

    
        
          The Claws Of Union

        

        
        
          Melissa Meghan

        

        
          Published by Melissa Meghan, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE CLAWS OF UNION

    

    
      First edition. July 26, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Melissa Meghan.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231224296

    

    
    
      Written by Melissa Meghan.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Also By Melissa Meghan

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

[image: ]


I tear through the forest, paws pounding against the damp earth, moonlight flashing between branches overhead. The familiar scents of pine and moss fill my nostrils until...

I skid to a halt, claws digging into soil. My snout lifts, testing the air.

Wrong. Something's wrong.

The scent of man hangs too heavy in these woods, gunpowder, sweat, and fear. Too many heartbeats. Too many breaths.

A growl builds in my chest. My pack is far ahead, unaware. I throw my head back and release a long, mournful howl, a warning that echoes through the trees.

But the distance is too great. My pack can't hear me.

I launch forward, muscles burning as I push harder than before. Branches whip against my fur. The stench of humans grows stronger with each bound.

The trees thin ahead. My pack breaks from the forest edge just as the night explodes.

Muzzle flashes illuminate the darkness. The crack of muskets splits the air. Men in blue and gray uniforms materialize from the shadows, their battle cries mingling with screams of pain.

My pack has run straight into the middle of it all.

I burst from the treeline, a snarl tearing from my throat. Through the chaos, I see them, my family, my kin, caught in the deadly crossfire.

A silver-backed male drops first, his howl cut short by a spray of blood.

Then another. And another.

Bodies fall everywhere, wolves and men alike. Blue uniforms and gray collapse side by side, enemies united in death. The smell of blood overwhelms everything, metallic and thick.

The youngest of our pack, barely more than a pup, tries to dart back toward the safety of trees. A stray bullet catches her mid-leap.

I watch helplessly as my pack is cut down before me. The battle rages for mere minutes, but it stretches like hours. When the gunfire finally stutters to silence, the clearing has transformed into a graveyard of fur and flesh.

The few surviving soldiers stagger away, some dragging wounded comrades, others simply fleeing.

I stand frozen at the forest edge, my wolf form trembling with rage and grief.

I force the change, my bones cracking and shifting as fur recedes into skin. The pain of transformation is nothing compared to the agony tearing through my heart.

My bare feet sink into blood-soaked earth as I stumble forward. Steam rises from cooling bodies scattered across the moonlit clearing.

"No," I whisper, the word catching in my human throat. "No, no, no."

I fall to my knees beside Silver, our pack's strongest hunter. His massive form lies still, chest torn open by multiple shots. Next to him, young Emma, not even sixteen in human years. I touch her cooling face, brush matted fur from her eyes.

"I should have been faster," I choke out.

Tears blur my vision as I move between them, Thomas, Rebecca, the twins. Each face I've known since childhood. Each body now empty. Family bonds severed in seconds by men who don't even know what they've done.

Around them lie the blue and gray uniforms, their own blood mingling with ours. Their war, their hatred, their pointless killing has destroyed everything I love.

A soft whimper breaks through my grief.

I turn sharply, hope flaring painfully in my chest.

Movement beneath a fallen soldier, fingers stretching, skin replacing fur. Evelyn.

I rush to her, pulling the dead man's weight off her frail body. At sixty-three in human years, she's the oldest of our pack, our keeper of stories.

"Evelyn!" I cradle her head, wiping dirt from her wrinkled face. "Hold on, I'll..."

Her hand grips my wrist with surprising strength. "Mary," she rasps, blood bubbling at the corner of her mouth. "You must go."

"I'm not leaving you," I argue, already looking for something to stop the bleeding from the wound in her side.

"Listen to me." Her voice sharpens. "More will come. They always do. First battle brings second. Second brings third."

"We can hide, heal you..."

"No time." She coughs, her grip tightening. "Our pack is gone, child. But you..." Her eyes lock with mine, fierce even as the light in them dims. "You must live. Go from here. Live, child."

"Evelyn, please..."

"Promise me." Her fingers dig into my skin. "Promise me you'll go."

"I promise," I whisper, the words catching in my throat. "But let me help you first."

Evelyn's eyes soften as I tear strips from my dress, pressing them against the wound in her side. Blood soaks through immediately, dark and relentless.

"Always... stubborn," she murmurs, her breathing shallow. "Like your mother."

My hands shake as I work, desperate to stop the bleeding that won't slow. "Save your strength."

"Mary." Evelyn reaches up, touches my cheek with bloodstained fingers. "Some things cannot be fixed."

Tears spill down my face despite my efforts to hold them back. "Don't say that. I can carry you. We can..."

A sound breaks through my grief, metal scraping against metal. Subtle. Distant. But unmistakable.

My head snaps up, senses instantly alert. My eyes scan the battlefield, past the bodies of my pack, past the fallen soldiers.

Movement.

Twenty yards away, partially hidden behind a fallen tree, a Union soldier struggles to his knees. Blood stains his left shoulder, turning his blue uniform black in the moonlight. His face is young, too young for war, and twisted with fear as he fumbles with his musket.

I should run. I should transform and disappear into the forest.

But Evelyn lies bleeding beneath my hands.

The soldier's eyes meet mine across the distance. They widen with recognition, not of me specifically, but of what I am. A woman where no woman should be, naked, covered in blood, surrounded by dead wolves.

His hands stop shaking. He steadies the musket.

Run, a voice screams in my mind.

Kill him, growls another.

I hesitate, caught between human thought and wolf instinct, between flight and fight.

The soldier makes the decision for me. The musket rises. His finger squeezes the trigger.

The blast echoes through the clearing.

Fire erupts in my chest. The impact knocks me backward, away from Evelyn's body. I try to gasp but can't find air. My hands clutch at the wound, feeling hot blood pulse between my fingers.

I try to call the wolf, to let the change heal me, but the pain is too great, my concentration shattered.

Darkness edges my vision. Above me, tree branches sway against the night sky. Stars blur and shift.

Evelyn's face appears above mine, her expression peaceful now. "We'll run together soon, child."

Then nothing.
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Pain is the first thing I feel. Not sharp like the musket blast, but a deep, throbbing ache that pulses through my entire body with each heartbeat. My chest feels like it's been crushed beneath a fallen oak.

Light filters through my closed eyelids, soft, golden. Morning? Afternoon? How long have I been unconscious?

I grunt, trying to shift my weight. The movement sends lightning bolts of agony through my torso. My fingers twitch, searching for the wound.

A voice cuts through the haze. Female. Distant at first, like someone calling from across a river.

"...still..."

I try again to move, to open my eyes. Need to know where I am. Need to find Evelyn. Need to...

Hands press down firmly on my shoulders. The pressure ignites fresh pain, pulling a whimper from my throat.

"Lie still, damn you!" The voice sharpens, closer now. "You'll tear open your wounds, you dunce."

I want to fight, to push away these restraining hands. The wolf in me bristles at being held down. But my body betrays me, muscles refusing to obey, strength gone like morning mist.

"Where..." My voice emerges as a dry rasp, barely recognizable.

"Safe. Or as safe as anyone gets these days."

I force my eyes open, blinking against the intrusion of light. The world swims into focus slowly, wooden beams overhead, walls of rough-hewn logs. A cabin.

The woman leans over me, her face coming into view. Not Evelyn. This woman is younger, maybe fifty, with copper-colored hair streaked with gray and pulled back severely from a face weathered by sun and hardship. Her eyes are pale blue, sharp with intelligence and wariness.

"Who are you?" I manage to whisper.

"Someone who should've known better than to let my daughter bring a half-dead woman into my home." She adjusts something beneath my head, a pillow. "Especially one who took a musket ball to the chest."

Memory floods back, the battle, my pack, Evelyn bleeding out beneath my hands, the soldier with his musket.

"My pack," I croak. "I need to go back..."

"You're not going anywhere," she cuts me off. "Not unless you want to die after all the trouble we went through keeping you alive."

I give in, not out of choice but because my body simply can't fight back right now.

I track the older woman's movements with my ears. The rhythmic grinding of a mortar and pestle fills the silence between us. Something pungent and bitter permeates the air, yarrow, perhaps, mixed with something else I can't place. My wolf senses, dulled by pain and whatever tincture they've given me, still pick up the medicinal purpose behind the scent.

Footsteps approach from beyond the doorway, lighter than the older woman's, a different cadence. My muscles tense instinctively, drawing another bolt of pain across my chest.

"How is she?" A new voice, younger, gentler.

The grinding pauses. "Alive." The older woman's tone is matter-of-fact. "Stubborn as a mule, that one is."

The pestle resumes its work as the newcomer enters my field of vision. She's younger than the first woman, perhaps close to my own age, with light red hair that catches the sunlight streaming through the window. Freckles dust her face like autumn leaves scattered across pale ground. Her eyes, when they meet mine, hold kindness rather than suspicion.

"You're awake." Relief colors her voice. She moves closer, her steps careful as if approaching a wounded animal. Perhaps that's exactly what I am. "I wasn't sure you'd make it through the night."

I try to speak, but my throat feels like I've swallowed sand. The young woman notices, reaching for a cup of water on a nearby table.

"Here." She lifts my head gently, bringing the cup to my lips. The water is cool, sweet relief.

After I drink, she sets the cup aside and studies my face with professional interest. Her hands, I notice, bear the calluses of someone accustomed to work, but they're clean, nails trimmed short.

"I'm Margaret," she says, her voice steady and clear. "My mother and I have been tending to you since yesterday." She pauses, waiting. When I don't immediately respond, she adds, "And you are?"

I hesitate, calculating risks. These people saved my life, but habit makes me cautious. How much should I reveal? Where am I? How far from the clearing where my life shattered?

"Mary," I finally rasp, offering nothing more.

The older woman pauses her work, setting down the pestle with deliberate care. Her weathered face hardens as she turns toward me.

"Name's Katheryn." She wipes her hands on her apron, eyes never leaving mine. "Mind telling us just what happened to you? Found you in a field of bodies, man and mutt alike."

A growl rises in my throat before I can stop it. My pack, my family, reduced to "mutts" by this stranger. The sound seems to startle both women, Margaret's eyes widening slightly. I swallow hard, forcing down the wolf's anger. I'm in no condition to fight, and certainly can't run. The pain in my chest reminds me how close to death I still hover.

"Geez, Mom," Margaret interjects, shooting her mother a reproachful look. "You could at least let her fully come to her senses before interrogating her." She adjusts the blanket covering me with gentle hands. "Besides, it's obvious she got caught in a skirmish."

Her brow furrows as she looks down at me. "Though... I've no clue where the wolves came from. Never seen so many in these parts."

My mind races, searching for a story they might believe. The truth would see me driven out, or worse. Even in my weakened state, I can smell the gun oil in the cabin, hear the creak of floorboards near what must be a weapon rack.

"I was out with friends," I manage, my voice steadier now. "Picking herbs." The lie comes easier than it should. Years of hiding have taught me well. "Those... wolves... attacked us. Chased us right into that battle."

Katheryn's eyes narrow, skepticism written across her features. "Mighty strange coincidence."

"War makes for strange days," I counter, holding her gaze. Each word costs me, pain flaring with every breath, but I can't show weakness now.

Margaret places a cool cloth on my forehead. "Let her rest, Mom. Questions can wait."

Katheryn grunts, unconvinced but unwilling to argue with her daughter. She returns to her mortar and pestle, but I feel her attention still fixed on me like a physical weight.

I close my eyes, feigning exhaustion that's only half pretense. Behind my eyelids, I see them again, my pack falling under musket fire, Evelyn's blood on my hands. The grief is a fresh wound, deeper than the one in my chest.

"Evelyn," I whisper, the name like a prayer on my lips. "The woman who was with me... did you see her? She would have been..." I hesitate, choosing my words carefully, "...like me. Human. Older."

Margaret's hands go still on the cloth she's adjusting. Her eyes meet mine briefly before sliding away, that telltale avoidance more devastating than any words could be. The sorrow in her gaze tells me everything I need to know before she even speaks.

"The other woman?" Margaret's voice is gentle, the kind of softness people use when delivering death. "She was cold by the time we found you."

The confirmation hits me worse than that musket ball. I'd known, of course, had seen Evelyn bleeding out, had heard her final words urging me to flee. But some foolish part of me had hoped, had clung to the possibility that she might have survived somehow.

"She the friend you were picking herbs with?" Margaret asks.

I nod, not trusting my voice. My eyes close tightly, fighting back the hot tears threatening to spill. Evelyn had been more than a friend, she'd been mentor, mother, guide. The last connection to my pack, now severed like all the rest.

"Alright, dear," Katheryn's voice cuts through my grief. "Take your own advice, let the poor thing get some rest." Her tone shifts, becoming practical, almost dismissive. "Sooner she's well, the sooner she can make herself useful. Or scarce."

The wolf in me bristles at her words, a growl building in my chest that I barely manage to suppress. As thankful as I am to be alive, this woman is already grating on my nerves. Not that I ever had much love for humans in the first place, their wars, their hatred, their endless capacity for destruction. My pack lies dead because of them.

Something cool and damp touches my forehead, pulling me from dark thoughts. I open my eyes to find Margaret placing a wet cloth across my brow, her touch gentle as a summer breeze. She offers me a soft smile, her eyes kind without pity, concerned without intrusion.

For a moment, looking up at her freckled face framed by that copper hair, I can't help but think, well, maybe not all humans are
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