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      My brain was clawing its way out of my skull.  

      The sun filtering through the brilliantly colored trees didn’t help matters. The sensation grew with every step I took towards home. The bag on my back was of little bother. The increased size that came from my trip through Underhill last year came with a massive increase in brute strength, just like the rest of my pack that had traveled the pathways. Wolves not in my pack saw a minor increase in size and strength during the merge of Underhill and Earth, but nothing compared to us.  

      A break in the trees appeared up ahead, and I picked up my pace, wishing I’d enlisted the help of a dragon instead of relying on the power of my own four paws.  

      I blinked rapidly as my eyes adjusted to the change in light, and I shook my head to clear my thoughts. The clawing in my head turned into a buzz of voices, and I began mentally packing them away behind doors and walls that I’d visualized for that very purpose. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it kept me from going completely crazy. 

      A yip caught my ear, and I turned to see two lanky teenagers come barreling in my direction, each with giant smiles.  

      Evangeline and Emery were pack originals; kids I’d adopted a couple of years ago. A lot had changed since then. Both had been dirty, underfed, and dressed in clothes that had seen better days when I first met them, though Evangeline had been the worse off of the two. She’d been born deaf and without the resources to help her navigate the world. She’d turned feral and her alpha saw no choice but to execute her. It was her mother that had written to me, pleading for help.  

      Now, they were healthy, beautiful wolves. Emery was a hulking mass of muscle that towered over me at somewhere around six foot seven, and I was by no means a peanut. Before Underhill, I’d been five foot ten, but the otherworld magic changed my DNA, making me grow for the first time in over a century to six foot two. 

      Evangeline still looked delicate, compared to Emery and me, at a petite five foot eleven. She’d let her glossy light brown hair grow back out from the shorn style we’d all worn during the war, and it now flew loose around her torso.  

      Soon they were on me, and I temporarily forgot my exhaustion as they tackled me together. Emery might hulk over me in his two-legged form, but me as a wolf was a whole different basket of turnips. My wolf was a beast in every sense of the word. All hard muscle and thick shiny coat, I was shoulder to shoulder with a Percheron. We rolled over and over down a short hill together as they hugged me, and I snuck in licks.  

      “Ew, Mom, stop it!” Evangeline wheezed out as we all struggled back to our feet. I gave one more wet lick each, grinned, and took off towards the house.  

      “Welcome home.” Stan, the resident Dryad, sat kicked back in a wicker chair in the screened-in porch. He waved a hand and the door that was just wide enough for me to squish through opened. 

      The house was quiet after the screen door slammed behind me. I padded down the hall to my bedroom, where I took a breath, shifted, and sighed in relief while stretching my arms over my head and flexing out my fingers and toes like a cat. A string of pops rewarded me as my bones settled. The change used to be incredibly painful; and still was for weres that hadn’t become full fae like my pack had. And they never would get a chance since the war had resulted in Underhill and our dimension becoming a singular reality. We’d become something closer to what our maker, Fen, was. 

      After an extra-long shower, I was ready to eat and speak with my pack.  

      I found Fen, dressed in a frilly pink flowered apron, preparing supper on my industrial sized stove. 

      “Welcome home pup, how was your trip?” He set a plate of sizzling pork chops drizzled in blueberry sauce in front of me, then handed me silverware. 

      I stuffed a large bite in my mouth, then spoke around it. “Exhausting. I hate politics. Why couldn’t someone else have gotten this stupid piercing and taken their pack through Underhill?” I reached up and twisted the offensive piece of jewelry that Vivian had permanently installed in my ear without going over the fine print. 

      Fen rumbled with sinister sounding laughter which was somehow more frightening than his deep and gravelly voice. “You might hate it, but you are undeniably the best person for the job. Plus, people are terrified of you, so that helps.” 

      I rolled my eyes. They had reason to be terrified of me. I believed I was a monster before, but now? I was the stuff of nightmares, including my own. 

      I finished my snack in silence, savoring the hot meal after days of hunting in wolf form. When my plate was empty, I heaved a sigh and deposited it in the sink, then headed back outside. 

      The chilly air was refreshing on the skin of my arms and exposed belly, as a stiff breeze blew my drying hair around my face. I had dressed in a navy sports bra and a pair of running shorts. I was home and didn’t feel the need to impress anyone. The pack certainly didn’t care what I wore. Sucking in a deep breath, I closed my eyes and opened the doors in my head so my wolves could hear me. 

      Lots to talk about. Family dinner in the bunkhouse. I opened my eyes as I pushed the thought into other heads. I could always hear them, but they could only hear me if I pushed. Lucky punks hadn’t been ‘gifted’ with permanent fae jewelry. I’d certainly learned my lesson on that one. 

      A commotion sounded between my ears as everyone thought at me, and I squeezed my eyes shut to sort them out. They’d all be there. I mentally slammed the doors, and the voices reduced to a bearable level. I sat on the bottom step and rubbed my temples with my fingertips. Slowly, the ache eased, and I opened my eyes again. 

      The brilliant setting sun was just getting to the level where you couldn’t see where you were going if you were facing it. A group of vampires lay on towels out in the field, arms nestled behind their heads, their brilliant scarlet eyes shielded by sunglasses. 

      My on-again/off-again friend, Lacey-Marie, who resided firmly on the on-again side of the equation these days, was easy to spot in her magenta bikini. Her blonde hair was piled on top of her head in a haphazard bun, and a coveted cigarette rested between her lips. 

      My pack weren’t the only critters to be affected by the Underhill trip. The group of vamps, which I fondly thought of as mine, had gone through a change as well. They’d all become day-walkers. Including the emaciated, hairless, clawed ancient ones, who were also indulging in a bit of sunbathing in the nude. It took us quite a while to get them to wear clothes at all for a while, so thrilled were they to see the sun after thousands of years of night, when they sunburned during the full moon. I couldn’t blame them. If you live to be that age, who cared what anyone thought? 

      Not that it did them any good to sun worship. They were all as pasty as ever. Their improved bodies allowing for no sun damage whatsoever.  

      My wolves rarely held onto a tan either. Thankfully, my caramel skin tone was natural and was one of the few things that hadn’t changed about me. 

      Fable, a Maine Coon cat-turned-dragon, and her litter of three half grown offspring rounded the corner at high speed, aided along by the flap of their soft leathery wings. Fable butted her head against my shoulder, making me throw out an arm to balance against one of the stone pillars the steps were settled between. 

      “Hey there, pretty kitty.” I scratched under her chin with extra vigor and touched my forehead to hers. 

      Fable’s thunderous purr vibrated against me, and she half closed her eyes in pleasure. The kits joined in, practically shaking the teeth out of my skull. I attempted to give them all a bit of attention, but they each tried to bump up under my hands to get the most. 

      I laughed and stood to dust off the cat hairs the small dragons deposited all over me. “Alright, alright, enough! I missed you guys, too. How’s Maybelline doing?” 

      Maybelline, formally a mountain lion, was the largest dragon in my territory. All dragons had been deeply glamoured as cats to make it seem as if dragons had disappeared from our world. The change was reflected in written histories, so that no human would ever know, or suspect, that dragons were real. Fable and her kits used to be house cats, though as Maine Coons, they’d never been petite. Maybelline’s war injury impaired her ability to fly. A ten-mile flight caused too much pain for her to continue, and it had made her quite grumpy. 

      Fable bowed her head in response to my question and quit purring. 

      “That bad?” 

      She lifted her head and narrowed her eyes. 

      “I’ll pay her a visit tomorrow.” 

      Fable nodded and began purring again, gave me one more head butt, then took a running start, flapped her wings, and caught the wind, sending her soaring high above the house in a wide circle. The kits followed after some enthusiastic goodbyes. 

      I waved as they went, knowing they’d probably show back up around supper time to beg their share, despite being aggressive hunters. 

      I took a meander down to the brook and checked the traps. Nothing so far. Which was fine; they were just there to supplement if need be. We also used humane traps so we could set loose anything we didn’t intend to eat. 

      Back at the house, the scents of the pork supper Fen was preparing wafted out the door, causing my stomach to growl loudly, despite my earlier snack. Fen appeared, pushing the door open with his tail end, carrying several covered platters. 

      “Need any help?” I questioned, noting the precarious balance. 

      “No thanks, I’m handling this quite well. I do believe your pack is starting to gather, so if you wish, you can join them.” Fen wasn’t a member of my pack, being an Ulfr, what we called an Alpha Changer, not a werewolf, but he lived on my property and earned his keep by cooking for us. It was some sort of retirement for him he seemed to enjoy immensely. We’d gained the ability of a changing bite along with all the other amassed attributes, a blessing for him, a curse for us. He felt it a blessing because he was no longer the only one people went to if they thought they wanted to become werewolves. They came to me, and I hated that I had probably changed a number of unsuspecting soldiers during the war, before I knew what our bites could do. I mean, we had an inkling that it could be a possibility, but it was war, and we fought like animals. The best weapon available to us were our teeth. 

      I followed Fen down the little hill to the bunkhouse. Inside was lit with oil lamps and heated by a wood furnace. The main house, being the home of a dryad, had some sort of magical electricity, so we could still use plug-ins, lights, and had running water. 

      We weren’t sure yet why the electricity didn’t work in the areas that were heavily saturated with natural magic, but the heavier the saturation, the less electric devices worked, like a mystical EMP. It mostly didn’t bother me. I’d grown up with no modern conveniences, but I was thankful for the refrigerator and hot baths. I lived for hot baths at the end of a long, stressful day. 

      Matthew, my second, was busy setting the four runner tables and adding candles along them. We almost always ate a family-style dinner as a pack, though lunch and breakfast were come-as-you-wish to the main house. I enjoyed being close to my pack; knowing what they wanted me to know, not just the random thoughts that popped into their heads. It was important to me they not only respected me but liked me. It made them more mine than just a pack living in my backyard. 

      “Welcome home, Alpha.” Matthew saluted me with an empty water glass. He was always Matthew, never Matt. Except to his girlfriend, who was also my best friend, Amanda.  

      The vibrant blonde who was now distributing napkins came around the table to give me a hug. “Hey, Alpha!”  

      “Stop that!” I swatted her before hugging her back. 

      She grinned at me, and head butted my shoulder like a cat making me wonder if cats developed all their mannerisms over time, or if they were a throwback from original dragons. 

      Amanda and I had been friends long before I became the alpha of a pack, and she became a werewolf. We met back when we were both hairdressers, before we even worked in the same salon. She now ran the salon that I began in my house. I missed it, but there was only so much I could do in a day. She got special best friend privileges that most of the pack didn’t dare attempt. 

      I gave her an extra squeeze, then gave her a gentle shove back towards the table. 

      “Anything you need me to do?” It looked like they had everything under control, but I figured I’d ask. 

      Dillon and Treyvon emerged from their rooms as Fenrir entered with the food. 

      They settled around the table, leaving the head chair open for me. The use of a round table was one instance I thought King Arthur had it right. Other than that, he was a jerk. I should know, I killed him myself and went crazy for a while after. 

      The twins skittered in, followed by the dragons. It was a cramped room, but we managed. We were quiet as we passed around the platters and dug into the delicious meal the ulfr had prepared for us. Once everyone was done eating, I called their attention by pushing my chair back and standing. 

      “Alrighty, I’m sure you’re all dying to know about what happened at the summit. We now have definitive territory lines drawn.” I pulled open an old school map of North America and pinned it to the wall. I pulled out a black sharpie and started outlining. From Vermont over to Massachusetts, up through Maine, up through Ontario and further, I enclosed the section in black, then did the same from New York State over past the lakes a bit, and again up into Canada, then did the same over the west coast, and down over Texas, leaving a space open, then circling Mexico and Central America. 

      “These are our new boundary lines, this—” I tapped the first area I’d outlined, “is the Beast Zone, what I’m in charge of. This,” I tapped the New York section, “Is vampire territory, and this,” I tapped the west coast, “Is Fae land. This here in the middle has been left mostly for pure blooded humans. Of course, there are bits and pieces of each species in each territory, but this is who controls those areas. Mexico and Central America are a mishmash. They’re still fighting turf wars down there, so we decided not to get them involved for now.” I paused, grabbed my glass of water, suddenly feeling dry mouthed. 

      “But wait, there’s more.” I drew in a loud breath and blew it out. “Not only am I a territorial steward, but they also put me above all the packs in North America, so every pack, or at least each alpha, will have to come and submit to me.” 

      There was a hush around the table as they all processed. 

      “Are they nuts? The council decided this?” Amanda crossed her arms and glared, though it wasn’t aimed at me. “How are you gonna handle that? Mentally, I mean.” 

      Shrugging, I said, “Not a clue. I’m going to ask a lot of any of you that’s willing to help. I might not end up being too mentally stable when all is said and done. My higher ups might have to help carry me, especially in regards with this pack. I’m so sorry about all this.” I just about fell into my chair, my head in my hands. 

      Matthew reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “Anything you need, Alpha.” 

      “Yeah Mom.” Eva smiled over at me. The sullen kid who had been forced to live with me was now officially my third in command. 

      I closed my eyes and nodded. “Thank you.” I truly didn’t know what I’d do without the Pack that had formed around me.
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      I stretched and rolled towards the empty side of the bed as the sun beamed through my window, forgetting in my sleep fogged state that my mate had died a year ago. I shoved my nose into his chilled pillow and inhaled as I curled my body around it, searching for any lingering molecules of his scent, but there wasn’t anything left.

      I reached over and grabbed the book Doug would never finish from the bedside table and read a paragraph. I couldn’t bring myself to read past his bookmark. I closed the cover, placed it back on the nightstand, then gently fluffed his pillow, propping it next to my own.

      I had things to do, so I dressed in worn out jeans and a black tee shirt. My hair went up in a ponytail and I passed my makeup without a glance. Not that I didn’t love the stuff anymore, but it was scarce, so I saved it for special occasions.

      I slapped some ham and cheese on two thick slices of homemade bread and headed out the door. The critters weren’t too happy to smell me coming when I checked on them, before heading out to the warehouse to check on supplies. Now that I was officially in charge, I had to concentrate on acquiring, cataloging, and distributing supplies to those in need. I hoped to get everyone on their feet and able to pitch in for those who couldn’t care for themselves, such as the elderly and the orphans.

      Together with Pastor Steven, who had moved into the area right after the war, we had set up an entire community for those who needed the most care—such as elderly that were still able to live in their own small single floor cabins. Others, such as the elderly without family and children orphaned during the war, now lived in a community. The entire area was fenced in and guarded against attack, as well as to keep in potential escapees such as people living with Alzheimer’s or adventurous children.

      I unlocked the heavy door of the warehouse, then heaved it shut behind me. There were no windows, so I lit some lanterns and went to work cataloging the canned goods. We’d been lucky and had a good growing year. We preserved everything we could, the community coming together and sharing their bounty and knowledge. The excess supply was now shelved and neatly labeled, ready for whoever was in need.

      Sometime around midday, the door creaked open, and Amanda popped her head in. “Still planning on visiting Maybelline?”

      I nodded and dusted off my hands. “Yeah, I just need to grab a snack. How are things at the salon?”

      Amanda scooted the rest of the way in and hopped up to sit on the big worktable alongside the uncatalogued canned goods. “Pretty good, actually. I had a steady morning, but it died off. Do you mind if I come with you?”

      “Sure thing.” I filed my work in the cabinet behind the heavy oak desk by the front door and followed Amanda out.

      I grabbed myself, and some leftovers from the house then headed to the barn. A terrified looking sheep eyeballed me and blatted loudly as it caught my scent. I felt bad for the poor thing, but its end had come. She was too old to breed, and she was deaf as a rock. We couldn’t keep the extra mouth to feed over the winter.

      I made her end quick and as painless as possible, then slung her over my shoulder.

      Amanda wrinkled her nose at me.

      “What?”

      She kept the expression as she said, “I’m still not a farm girl.”

      I stared at her with one eyebrow raised. “You’re a predator.”

      “Well yeah, but you didn’t hunt that.”

      “True.” I started into the woods toward Mount Maybelline, which had sprung up during the Event. We named it after the mountain dragon who claimed it.

      It was a pleasant hike, despite the enticing smell of the fresh kill I carried. The air was crisp; the sun was out, and the foliage was breathtaking. We had some tourists show up recently. I would have thought that with the unsettled nature of things, we wouldn’t get any, but a devoted leaf peeper stops for no disaster.

      “So how are you really doing?” Amanda asked after a good stretch of companionable silence.

      “Not awesome, not terrible. Getting by, I guess.” I shrugged my shoulders and shifted my burden to a more comfortable position, the sheep’s deadweight flopping against my shoulder blade.

      She touched my arm in sympathy. “I wish I could do something to help, but I’ve got nothing.” She hunched her shoulders and shoved her hands in her front pockets. She, like me, was dressed in jeans and a dark tee shirt.

      “Just having you here is a help,” I admitted. “Your support means everything. The fact that you rarely have a negative thought is soothing.”

      “Are you eves-dropping in my head?” She tossed me a jokingly irritated look.

      “Can’t help it. But yeah, it gives me something to focus on when other voices are pounding behind their walls.”

      She snorted at that, and I smiled.

      “Well, glad to be of service, oh Alpha Mistress Supreme.” She curtsied as she walked, somehow keeping her footing over the roots that bumped up along the worn path.

      I shoved her. “Knock it off. A butterfly pixie will hear you and spread that around everywhere. I’m so not ready to be Alpha Mistress.”

      “So come up with something else. You can make up your own title. You came up with your own name, after all.”

      I thought about it for a moment, but the muffled voices babbling in my head wouldn’t let me concentrate. “I’ve got nothing.”

      Amanda tapped her chin with an index finger, then snapped. “Got it! I dub thee The Empress. Keep it simple and mysterious.”

      “The Empress.” I rolled the words around in my head.

      Pack magic seized on it with relish, giving me vertigo as the title settled around me with a weight that told me it came with power. The doors in my mind flew open, the word echoing through my head.

      Really Mom? The Empress? Eva was by far the best at purposefully using thoughts to communicate with me.

      Amanda did it! It’s her fault. The stinking pack magic took it and ran.

      “Hey! It was just a suggestion. Not my fault it was a good one.” Amanda dodged another shove and jogged ahead.

      I felt Eva’s mirth ring through, and I grumbled. The entire pack was enjoying this development way too much. Laughter ricocheted around my head like a volley of sirens.

      We jogged for another five minutes before we saw dragon signs, most significantly, the scratched-up trees where Maybelline had sharpened her claws to mark her territory. The uphill climb created a delicious ebb and flow of energy through my muscles. The heat hit us before the cave came into view. The dragons loved to blast rocks with flame to heat their dens and Maybelline had lined her favorite sunning spot with some sizable heating boulders.

      In a clearing in front of a partially hidden cave mouth, Maybelline lay flopped out on her side, legs stretched out, and her tail twitching lazily. A shift in the wind carried our scents to her and she squinted an eye in our direction. She grumbled and shoved her head under her wing before comprehending what I was carrying. She slithered her head out a moment later, darting toward me like a viper, low and silent.

      I slung the sheep towards her, and she grabbed it out of the air, tossing it once before scarfing it down like a champion hot dog eating contestant. She bumped against me, knocking me over with her person sized head. The heat of her breath was so intense it could have singed my hair if I wasn’t what I was.

      “I heard you’ve been having a hard time lately.” I hugged her head to my body and stroked her ears.

      She snaked her head around and nipped at the scar that graced her rib cage, right under her wing which bore a matching wound, then looked back at me and yowled.

      “I know girl, Sabrina fixed you as best she could.” I ran my hands over her fur as I went in for a closer inspection.

      Even a year later, the scars were red and protruding. Though healed, they were undoubtedly uncomfortable.

      I shook my head and frowned. “I’ll do some research and reach out to some acquaintances and see if I can get you some more specialized help.”

      “Is there such a thing as physical therapy for dragons?” Amanda joined my inspection and bit her lip.

      “Not that I know of.” I ran my fingers over the raised skin and the dragon shuddered at my touch. “But might need to become a thing. We could place an ad in the paper: Wanted: dragon therapist and veterinarian. Warning: dragon is large and cranky.”

      Amanda snorted, and Maybelline gave me the stink eye.

      I scratched around her wing and up her neck. She stretched her nose up and purred, a small spirt of flame flicking through the air.

      “I’m so sorry,” Amanda whispered, touching her forehead to the beast’s shoulder. She’d been riding the dragon when they’d been shot out of the air causing the injury and forcing me to make the decision to change my friend into a werewolf.

      Maybelline knocked her backwards and hissed, then curled her neck around my friend and pulled her in close. Amanda stood still, then slowly fit her arms around the mountain dragon’s neck and sobbed, while the dragon purred deep down and rubbed her head against her.

      I stepped away to give them a moment to grieve, forgive, and bond. After a time, Amanda wiped her eyes, and Maybelline puffed a happy little flame at me.

      “Alright, you two. Glad we got things sorted for now. May, please don’t hesitate to come down the mountain any time you like.” I gave her an affectionate slap on the neck, and she thrummed at me in what might have been a chuckle. “Mean it, don’t be a stranger. Same species or not, you’re pack.” I shook a finger as I spoke, trying to look stern. But really, I was scolding a dragon, I was fooling no one. Except maybe the magic, since it seemed to think I was The Empress of Werewolves.

      “All will fear the name Empress and she shall rule with an iron paw,” I muttered to myself.

      “What was that?” It was Amanda’s turn to raise an eyebrow now, a smug smile spreading over her lips.

      “Nothing. Let’s get going before this whole thing gets blown out of proportion.” I started heading down the mountain with my friend yelling from behind.

      “All hail The Empress! Ruler of all Wolfdom! She who claims dragons as family and vampires as friends!”

      “Will you shut up,” I grumbled, knowing she could hear me.

      “Nope! I must spread the word. There will be a celebration that will be remembered for generations as the day Gretchen was crowned by the woo-woo pack magic!” She threw her arms wide.

      I picked up my pace, opting to leave her eating my dust, rather than encouraging her with a response.

      “Woo-woo queen! Wait for me!” she shouted.

      There was a rush of hot wind as Maybelline took to the air and followed us from high above as Amanda kept pace behind me, proclaiming all the way home.
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      When we got back to the house, a good selection of the pack was sitting on the couch playing with the gaming systems I had set up.

      “I hear we’re to call you Empress Woo Woo from now on,” Dillon announced, glancing away from the screen.

      “What the hell, how did everyone hear about that already?” I threw myself down in the empty leather chair by the window.

      Dillon shrugged his shoulders. “Pixies.”

      “Freaking butterfly pixies,” I groused. “Isn’t it way past time for them to fly south for the winter?”

      Dillon shrugged again and returned to his game with a good-natured grin.

      I threw my hands in the air and thrust myself back on my feet. There was work to be done. Finishing the inventory of the canned goods for starters. Then I wanted to go through our tradable items. We had yet to establish a new money system, so all transactions were made by barter.

      The wind whipped as Maybelline landed in the side yard, accompanied but the utterly panicked cacophony of the livestock.

      A knock on the open door also caught my ear, I turned and scented Pastor Steven.

      “Over here, Pastor!” I called and waved a hand at him.

      He jogged over and I shook hands with the young preacher.

      “What can I do for you?”

      He grinned at me.

      “Stinking pixies!” I groused. “I swear they are the worst gossips in the world. What did they tell you?”

      He burst out laughing then said, “That your citizens are now to call you only High Empress the Magnificent Ruler of the East.”

      “Only, hm?” I shook my head and couldn’t help but crack a smile. They were mostly responsible for how well the harvest had produced, so I couldn’t stay mad. “It’s actually just The Empress.”

      “I’m still gonna need you to elaborate.”

      I filled him in on the high council’s decisions and demands and how the magic had latched on Amanda’s ridiculous title.

      “Sounds like you’re going to have your hands full. Can I be of any help?”

      “Actually, yes, if we could go around and find out the needs of the immediate community, that would be very helpful. I eventually need to travel up through the whole territory and I’ll need someone to take care of the people here while I’m gone.” I led the way further into the warehouse so I could show the pastor the projects I was working on.

      We came up with a list of roles that needed filling and brought the church in on the project, since they were already so heavily involved.

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll get this all written up and posted inside the church and make an announcement on Sunday.”

      “Oh, something else. I got ahold of a bunch of Bibles and study material. I figured they should go to you, because you’re naturally the one people are going to for that stuff. It should arrive within the next few weeks.”

      “Well, thank you.” He sifted fingers through the hair that was hitting the collar of his shirt. “Any chance I could get a cut anytime soon?”

      “Stop by the house. Amanda is there. I bet she’ll fit you in.”

      He thanked me, patted my shoulder and left me to my work.
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      A yellow leaf twirled through the air, carried on a crisp breeze. I watched as it danced and flitted through the currents before coming to rest on my overgrown lawn. Many of the trees were bare, foretelling of the coming winter. I certainly didn’t mind the cold, but I was worried about those without an extra magical layer of insulation. 

      I hoped the wells we’d dug would be deep enough to keep from freezing. My wolves checked on anyone needing help with firewood. I expected my people to be self-sufficient, but I also didn’t want anyone to go without because they couldn’t keep up with their family’s safety for the winter. 

      The boys had come up with a sort of pyramid scheme, helping a small group, then enlisting them, and so on until they could get the entire community involved, and hopefully keep it going throughout the whole territory. Resources were still scarce, and people needed to look after each other. Take care of your family first, yes, but then help your neighbor. I wanted to be informed if any individuals (who didn’t have prior responsibilities) refused to help so I could take steps to remedy the matter.

      I banged my head on my dented metal desk in my little office in frustration.

      “Anything I can help you with, Mom?” Emery asked, leaning his broad frame against the doorway.

      Keeping my forehead glued to the cold metal, I shrugged my shoulders. 

      “Tea maybe?”

      I lifted my head and nodded. “Please. The calming stuff. Why on earth did they think it was a good idea to put me in charge? I don’t know how to run a country.”

      “You’re good at running a pack. Just pretend the territory is a giant pack.” He padded down the hall where I could hear him banging around in the kitchen.

      I examined my lists and felt like crumpling and throwing them away. Paper was too precious for that, and I probably was on the right track. A pack wasn’t a democracy, it was a dictatorship, and I didn’t think that was a good way to rule people who weren’t pack. 

      I pulled out a map of my territory and studied it, trying to think up a solution. 

      The floor creaked, and I scented my second.

      “Come on in, Matthew,” I called. 

      He took a seat in the spare rolling chair and sidled up to me. “Maybe we could break it up, just like the states were, and have each section elect a governor.”

      “I knew I promoted you for a reason. Wanna help me draw the lines?” I smiled at him hopefully.

      He picked up a pencil, and we began talking about borders, rivers, and mountains. We utilized the industrial printer I’d snagged from a Staples with its precious ink and paper.

      “Can you find people to deliver these and the instructions we came up with so far? I want this sorted as soon as possible.”

      “Absolutely and I have the perfect idea.” His look smug as he accepted the photocopied maps.

      “Oh?” I crossed my arms and waited for him to continue.

      “The dragons. Can you think of a better, more efficient courier service?”

      “Another brilliant idea from my second! Get on that, ASAP.” I tacked my copy of the new map to the wall between our desks.

      “Yes, Empress.” He darted out the door as I groaned.
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      I sat sipping my tea, my legs tucked under me, as I drifted back and forth on the porch swing. I could only stay cooped up inside my stuffy office for so long, and Stan complained about silly things like losing heat and frozen pipes when I left windows open. 

      The wind blew, carrying the aroma of strangers to my nose. A sizable group of werewolves exited the woods and crossed the hay field. I stood and set my tea on the floorboards of the porch. I waited on the top step, mentally calling my pack to me, or at least those who didn’t have immediate work to do.

      We were an impressive sight, our group of super-sized hulks. Some were in their wolf forms, like Evangeline and Treyvon, lending to that sight. And then there was Stan, the skinny little dryad who wandered to the edge of his range to greet our guests. Maybelline stalked over and sat back on her haunches, smoke emitting from her nostrils in relaxed whisps.

      The strange wolves stared wide eyed at us, avoiding one another, clearly not a pack. Lone wolves then. They passed by Stan without a glance. He reappeared at my side, then disappeared into the house muttering about lack of manners.

      Their elected spokesperson stepped forward. “We’re here to submit to The Empress.” 

      Damn pixies, I thought while pasting what I was hoping was a stern look on my face.

      “I am she.” I made my way down to the steps and stopped in front of him. He stared at me wide eyed.

      “So, how does this work?” he asked, his eyes glued to my shoulder.

      My eyebrows rose. “Same way it does joining any pack.”

      “Do we have to stay with you, or can we continue on with our lives?”

      “Live wherever you wish, but you will still be subject to me. Understood?”

      He nodded and cast his eyes to the ground.

      “Then submit,” I commanded.

      He fell to his knees in front of me, drawing his head to one side and exposing his neck. I leaned forward and nipped him, feeling an immediate shift in my pack bond. I hastily created another room in my mental hallway for the loners and shoved in the unfamiliar voice which buzzed softly with fear and aw inside. I signaled for him to rise.

      They each took turns submitting. I struggled to shut their thoughts in the room with the first loner, when I noticed something was off about one.

      My head flew in his direction and my nostrils fluttered with his scent. 

      “You,” I growled.

      The slender young man took a step back, his eyes narrowing while he hunched his shoulders. 

      “Be still.”

      I watched as he struggled with my demand but remained still.

      “Your name,” I inquired. 

      “Nate.” His voice shook and his body trembled 

      “You will remain. Emery, get him set up in the bunkhouse.”

      My son nodded, then took the guy’s arm without a word. Nate’s face was ghost white, and he would have been sweating if he could, but panted instead. He submitted to being led away, leaning into Emery for balance.

      I focused inwards on the new thoughts in my head and picked out two more wolves I was concerned about turning loose. 

      “You and you.” I pointed a male and female. “What are your names?”

      “Ivy.” The petite dark-skinned woman spoke up first, and separated herself from the group.

      The male, a lean sinewy redhead stepped forward as well. “I’m Joshua.” 

      “You can follow Emery as well. The rest of you are free to go. If you wish to stay, please let my second know, and we’ll discuss housing.” I turned and left my pack to deal with any further issues.

      I stumbled to my room to lie down and close my eyes. Again, I pictured the hallways full of rooms and doors. Again, I ushered the thoughts of the lone wolves into one room and slammed the door. The ones I’d separated out, I ushered into another room that I marked as quarantine. I needed to figure out what felt so wrong about them.

      As soon as all the doors shut, magic pulsed through my head; the power of the ear piercing and wolf magic combined, convulsing my body. After ten minutes, it was over, and I took a shaking breath while slowly sitting up. My head pounded with the cacophony of voices shut inside. 

      A banging on my door accompanied the banging in my head.

      “Ugh,” I grumbled.

      My door opened and in came Matthew and Evangeline, who had taken my grunt as permission.

      “What happened?” Matthew asked, sitting carefully down beside me.

      “Not a clue.” I massaged my temples.

      I can feel the others, Evangeline thought at me. 

      I stared at her, confused. What do you mean you can feel them?

      Just what I said. I can feel them, sort of like I can feel you. It’s like the entire pack is connected. I can feel where they are, and a bit of emotion, but I can’t talk to them like I can talk to you. She took a seat on my other side as I stared at her.

      “Matthew,” I said, still staring at my daughter. “Where is Dillon right now?”

      “At the farm up the road, chopping firewood, like you asked. Would you like me to get him?” He shifted his weight, preparing to stand.

      “No. No. How do you know where he is? Did he tell you where he was going?”

      He shook his head, settling once more. “No, I can feel him. Alpha, what happened?”

      “Empress magic, I’d guess. I honestly don’t know enough about it to give you a straight answer.” I flopped backwards onto my bed, jouncing my guests, who shifted their seating arrangement to accommodate me.

      “So why did you decide to detain those loners?” Matthew asked, shifting again, so he was lying down on his stomach next to me.

      “There was just something in their heads, a feeling or a taste, that was just off, and I think I need to find out what it is before I let them go on their merry way.”

      “Lost like me,” Evangeline spoke up. “Like I was. Not as sick as The Mongrel, but—” she struggled to find the word she wanted. “Off. Damaged.”

      I slowly nodded my head. It made sense. Eva had been hurting when I took her away from her pack, sullen and reclusive. I hoped they’d heal like she did, forming bonds with others. But being solitary was dangerous for a lone wolf like The Mongrel, whom his first Alpha severely abused. A mentally healthy loner was no big risk, so long as they could keep themselves under lock and key during full moon.

      “I want you and your brother to get to know them. Get a feel for where they’re at, then give me your impressions. Do it separately with each of them, and from each other. I want to see how they react to you individually.” 

      Had it been before the war, when my children had been just normal werewolf children, I’d never have sent them alone. But after the war, with all they had gone through, I knew they could handle whatever those new wolves threw at them. They were bigger, stronger, and faster.

      Eva nodded and left Matthew and me to continue our discussion.

      “Do you agree with her? Do you think that’s all it is?” He lifted himself on one elbow.

      “Yeah, I do. I think they’re mentally sick. I’m just not sure how extreme. If it’s just sullen individuality that hates authority figures, or if it’s something deeper, more damaged. That’s why I’m sending the kids. Eva was the former, and they knew what The Mongrel was. The loners will be more likely to talk to them than they would The Empress.” I threw my title into air quotes.

      Matthew smirked at the title. “I’m having a hard time taking that one seriously.”

      “You and me both, but it seems to carry some weight with the loners, so maybe the magic was right.”

      “And those damn pixies?”

      “Yeah, them too. Damn busy body pixies.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I picked up my forgotten cup of tea from the porch and dumped it on the lawn. I could make myself a new cup. On second thought, I decided to put together a pot. I’d fill a thermos and bring it out to the newest members of my pack.

      The other loners, at my second’s invitation, camped in the field. I hoped they’d join us for dinner, so I could get a better feel for them face to face before they left. I also wanted to have them sign the copy of the rules I was keeping in my office. It would give me a working list of loners and leave them with no excuses if they broke the rules.

      The thoughts behind the quarantine door shook in their confines. My chest tightened and my fingers tingled as I flashed hot and cold. I sat down, swallowing shakily, and trying to convince my mind that my body wasn’t trying to kill me. That it was all in my head. I attempted to shove the panic behind another door, but a dark monster slithered out from under the quarantine door and made the lights in my head flicker, filling the space with its suffocating presence. It pushed at the walls; a pricking of claws accompanied the pressure. My heart raced while my lungs felt as if they were collapsing.

      The kitchen door burst open, and Amanda fell to her knees in front of me, taking my hands. “Gretchen? What’s wrong? What’s happening?”

      I sucked a breath through my nose and blew it out slowly, and then another, the overwhelming sensations receding once more.

      “Don’t know,” I said as the kettle whistled.

      Amanda stood and poured the boiling water in the prepared tea pot. She added a generous scoop of honey, and a squeeze from one of the costly lemons in the refrigerator before returned to my side while it steeped.

      “Tell me what you’re feeling.” She rubbed my back, sending the bristles of fur that had sprouted from my pores receding back.

      “I seriously don’t know. There was just a rumble from the quarantine room, and this blackness just took over my head.”

      “Slow down, back up.” She held up a hand. “Quarantine room?”

      I sighed and laid my head down on my crossed arms, resting on the table, then told her about how I was dealing with all the thoughts in my head that weren’t mine.

      “And the darkness?” she prodded.

      “It’s something new, but it felt like I was losing control, like I was going to split wide open.”

      “It sounds kind of like a panic attack. I think maybe you should talk to Sabrina if it happens again. In the meantime, your tea is ready, and maybe you should start drinking it regularly again, if only to soothe you.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Thanks Amanda.” I gave her a hug, kissed her cheek, then got up to finish my tea prep. “Would you like a cup?”

      “Sure, I’ll have a bit.” She grabbed us mugs from the open shelving that served as my cabinets.

      I disposed of the contents of the steeping basket in the compost bucket and retrieved the thermos. “Would you mind bringing this out to the newcomers?”

      “Of course. But it can sit for a moment while I keep you company for a few more minutes, okay?”

      Amanda had turned into a bit of a mother hen after changing into werewolf and the war, but not in a bossy way. Her demeanor put her status close to the bottom of my little pack, just above Dillon.

      We sat in companionable silence, hands wrapped around our steaming mugs as we sipped and breathed in the soothing scents of lavender and chamomile. Eventually, she stood and wandered down the hall, then returned shortly carrying Clarissa, my aging violin.

      “When was the last time you played?” she asked, holding the instrument out to me.

      I grasped the bow in one hand and hugged the much-loved body of wood to my torso. “I honestly can’t remember.”

      “Play,” she commanded, then left with the thermos and three empty mugs.

      I fit the instrument between my chin and my shoulder, taking a few minutes to tweak the tuning keys as I plucked the strings. Satisfied, I pulled the bow over one melancholy note, then launched into an improvised piece that encompassed all I was feeling in the moment: the fear, the dread, the anxiety, the magic. It all flowed down through my fingertips.  I moved to play out on the porch. 

      There was something magical about playing music outside. It touched something deep down in me, my soul maybe, as I closed my eyes and let it wash over me. In the distance, I heard a howl, and then another, and another. My voice joined the symphony as I played, and I held nothing back. I didn’t have to anymore. I didn’t have to hide who I was when I was playing. Those days were gone, and I was suddenly free. The music drowned out the voices, and the darkness swept back into whatever recess in my head it had been hiding in.

      When the last note drifted away, I opened my eyes and saw that I’d drawn a crowd. Everyone who was within hearing distance had come as close as they dared.

      Fen poked his head out of the house. “Nicely done, pup. Now I have plenty of helping hands to make dinner.” He grinned toothily and patted my shoulder with a heavy paw.

      Amanda stood by the bunkhouse, smiling at me. Nate, Ivy, and Joshua had come out to listen as well, and they looked peaceful. I looked around my head at all the doors. They were all open a crack, but there were no voices. Instead, my music played back at me from their memories. I smiled, and gently closed each door, before going back in the house to help Fen with dinner. 

      He waved me away when I approached. “You go rest. Rest whenever you can, so you can always be at your best when you're needed.”

      I took his advice and sat in the living room with a book and snuggled up with a dragon kit, who took up most of the couch.
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          BLACK OUT

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The three new weres sat in the living room drinking tea. Eva and Emery had each taken their turn conversing with them and weren’t able to ascertain what was setting the warning bells off in my head, so I sat in the living room with them in tense silence.

      I raised my steaming cup to my lips and took a sip of the hot liquid, savoring the punch of lemon juice and honey. Nate, Ivy, and Joshua sat stock clutching their mugs.

      “Please, drink. I promised there’s nothing funky in there, just some calming herbal tea with lemon and honey. It helps, trust me.” I took another sip of my own, while studying their body language towards me and towards each other.

      Ivy sat back in her chair after depositing her mug on the coffee table, arms crossed, with a scowl on her face. I opened the door in my head and sought her thoughts.

      I can’t believe this. I just want to be left alone. I won’t let any man tell me what to do ever again. She cast her eyes towards the boys, seated on opposite ends of the couch. I didn’t find any thought specifically aimed at either of them, just males in general.

      “Ivy,” I called her attention to me.

      Her head whipped in my direction, glaring straight into my eyes for a moment before dropping them.

      I don’t know what happened to you in your long life. I detected she was old, perhaps older than me. But I’m a woman, and I’m in charge of every last wolf, including the males. We will speak later about your animosity towards men. I can’t have you disrespecting my second.

      Her nostrils flared, and she rumbled deep in her throat. “Get out of my head.”

      “No can do, chicky.” I shook my head. “I’m afraid it’s not something I can turn off. But I can help you. If I can be assured that you are not a threat outside of this pack, then you will be welcome to become a lone wolf again. For now, you’re all mine.”

      She picked her mug back up, then turned to stare at the wall above the woodstove.

      I moved my attention to the boys, while pretending to really enjoy the aroma of my tea.

      Joshua’s inner voice was assertive, commanding. He would have ranked high in any pack, but he wouldn’t willingly submit to authority. Even if it meant being beaten to a bloody pulp instead of standing down. I could work with that.

      It was Nate who worried me the most. His thoughts were slippery—here one moment and gone the next. I was beginning to suspect that he had some sort of brain injury that affected his short-term memory. What I understood was that he was frightened. He clearly didn’t know why he was in my territory, never mind sitting on my couch. I suspected the other strays had picked him up, and he’d gone along simply because he thought he was supposed to. I was going to need Sabrina’s help with him.

      Eva, I called. Please come get Nate and take him for a walk. Take Dillon with you as well. Dillon, as one of the lowest ranking members of the pack usually had a gentle demeanor, while my dear daughter tended to be a bit abrasive.

      “Nate, go wait on the porch. Evangeline and Dillon will come by shortly to keep you company.” I turned my attention inwards again and filled my daughter in on my suspicions. 

      Nate darted from the room, as he avoided looking at me entirely.

      The other two sat forward, clearly expecting to be dismissed. 

      “Alright, you two. I’m going to lay down some ground rules that I expect you to follow to the letter. You two are the lowest ranking members of this pack, not just because you haven’t figured out your place, but also because I can’t trust you. For the time being, you are forbidden from challenging any other wolf in this pack for their position. 

      “You are not to leave the property without an escort. And trust me, I will know if you do. You two will do everything together, short of sleeping and using the bathroom. You will show respect to the other wolves, even Nate.”

      There was a dark aura, like I was about to pass out
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