keep up and shielded my face with my hand, the reflection of the sparkling sun against the blue lake too bright.

      Tree bark, leaves, and twigs scraped against my legs, but I didn’t care. And neither did Ruffles because she was right by my side, following me every single step of the way to see Mars again.

      When I emerged through the shaggy, verdant trees, Mars stood at the base of the lake with his beautiful, crooked smile that always made my heart warm.

      “No matter where I am, I’ll forever be with you.”

      “Mars,” I whispered, taking another step toward him.

      “Forever yours, Kitten,” he said, brushing his fingers against my baby bump.

      And while I’d expected his touch to be warm, I couldn’t feel anything. I reached out for him, aching to hug him again, but my arms swiped right through his ghostly body. Little by little, Mars disappeared right in front of me, his body turning to dust, small particles drifting out over the water, so small that I couldn’t even grasp them in my hands.

      A hopeless cry escaped through my parted lips as I stared out into the nothingness in front of me, my stomach in knots and tears pouring down my cheeks. This was all just … a cruel joke my mind had played on me.

      I had been chasing a ghost. Mars was gone.

      “Meow,” Ruffles said beside me, rubbing against my legs.

      Defeat hollowed out my insides and crushed me to my very core.

      Needing someone, I picked her up, hugged her close to my chest, and walked away from the place I had met Mars. Ruffles rested her head on my shoulder and watched the lake disappear from her view.

      Once I finally made it back to the pack house, I placed Ruffles down and wiped my tears, refusing to let Ares see how broken not having Mars around had made me. Ares had spent all his life with Mars. I didn’t have a fraction of the pain he must be carrying.

      Stepping into the house with a fake smile on my face, I found Marcel and Charolette in the kitchen, making breakfast. Marcel stood behind Charolette, his arms around her waist, pulling her closer as she giggled and flipped a couple fluffy pancakes with a spatula.

      With his silver hair falling into his face, he buried his head into the crook of her neck and mumbled something into her ear. I smiled at them, my stomach doing flips at the thought of them finally being happy together, and decided not to interrupt their moment.

      “Aurora, no,” Ares said from our bedroom.

      I hurried toward the bedroom to check on Ares. Ever since Mars had died, nightmares had been plaguing every bit of his sleep. And I was terrified that if he didn’t talk to someone soon, they would seize control of him and force him to slip into the darkness again.

      Ares lay in our bed, squeezing his eyes closed and twisting his head from side to side. “No,” he mumbled in his sleep. A bead of sweat rolled down his neck and onto his white Sanguine Wilds T-shirt “Stop. No.”

      I furrowed my brows slightly and gently sat beside him, brushing some dark brown hair off his forehead. “Ares, wake up,” I whispered, my heart aching.

      Ruffles jumped onto my side of the bed and sashayed over to his face, licking his sweat off him.

      But he still didn’t calm down, so I nudged him again. “Ares, wake up.”

      “Goddess, stop,” he whispered. “Please, stop. I don’t want to see it again. I can’t see this again.” More sweat formed at the nape of his neck, his entire body violently trembling so hard that the headboard started banging against the wall. “Aurora … don’t touch Aurora.”

      Deciding that this wasn’t working, I straddled his waist and pinned my hands against his shoulders to stop him from freaking out. “Ares, stop,” I pleaded, desperate for him to stop it now. This was the third morning that I had to force him awake.

      And whenever I woke him and asked about his nightmares, he lied to me. He acted as if his dreams had been filled with moonflowers, the Moon Goddess, or his good memories about his mother. Nothing out of the ordinary, nothing making him so anxious during the day that he couldn’t focus.

      He was hiding the truth from me, and it hurt damn bad. But I knew that this was what Ares did. He had tried to hide the truth from Mars to protect him, and now, he was doing it with me too. Only this time, it was taking a toll on him because he lived in this nightmare twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

      Mars was gone.

      “Ares, wake up,” I whispered, placing my lips against his and trying hard to pull him awake, to give him some good, so his life wasn’t filled with unpleasant thoughts of losing his other half.

      I didn’t know what was truly going on between Mars and Ares, but I did know that mental illness couldn’t be fixed with just a kiss. It wasn’t a fairy tale; it was a hound rearing its ugly head, ready to tear someone apart any moment of any day—even in their dreams.

      Ares relaxed slightly yet still mumbled the word, “No,” over and over again.

      I grabbed one of his hands and placed it right over my bump, where our pup grew. Ares stirred slightly, his body relaxing against the mattress.

      When the corner of his lip curled into a smile and he slowly blinked his eyes open, I finally took a deep, relaxing breath. It had taken longer to wake him than it usually did.

      “Morning, Kitten.”

      I furrowed my brows. “Are you okay?”

      He wrapped his big, strong arms around my waist and pulled me to his chest, grinding his hips against mine until he got hard. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine, Ares,” I murmured.

      “Well then, make me fine.” He sucked my bottom lip between his teeth and grasped a fistful of my hair in his hand, pulling it backward until I was looking down at him. His hard cock glided against my thin shorts. “Come on, Kitten. I can smell your pretty, wet cunt.”

      He slid his hand down my backside, slapped my ass hard, and gripped it in his hand. All I could feel was the wetness pooling between my legs and the heat between my thighs.

      He rubbed his cock against my pussy and groaned against my lips. “Fuck …”

      Rolling us over, he wrapped his arms underneath my thighs and pressed his lips against his mark, sucking on the skin and making me moan. This was his way to keep me quiet, to shut me up so I wouldn’t ask about his nightmares.

      “Ares, we can’t.” I gently pushed on his chest. “We have … have people …”

      “People what, Kitten?” he murmured against me, his breath hot against the column of my throat. He placed sloppy kisses down my body, his hands sliding under my shirt and groping my breasts. “Hmm?”

      “Your therapist will be over soon,” I whispered.

      “She’s coming after breakfast.” He yanked down my shorts and underwear. “I want to be inside of you now.”

      He stuck two fingers into my pussy and dipped his head between my legs, spreading my folds, spitting on my clit, and flicking his tongue against it. I squirmed in his hold as he grazed his tongue over and over against my core in small, torturous circles, his fingers pumping in and out of me in a cruel, rhythmic motion.

      “Ares! Aurora!” Charolette shouted from the kitchen. “Breakfast is ready!”

      “We’ll be out in a minute,” Ares said back, not caring if she heard or not.

      I shifted under him, trying to displace all the pressure inside my core. It was building higher, pushing me closer and closer to the edge of coming undone underneath him.

      And while I wanted Ares to open up to me about what he’d been struggling with, this was sorta my way of dealing with everything going on around us too. I wanted to escape in the feeling of him, my mate.

      “It’ll get cold!” Charolette shouted again, her voice muffled through the closed door.

      Ares stared up at me, his dark brown eyes never leaving mine. He thrust his fingers deeper inside of me, in and out, quickly and ruthlessly. “I’m not finished ruining this pretty pussy of yours, Aurora. Tonight, I’m going to fuck you until you can’t walk, until your claws are digging into my back and leaving deep red marks, until your legs are trembling with nothing but pleasure.”

      I dug my nails into the bedsheets, slapped a hand over my mouth, and came all over his fingers, my legs shaking. My eyes rolled back, and I moaned into my palm, squirming up to the headboard and trying to make the intense pleasure rushing through me go away.

      Ares growled, slapped my bare pussy one last time, and tossed me my shorts. “Get dressed before she decides to barge into the room,” he said, standing up and adjusting his hardness in his gray sweatpants.

      When I shimmied back into my shorts, Ares stood back and glanced down at my growing bump. He moved closer to me, swallowed hard, and stretched his large hand across the bump, unusual uncertainty in his eyes.

      “That’s your pup inside me,” I whispered, hoping to make him smile.

      And while he did, the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

      I wrapped my arms around his shoulders. “I know that you’re nervous about how you’ll lead a pack or a family without Mars, but you’re going to be a great father, Ares. I know you will. You will succeed in every part of your life.”

      Usually, he’d give me a really alpha-hole reply, but today, he just forced another empty smile on his face and glanced down at my belly bump between us. He moved his fingers against it, my pup kicking his hand almost instinctively.

      “We should get breakfast before it gets cold,” he said.

      I curled my hand around his bicep, still thinking about his nightmares, and followed him through the large hallways to the kitchen. Charolette sat at the table, eating her pancakes with Marcel beside her, drawing his knuckles against hers in what looked to be a secret little touch.

      Ares sat across from her, brows furrowed slightly. “Where’d you get that bruise?”

      Charolette’s forearm was covered in a huge brown bruise.

      She pursed her lips. “That’s none of your business.”

      “It is my business, Charolette,” Ares said. “You’re my sister.”

      “Well, maybe I like rough sex,” Charolette huffed and turned back to her breakfast. “Mind your damn business. Nothing’s wrong.”

      When Ares growled at her and her mate, Marcel glanced at Ares and me.

      “She’s getting worse,” he said to us through the mind link, his eyes almost glazed over with tears. “It’s her cancer.”

      Ares stiffened beside me. I placed my hand on his shoulder and gently rubbed it, wondering if I’d be able to heal her with my newly found power I’d discovered when I healed Elijah. Hell, I didn’t even know the first thing about using it, but maybe Medusa could teach me how to use it for the better.

      Charolette was dying, and I couldn’t just sit back and watch the life drain from one of my best friends. Because if Charolette died too, I feared that I’d also lose Ares.
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