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Darren

Darren relished the cold breeze as it cut through his wolf’s thick fur, waking him and clearing his mind as he pushed his wolf’s legs to run faster, testing the limits of his already sore muscles. Chilled air burned his lungs, the muscles in his legs screamed as he sprinted through the forest, relying on his wolf’s superior vision to guide him over small boulders and fallen trees, the sky still a dull grey with pre-dawn light.  

One month, two weeks, and four days.

One month, two weeks, and four days since the battle where Darren and his packmates fought for their lives. Where he’d watched his hopes and dreams for a quiet future shatter in front of him. All while having a front row seat to his father’s outrage at the power Darren’s mate possessed.

For one month, two weeks, and four days Darren’s dreams had been filled with screams, eyes that changed between storm clouds and rubies, and blood. 

So much blood. 

It coated his hands, filling the creases in his palms as tiny droplets made their way down his wrists. There were no wounds on him though; none of his own life force leaked onto the dead, brown grass below. It would have been better if it had come from him, but all he could do was watch as it seeped from the wound at her side, her skin taking on a ghostly glow. Just when he thought there was no more blood in her veins left to give, no breath left in her lungs, he would wake. 

For a while being awake hadn’t been any better. When memories of Jade and bloodshed weren’t bombarding his every thought, he ran himself ragged on errands for his father. Overseeing projects to repair damage to the main packhouse, checking in with the families of the recovering she-wolves, and anything he could think of to help his packmates rebuild the safe, secure life they’d had before. Progress had been slow, but bit by bit they pieced the shambles of their old life back together. 

At times Darren would catch himself wondering if things would ever go back to the way they were. But he was being naïve; things would never be the same. Not for him. 

So, he threw himself into his work, day after day until his bones ached and the pounding in his skull became unbearable. He found it was easier to put aside his own troubles when he was surrounded by the strength of determination of his packmates, watching first-hand as they overcame the trials they had been tossed into head-first. 

Many of the wolves were content to rebuild their homes, ready to go back to their simple lives to make the most out of their situation, but just as many, if not more, were ready to take their revenge. Every day the whispers spread, growing louder as the Northwind wolves repaired their shattered confidence. The rogues were still a danger that needed to be dealt with, and the strike against their pack could not go unanswered. Unfortunately, they weren’t the only ones who felt that way.

A quiet cloud had shadowed his father for the first few days after the attack, especially as he worked his way through pulling the rest of the ill she-wolves from their comatose state. It had gone on long enough Darren had dared to hope that once Luke had finished reflecting, maybe he would finally see he had judged Jade too quickly, that she was more than just the sharp-toothed rogue he saw her as. But as time wore on, the cloud had dispersed and Luke slowly began to return to his old self, but Darren held onto a shard of hope that it was just part of the process; Luke would come around.

One meeting. That was all it took to shatter the last of Darren’s hope.

He'd entered his father’s office knowing it would be a difficult day, not just for Luke who had to present a detailed report of the battle and the events leading up to it, but for himself and the role he would be expected to play. 

He might as well have been torn in two. Half of himself the ever-loyal son ready to jump at a moment’s notice should his Alpha ask him to, and the other who would happily bite off anyone’s head who dared to speak against Jade. It was going to be a long day.

Darren was barely seated when the seventh and last box on the screen flickered to life and seven Alphas, their betas, and most of their mates stared back at him. 

Quick hellos were exchanged before Alpha Harden glowered at the screen. “Well let’s not take all day; some of us have better things to do, like run a pack.” Alphas weren’t known for their skilled small talk, especially not when you put eight of them in the same room. Even if that room was on a computer screen. 

Luke needed no further invitation, diving into his report with just the right amount of seriousness and dramatic flair that Darren was certain he’d rehearsed it a hundred times. By the time he made it to the part where Ash’s wolves had descended on them, the other Alphas weren’t even trying to hide their condescending sneers.

Humiliation reddened Luke’s cheeks as he allowed the other Alphas to make their criticism and snide remarks, some going as far as openly mocking the unnecessary risks he had taken by inviting the rogues with open arms into their Training Center. Of course, the rogues had thanked him for the invitation with an attack; he might as well have offered the Northwind wolves on a platter.

Darren was sure the jabs would be enough to send Luke spiraling over the edge; the old Luke certainly would have. But much to his surprise, Luke held his temper in check, mostly due to Heather’s comforting hand on his arm. He listened without protest until the jokes wound down naturally. Brushing aside the lingering sneers, Luke continued his story, chalking up his own faults to being blindsided by the fact he’d faced an enemy none of them had ever dealt with before.

A Blood Wolf.

It took restraint like Darren had never known to remain seated while Luke recounted the battle and the events that preceded it, with more than a few embellishments and completely omitting the part of who Jade was to Darren, or how he had discovered her secret before the battle. As Luke wove his tale, it became clear he and Darren had very different ideas of what had happened that day.

“It was much like our histories told; the Blood and Phantom Wolves’ ferocity was unmatched. If they had not chosen to fight each other, I shudder to think at the bloodshed they could have inflicted.” His tale finally over, he sat back. The brief silence that followed was enough to have Darren shifting uneasily in his chair, but Luke’s eyes never left the screens, flickering between the faces staring back at him, gauging their reactions. He was met mostly with cool masks of composure, only a few allowed their surprise or wariness to show. 

“It’s an impressive story, Alpha Power, but don’t take offense if I say it might sound a little too impressive,” Alpha Griffin finally answered, his tone cautious, even if there was little the other Alpha could do through the screen if he did anger him somehow. “Not only is it unlikely there would be not one, but two extinct wolves in your territory, but you claim one of them was a female, something none of our grandfathers had a chance to witness. If this was possible, why haven’t we heard more rumors of their existence before now?”

To his credit, Luke didn’t react to the accusation. The only hint it had hit any kind of mark was the stiffening of his shoulders as he responded. “I don’t blame your skepticism. If you had told me mere weeks ago these creatures existed, I might have laughed in your face. But lying about their existence now serves little use for me. Besides, I’m not the only one who had the chance to witness the Blood Wolf in both of her forms.”

Darren stiffened. Would his father really expect him to act as a witness against his own mate? But Luke had someone else in mind.

“Alpha Harden.”

The other Alpha’s eyes widened slightly, the only sign he was surprised. “I can assure you Alpha Power, had I seen a female shift with my own eyes I would be honor bound to inform all of you, let alone the rumors that would have spread.”

“Of course, I would never think to call your honor into question,” Luke said, but the ice in his eyes said he most definitely was questioning it. “But is it not true that before you inherited the position, there was a she-wolf, no more than a pup who was banished from the Darkfang Pack?”

Any chance Harden had to decide whether to lie or not was lost when he visibly stiffened. The flush rising up his thick neck and the way his mouth hung open the slightest bit confirmed Luke’s question before his words ever could. “I was hardly out of puphood myself, but I do believe there were...rumors of such an event taking place.”

“Were there also rumors about why banishment was the only option? I knew your father, and while he led with an iron fist, I would hardly say he was cruel, especially to members of his own pack.”

Luke chose that moment to throw a knowing look in Darren’s direction that made Darren’s stomach lurch with unease. He didn’t like where this was going.

Alpha Harden shifted uncomfortably, scratching his beard as if recalling a far-off memory. “I remember hearing that the girl had injured one of the other pups, and when some of the pack went to confront her family about it, the girl killed one of them in a fit of rage.”  

Now it was Luke’s turn to plaster a look of mock surprise on his face. “A girl, no more than a child, killing a full-grown man? I find that difficult to believe.”

“There may have been whispers it was possible only because of her...unique circumstances,” Harden said reluctantly. “But they were rumors none of us paid much attention to.”

“Perhaps if you had then I would not be forced to sit here and tell you the tragedy that has befallen my pack because of her.” Luke fell back in his chair as if the weight of the knowledge he’d revealed was too much to bear, but Darren saw the gesture for what it truly was, a calculated, maybe even practiced move to sway the rest of the council. 

The way the rest of the Alphas’ brows pinched together was proof enough that it worked. But not all of them were convinced.

“As tragic as it is this happened to your pack, how are these wolves any danger to the rest of us? You’re the one who said they both ran, taking their followers with them,” Alpha Barrett asked, coming to Harden’s rescue with a skeptic brow raised. “It seems if anyone should be worried it would be you and Karga, since his territory shares a border with yours.”

“The Crystal Mountain Pack can take care of our own borders,” Alpha Karga answered, his face remaining a blank slate that bordered on pure boredom. Darren schooled his own expression to mask the panic that threatened to break through and sweep him away. It couldn’t be true, could it? 

Of course, there was a reason she had become a rogue, but he had assumed it was because it was easier to hide who she was. It was clear most wolves were inclined to leap headfirst into judgment, and it made sense she would have faced similar danger then as she was now. There were parts of her past she regretted; she had admitted that much herself. But she would have told him if it had been anything as serious as killing her own packmate, even if it was an accident. Wouldn’t she?

“Be that as it may,” Alpha Barrett continued. “It sounds as if your pack did their job and sent them running. If that’s the case, we have little more to worry about from these criminals.” 

Alpha Archer and Alpha Griffin nodded their agreement, but the other four made no move or sound, watching the exchange with guarded eyes.

“If only that were the case, but there are bigger things at hand here than just a few chaotic rogues. But I understand sometimes words are not enough, so allow me to show you just how dire the situation is,” Luke said, nodding to his beta, Johnathan. Darren tried to catch the Beta’s eye as he stood and walked towards the office doors, avoiding Darren’s gaze even as he passed him. Darren wanted to ignore the cold dread forming in his stomach, but there was only one thing that came to mind that would be proof enough for all the Alphas.

Please tell me you don’t mean to—

It is the only way to make them understand, Luke answered through a personal channel in the packlink, never sparing a single glance towards his son. 

Don’t you think she’s been through enough without subjecting her to his kind of scrutiny? We don’t need them to believe us. You’ve done your duty by warning them. 

It’s not enough. 

Don’t fight him on this sweetie, Heather’s voice sounded through Darren’s mind, her clear eyes darting to his. She didn’t need to be part of their channel to know what Darren was thinking. Not now, not in front of these people. 

But... Darren thought, unsure of who he was responding to.

This is war Darren! We must be united, or we all fall, Luke’s voice lashed in Darren’s mind just as Johnathan swung the double doors open. 

His hands ached as they gripped the arms of his chair, and he felt dread drop like a stone in his stomach as a small frame slid through the opening. Her expression was hidden by dark hair as she kept her face downcast, following Johnathan back to his seat, but Valery didn’t sit. She stood beside her father’s chair, one arm draped across her stomach as she gripped her other arm with pale knuckles. Her eyes were stretched so wide the light in the room was reflected in the whites of her eyes. She took in the wall of faces glaring back at her. 

“Do you mean to insult us by wasting our time?” Alpha Archer exclaimed loud enough Valery flinched back, and Darren nearly choked on the growl that tried to form in his throat. “Are you trying to discredit your own story? Because I fail to see how a child can provide any value to this conversation, let alone provide the proof you claim to have.”

“This child was the first to be cured of the sickness that has taken root in our packs,” Luke snapped back, sending Alpha Archer rearing back in surprise. The other Alphas did a better job of masking their shock, only a curious brow raised here or there betraying their true feelings, but their Betas and Lunas could be heard in the background murmuring their dismay. 

Darren didn’t blame them. As ecstatic as the Northwind wolves had been at their loved ones’ recovery it had been difficult information for them to swallow. 

The spread of the unknown illness had been sudden and rapid, with reports spilling in almost daily of the death toll nearing a hundred from the eight major packs. It was unlike anything they had seen before, affecting only the she-wolves by placing them in a fevered coma until they passed, unless an Alpha used his wolf’s power to connect with their mind to guide them out of the haze. Just as Jade had discovered. 

“Valery isn’t the only one,” Jonathan spoke up and after a nod from Luke he continued. “We lost twelve she-wolves to it, but the rest have since been healed and are back in their homes.” 

“How?” Alpha Griffin asked, his lips peeling back in a poorly concealed sneer. “Pack doctors have been working day and night to cure our females with no success. How did you do it?” 

“It seems the illness is brought about by a forced change, brought about by these,” Luke displayed one of the large white pods. “Lupinus. Crushed and snuck into food or drink by strategically placed rogues, it brings about a forced shift, one the she-wolves are unable to make on their own as they have no connection to their wolves. But by using my wolf to connect to them through the packbond, I was able to bring their consciousness back and break the changes’ hold on them,” Luke explained, his chest expanding with pride as the others blinked in confusion. It was such a simple solution, one all of them had performed on their male pack members who struggled with their first shift, but one no one had considered for she-wolves. 

“Then it seems we have work to do,” Alpha Ito said, the usually quiet Alpha the first to break the silence. Alphas Archer, Torres, and Karga all voiced their agreement, their faces lifting at the first sign of hope. 

“Wait, I still fail to see how this news should change our position on the rogues who fled,” Alpha Barrett growled, his question forcing the others to settle back in their seats. 

“Ah, yes, that part,” Luke said, his chest deflating as his face contorted into a grim frown. “I was able to pull most of our she-wolves from death’s door, but Valery was healed by someone other than myself. She was healed by one of the rogues—the Blood Wolf. But something...different happened when the rogue pulled Valery out of her comatose state,” Luke trailed off, as if hesitant to continue. Darren couldn’t help letting his eyes flicker over to where Valery stood, the sunny girl who had once inhabited her was long gone, replaced by one with trembling hands and glassy eyes. 

We don’t need to drag her into this. You can tell them about what happened; she doesn’t need to be here, Darren tried as a last-ditch effort, unable to care about the desperation leaking through every word. Maybe if he’d hidden it better, Luke would have at least bothered to acknowledge his plea. 

“Valery, show them,” Luke said, but it was no request. Even Darren could feel the power directed at her through the command. His heart clenched as he watched the color drain from his cousin’s face as the command hit her. Her wide eyes darted to her father in a silent plea, but Johnathan faced straight ahead, his face a perfect mask of calm. Darren was certain he caught a flash of pain in the Beta’s eyes. 

“We don’t have all day, girl,” Alpha Griffin snapped when she continued to hesitate. Darren’s heart tugged painfully in his chest when he watched the realization dawn on Valery’s face. No one was going to save her from her Alpha’s order. 

Tears welled in her eyes, but she didn’t let a single one spill over as she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Her face twisted in concentration as she searched within herself for the one thing that could prove Luke’s story and rally the whole council to his cause. Seconds stretched into minutes as she stood, a bead of sweat trailing a path down her forehead. The silence that settled over Luke’s office crept through the monitors to other Alphas as they watched her every breath and twitch, waiting. At last, Valery opened her eyes, her face crumbling as she faced Luke. 

“I’m sorry, Uncle Luke, I don’t think I can—”

“Your Alpha gave you a command,” Luke yelled, his chair scraping against the floor as he leapt to his feet. “Do it now!” he said, his hand slamming onto the desk with a crack that caused even Darren to flinch away. 

“I—” Valery’s sob was cut short, her mouth hanging open as her eyes grew round with fear, but they weren’t her deep brown ones anymore. She stumbled forward and tripped, light grey fur sprouting from her skin as her face lengthened to turn into a snout all before she hit the ground. Shouts and curses erupted from the audience, some of the Alphas leaping to their feet at the sight before them. 

“Gentlemen, you asked what risk the rogues still pose to us, but the risk is right here in front of you. With one bite the Blood Wolf was able to create what hasn’t existed for centuries, a female shifter. Now I ask, do you still think a rogue with the ability to create more wolves—more warriors, isn’t a threat to us?” Luke asked, his voice rising in a call to action. A call to spread the fear within his own heart and to stand with him against a new enemy. 

A call that was met with stunned silence.
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The rest of the meeting was a blur after Luke’s demonstration. The council was unanimous; something had to be done about the Blood Wolf. What should be done was a different matter altogether. 

Each Alpha had his own idea as to what they should do next. Alpha Archer thought each pack should send out a few choice warriors to find her, while Alpha Torres suggested it would be best if they sent out another decree, ordering all wolves—pack and rogue alike—to turn her in if she was spotted. But with so many dominant males voicing their ideas, it was impossible to come to any decisions as a group. So Darren listened in white-knuckled silence as the arguing continued, watching Valery’s wolf where she cowered on the floor. Did none of these men see the terror they caused in the very people they were trying to protect?

It was late into the night by the time they concluded the meeting, still unable to come to any sort of agreement. One by one the screens went black, but not before they each promised to consider the options until the next meeting. Darren sprung from his seat the second the last screen went black, launching himself across the room to Valery’s side, her wolf giving a startled growl at his movement. 

“Shh, it’s okay,” Darren said, hoping his voice was calm enough even with the slight quiver there was to it. “You’re okay, you’re safe. Look, there are no enemies here,” he whispered, letting his hand rest a short distance from her snout. He held his breath as the animal inched forward to give his hand a suspicious sniff, her yellow eyes narrowing as they met his. “You’re safe,” Darren repeated as he laid his hand on her head. “I need to talk to Val; can she come out again please?” 

The beast shuddered under his hand, a soft whine emitting from her with her next breath, then the fur under his hand was replaced by a head of brown hair as the wolf gave up her control, allowing Valery to break through. Her breaths came in gasps as tearless sobs wracked her body, her hands clutching Darren’s arms as he pulled her close. 

“Get her out of here,” he said. Scooping the still shaking girl up, he turned and placed her in Johnathan’s already outstretched arms. Heather was at his side, ready with soothing strokes to Valery’s head and back.

He didn’t say a word as they walked across the floor and the door clicked closed behind them. He continued to wait until the sound of their footsteps faded before whirling to face Luke. “Are you happy now?” he hissed, meeting Luke’s cool stare. “I’d be surprised if she’s ever able to shift again after what you just put her through.” 

“You underestimate her; she’s strong. Give her a couple of days and she’ll be fine. It was essential we show them the truth and now that they know, we are closer than ever to unifying the council and coming up with a real solution,” Luke said, turning his seat around to face his desk instead of the screens. 

“She shouldn’t have to be strong; none of them should. That’s why we are here, so we can carry the burden for them,” Darren said through bared teeth. 

“Everyone has to make sacrifices in times of war. The council understands that. Our pack understands it, but do you understand, Darren?” Luke asked, bracing his hands on the desk, leaving Darren facing his back. Darren stiffened at his tone, straightening his spine before he spoke, preparing himself for the barbs that were sure to come.

“What is that supposed to mean?” 

“It means, despite my warnings and what you’ve seen with your own two eyes, you still sat there white-knuckled anytime the Blood Wolf was mentioned,” Luke said, finally turning to face him. His eyes were cold and distant as he gauged Darren’s reaction, but even knowing he was being scrutinized, Darren’s growing anger made it impossible to arrange his face into anything that would be considered respectful.

“She has a name.”

“That right there is exactly what I’m talking about! You care more about what I call her than what she really is—what she’s done. Look at Valery; the poor girl has been scared of her own shadow ever since that thing touched her.”

Darren couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Jade saved her! Valery’s scared because everyone is treating her like she’s some kind of contagious freak, including you. We’re lucky she’s here with us at all, and the only reason she is—the reason we learned how to help the she-wolves at all is because of Jade. Now the whole council owes her, and instead of thanking her you’re planning how to ‘take care of her’. How does that not sound insane to you?” 

“What I think is insane is how my son continues to choose a rogue over his own pack,” Luke jabbed a finger his direction. “You’re on thin ice, and it is going to crack beneath you sooner than you expect if you don’t get your priorities straight. You’re young; you still haven’t learned these worlds can’t coexist, no matter how much you try to force them together. I’ve tried—the entire council has. No matter how much you fight it, one day you will realize you can’t live in her world and ours.”

“Maybe we could coexist if we stopped separating it into our world and theirs.” 

Whatever restraint Luke had been exercising snapped. His face flushed with his anger and his hand slammed onto the desk again. “I will not live alongside criminals and killers, and neither will my son!”

“They aren’t all killers!” Darren was yelling now in a useless attempt to drown out the pounding growing louder and louder inside his skull every time Luke opened his mouth.

“Maybe not, but she is,” Luke said, satisfaction sparking in his eyes when Darren flinched, nausea churning his stomach.

“We don’t—you don’t have proof it was her.”

Luke scoffed. “Now you’re purposefully being ignorant. You were sitting there; you heard Harden just as I did. How many female rogues do you know that have come from Darkfang that would be able to take down a grown werewolf? It was her, Darren.”

Darren could barely hear a word over the roaring in his ears. “How did you find out about any of this?”

Luke shrugged. “A concerned citizen made sure the information made its way to me a little over a month ago. I had Johnathan do a little digging, but I wasn’t sure it was true until Harden confirmed it today.” 

Darren didn’t answer. What was he supposed to say? What could he say? 

“She didn’t tell you that part, did she?” Luke asked, trying to plaster a sympathetic expression on his face, but he couldn’t hide the condescension that coated every word and revealed his true feelings. “Let me guess, she told you some sob story about how she was mistreated because she’s different. Am I right?” 

“No,” Darren said, shaking his head. “I don’t believe it. And even if I did, why does it matter now? I’m still here, aren’t I? I chose to stay—I chose this pack!”

“Ha!” Luke let out a mirthless laugh, his tone causing a flush to creep up Darren’s neck. “Don’t fool yourself. Do you think you would still be here if I hadn’t intervened? That vixen would have had you trailing after her with a bat of her eyelashes and handing over pack secrets with a single kiss if I hadn’t taken care of the matter before it got out of hand.”

Icy dread washed over Darren clearing away the haze from his mind and snuffing out the fiery anger in his stomach. He opened his mouth, grasping for words he didn’t know how to give voice to. But he had someone on his side who did. 

His wolf rose close to the surface in answer to Darren’s rising fear, lending him the strength he needed to speak the question aloud. “What did you do?”

“I did what had to be done,” Luke said, folding his arms in front of his chest. “What you would have been too weak to do—what you’re still too weak to admit needed done.” No sign of remorse or bit of compassion could be found in his features. 

Darren’s mind was reeling and moving in slow-motion all at once. What had happened to Jade? He hadn’t seen her since that day at the hospital, not after she had walked out of the meeting with the doctors, her friend on her heels. He’d assumed she had gone out to get some air or to find relief from Luke’s posturing and bruised ego. When she hadn’t returned, he’d thought it was by her choice, taking advantage of an opportunity to escape having to tell him face-to-face that even after all they’d been through, she still didn’t want him. But what if that wasn’t the case? What had he missed?

His fists clenched at his side, holding in the claws and cold fury lurking just beneath his skin. “What did you do?” Darren repeated the question, the words no louder than his breath. 

“Only what is best for everyone. You don’t need to worry about it anymore. With her gone you can focus on your training again. War is at our doorstep, and I’ll need your help more than—” Luke didn’t get to finish his thought as Darren lunged forward, a snarl pulling his lip back as his forearm slammed into Luke’s chest causing him to stumble back a step and brace himself against the desk, staring up in horror as Darren loomed over him. 

“What. Did. You. Do?” he bit out each word, barely aware of the shock plastered across his father’s face. It didn’t matter if the man was his Alpha—his father, if he had hurt his mate, Darren’s wolf would tear him apart.

Luke didn’t answer right away. He watched his son with guarded eyes, and for the first time in his life, Darren thought he saw fear flash through Luke’s eyes, but Luke blinked and then it was gone. If it had ever existed at all. 

When he did answer, his voice was steady, leaving zero doubt in Darren’s mind that what he said was the truth. “I did the one thing I could do. There’s a man, a human who specializes in killing creatures far worse than us. It didn’t take much to convince him to add her to his list before we even knew what she was,” he said with his voice like granite. Cold, hard, and unyielding. Shoving Darren off of him, he straightened his shirt, smoothing out the wrinkles Darren’s fists had caused, seemingly completely unaffected by the bombshell he had just dropped. 

The room spun, and the edges of Darren’s vision blurred as his mind fought to process the meaning of his father’s words over the roaring in his ears. “You sent a hunter after my mate?” His voice sounded distant even to his own ears. 

His wolf tore at his insides, promising to wreak havoc on the man in front of them if Darren would loosen his hold. 

Adjusting the buttons on his sleeves, Luke schooled his features, erasing any unease that might have slipped at Darren’s outburst. “Yes.”

All it took was one word to snap the last thread of Darren’s control. His wolf didn’t need to hear anything else as he shattered through Darren’s hold of him and lunged towards the man who had become their enemy. Luke hardly had a chance to react before the wolf crashed into him, sending him and the desk flying across the room. The beast didn’t hesitate as he followed Luke’s path, pouncing right in front of where his Alpha lay on the ground, staring at him in horror as the wolf bared his teeth. 

“Darren, I’m ordering you—” The wolf didn’t let him finish the command. Diving forward he opened his jaws, ready to latch onto whatever part of Luke he could get ahold of first. But before he could sink his teeth in, everything went black.
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Chapter 2
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Jade

Dull morning light filtered through the thin fabric of the tent and through Jade’s eyelids, signaling dawn’s arrival and the start of another day. She didn’t have to open her eyes to know that the sky would be covered with thick, grey clouds, muting the sun and blanketing the forest in an eerie mist. She could smell them in the crispness of the air, the kind that made her nose tingle and shoulder ache.

Winter had arrived.

There was a time when the thought of the deep mountain snow and freezing nights would have sent her heart sinking to her stomach and made her eyes damp with fearful tears. But those days were in the past. 

In the years she had spent roaming the mountain side, she had grown to respect, maybe even appreciate, nature in all of its forms, and the lessons of survival it gave to those who looked. Like the deer and elk who would abandon the open fields for the deepest parts of the forest when a storm was coming. Or the smaller forest creatures that used the deepest snow to build dens where they could weather the worst nights in comfort.

The more she listened to the lessons the mountain and its inhabitants offered the less she had come to fear it, and in its place grew a love for its savage, unforgiving beauty. But that was when she’d been alone, and Jade hadn’t been alone in a very, very long time. Now there were others to help find food and build shelters, but that also meant there were more mouths to feed and more anxious whispers that only grew louder as the cold set in. 

Footsteps approaching her sleeping space drew her attention, and Jade squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force herself to stay in a half-asleep state a little longer, but that was impossible when the footsteps turned into talking.

“Shhh, she’s still sleeping,” a voice hissed from outside, the thin walls of the tent doing little to muffle it. 

Desert. 

How long had he been lurking outside just to hold people at bay?

“Do you know when she’ll be up? We’ve got a little situation.” 

Jade could practically see Desert standing between her and whoever wanted her attention, throwing a hesitant look over his shoulder where he thought she was blissfully sleeping. If only. 

“I don’t know; she needs her rest. She’s still recovering from—

well, you know...” he trailed off, and the uncomfortable silence that settled was enough to make Jade roll onto her back. Her hand moved on its own accord to rest just below her collar bone, toying with the raised skin hidden under her shirt. The scar was the only thing that remained of the silver bullet that had torn its way through her a month earlier. Well, that and the memories. 

The gunshot hadn’t sounded anything like she imagined it would, not that she’d heard many in her time. There hadn’t been a bang that split the air or made her ears ring. When she recalled that night, it sounded more like an insect, a blip that whizzed through the air too quickly to track, until it found its mark. She’d never seen the hunter, not a shadow or even a scent on the wind.

But what other option was there? No wolf would consider using a gun against one of their own. It wasn’t their way. If it had been one of the Northwind wolves or even Ash’s rogues, she would have faced an ambush of claws and fangs. 

But hunters weren’t the all-powerful organization they once had been; the Alpha Council made sure of that. Although they usually spent their time by the seashore trapping sirens or harassing witches, it wasn’t uncommon for hunters to go after rogue wolves, especially if they were stupid enough to stray too close to their communities. But going after a wolf in packwolf territory? Unheard of. 

Probably because, besides being insane enough to sneak over the border, they would have had to make it to the pack hospital in the middle of the aftermath of a battle without being spotted, and then...what? Shoot the first wolf that came outside? It didn’t make sense, none of it did.

Unless...

Unless she’d been the target all along, which meant he’d known who she was, which shouldn’t have been possible, unless someone had told him. Someone like an Alpha who could give permission to anyone, even a hunter, to come and go from his territory as he pleased. 

An Alpha, or the future one...

No, Darren may have been Luke Power’s son, but he was nothing like his father. Even when he’d seen what she was, he had still tried to stand between her and Ash during the final battle and had stood by her bedside in the pack hospital afterwards. He’d remained kind to her through all of it, but after what she’d done to Valery...well she didn’t know what he thought about it. In the chaos of it all, they hadn’t had a chance to talk, and then everything with the hunter had happened. She was lucky Desert had followed her out and whisked her away before the hunter could finish the job, but it meant she hadn’t been able to explain herself to Darren. 

Or say goodbye. 

Maybe it was all for the best. If he thought she had run from him, too afraid to offer him the decency of an official rejection, it would only make moving on easier for him. Sure, it would take time for the mate bond to fade on its own, but once it did, he’d find a nice she-wolf to become his Luna. They’d have perfect pups who would all have his blue eyes, and they’d all live happily ever after.

But where did that leave her?

“I know she needs her rest, but can you let me know when she’s up? We need her out here.”

“Of course, maybe I can—”

“I’m up,” Jade said, untangling herself from her bedding. Pulling on her boots and ducking out of the tent, she was grateful for any interruption if it meant she didn’t have to think about Darren and the pulsing ache in her chest.

Her relief was short-lived, though, as she stepped outside the warmth of her tent and into the air that made her teeth chatter. She felt like she’d been trampled by a herd of elk; cold nights of sleeping on the ground and the day’s work had her every joint and muscle screaming in protest at the movement. Even the morning’s dim sunlight caused her pain as it reflected what felt like ten-fold by the fluffy snow coating everything in sight. 

She rubbed the last bit of sleep from her sandpaper eyes, wincing through the bolts of fire shooting through her head as her eyes tried to rid themselves of the dark spots that appeared in her vision. 

Desert moved forward when she stumbled as she tried to find her footing; his hands outstretched as if he expected her to collapse right there in front of him. “It’s okay, I can handle this. Why don’t you go back to bed for a bit? We can survive another hour or two without you.” 

He’d been treating her as if she were a fragile doll, the kind with  a porcelain face that would crack with the slightest pressure. They all had. She wasn’t sure if it was because of the hunter’s attack, the battle with Ash, what she had done to Valery, or some mixture of all of them, but it had to stop. Had she been through a lot recently? Yes, but so had everyone else, and no one else was falling apart, so why would she?

She steadied herself, brushed off his hands, and straightened, busying herself with brushing loose strands of her hair out of her face as she turned to the other wolf. 

“What’s up, Blue? Did I hear something about a situation?” 

Contrary to his name, nothing about Blue was blue. His long hair and beard were both a fiery red, much like Lola’s, paired with pine-green eyes that usually sparkled with laughter just waiting to bubble up from one of the many jokes he kept on the tip of his tongue. But he seemed to be all out of jokes that morning as he stared at the ground, scratching the skin under his beard thoughtfully. 

“I’m so sorry to bother you, Alph—Jade,” he said, stumbling over his words when he caught her frown at the title. An annoying habit many of the wolves had gotten into, but she hoped with a little time they’d give up on it. “I really wouldn’t have woken you up, but, well...we have a problem,” he explained. The sweat on his brow and fingers tapping rhythmically against his round stomach told far more than his words did. Jade’s head was already pounding considering the endless possibilities.

“What is it?”  

“Um...well, I don’t want to jump to any conclusions, I mean, I may be wrong, and you know I’d hate for anyone to get in trouble because of something I said. I’m not one to cause problems, you see—”

“Just spit it out, Blue,” she snapped, losing grip on what little patience she had. She regretted it immediately when he flinched back slightly, his eyes dropping to examine the ground once again. “Sorry, it’s not you. It’s just...”

“No, no it’s okay. I understand. Anyways, I went to go make some porridge this morning, but the oats, they’re gone!”

The cogs of Jade’s mind felt like they were lathered in sludge as she tried to understand what the other wolf was saying, her thoughts circling, but avoided any intelligent thought. “Wait, what do you mean we’re out? We had plenty when we checked just a few days ago.”

Blue nodded fervently, his eyes darting between her and Desert. “I know! That’s why I was so shocked I had to come straight to you. I knew you’d want to know right away. You don’t think someone’s been sneaking more than their share, do you?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll make sure it gets taken care of,” she said, trying to offer a grateful smile, but even she could tell it didn’t reach her eyes. 

Apparently, it was genuine enough for Blue. His lips pulled back to reveal a cheerfully crooked grin and his hands stopped their anxious tapping. “You’re the best Jade,” he said before shuffling off, leaving Jade free to rest her head in her hand, squeezing the sides gently to relieve some of the pressure that had built up. 

She wasn’t completely free of an audience, though. Desert cleared his throat, forcing her to peek between her fingers to see his stern expression and arms crossed over his chest. “If you’d gone back to bed like I suggested...”

“Then I’d wake up in an hour and would have the whole pack complaining we’re out of food.”

“To be fair, we’re not completely out of food. We still have plenty of jerky and potatoes, and we scheduled another hunt for today.”

“Yeah, like that’ll help when everyone wants to know where their food disappeared to,” she sighed, mentally resigning herself to the day ahead of her. “I’ll take a couple of wolves and see if Milo has any he can spare. We’ve got some furs left over from the last hunt we can trade, don’t we?” 

“That and a couple jars of syrup we harvested the last time we went by the lake. I’ll grab those, but you don’t have to go; we can send someone else.”

Jade shook her head but regretted it when the movement revealed a kink in her neck. “You, Chris, and I are the only ones that know how to get to Milo’s, and Chris is out on patrol right now, and you promised you’d train the newly shifting pups today.” 

“I know, but—”

“Desert, please, just stop,” she said, bringing up her hand as if it could hold back his protests. “I’m better. Cross my heart. I’ll take Kyler, James, maybe Stag this time, and then they can do it themselves next time.”

She could tell by the way his lips pressed together he wasn’t happy with the idea, but if there were any more protests left in him, he held them back. Good, there were going to be a lot of distraught wolves on her hands if people thought they were running out of food. She didn’t need him fighting her as well. 

It didn’t take long to round the others up and head away from the quiet clearing and the tents pitched there, thankfully, before the rest of the camp was stirring awake. Although the wolves she picked had been on impulse, she found the further they walked the happier she was with her choice. Kyler, as always, was a quiet companion, content to walk in comfortable silence. And even the early hour couldn’t dim James’ enthusiasm at venturing out on a mission, but the drowsiness kept the teen’s chattering to a minimum and instead expressed his excitement by bouncing off trees and random boulders that appeared along their path. 

Stag was another matter altogether. The ex-warrior fit the stereotype well. Bulky in either human or wolf form, he looked like a force to be reckoned with, and he had the scars to back it up. And the temper too. He was one of the most troublesome wolves that had joined Jade and her friends in their home and had taken it upon himself to question every decision Jade made, even going as far as openly picking fights with her anytime he had an audience. But he’d gained the respect of many of the rogues, and he was a natural leader, something Jade could acknowledge even if it was somewhat begrudgingly. 

“Who is this Milo guy anyway, and why are we getting food from him?” Stag asked, tugging on the rope he held that pulled a sled along behind him, the empty barrel and furs tied securely to it. 

“He’s this hermit that lives out in the middle of nowhere, kind of an odd guy, but he’s the only one around that has anything worth trading for,” Jade answered, wincing as the bottom of the sled scraped against a rock previously hidden by the snow.

“He doesn’t mind trading with rogues?”

Kyler chuckled, but he wiped the smile off his face when Stag swung his head around to glare at him. “Let’s just say he’s lucky rogues will even trade with him.”

Stag’s head whipped around to stare at Jade again, his eyes narrowed with distrust. “What does that mean?”

She had to turn her head away to avoid rolling her eyes. “Milo has a past that wolves tend to have an issue with, kind of like most of us.”

“Which is?”

“He’s a retired hunter.”

“He’s a what?” Stag asked, sending birds bursting from the branches as his voice rose in alarm. “Why is he out here? How did the council allow that? Why are you allowing it?” 

Jade’s shoulders lifted in a shrug as she ducked underneath a snow-laden branch. “We all have parts of our pasts we aren’t proud of. I figure if he’s willing to look past mine, then I can look past his.” 

“I suppose,” Stag said through pursed lips, lugging the rope over his shoulder. “Are we sure he’s really out of the game, though? You know what they say, once a hunter...” he trailed off and raised a suggestive brow.

“Yeah, well you know what they say about us, right?” she asked, trying and failing to hold back her smirk when his frown deepened. “Once a rogue, always a rogue,” she said as she surged ahead and dropped the mental wall between her and the wolf within, relishing the way the predator’s dark fur burst through her skin. The sound of bones snapping into place told her the others weren’t far behind. 

After years of keeping her wolf locked inside, it was unbelievably freeing to let it out to run, no fear of who might be watching from the shadows. It was exhilarating. 

But hiding underneath the rush of adrenaline that coursed through her each time she’d allowed the beast out, was an unsettling twinge. It would start in her stomach and would make its way up until it took root in her chest. It hinted of something dark, something unnatural she should take notice of, but each time she pushed it down. She’d hidden in her guilt and fear long enough. Besides, everyone knew what she was now, so why should she hide it?
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Milo crossed his arms over his chest as he stared at the empty barrel, only adding to his already burly stature. One bushy, silver speckled brow lifted as he waved one hand in front of him in confusion. “What’d you do with all of it? Don’t tell me,” he said, holding up a finger. “You’ve picked up bird watching as a hobby and needed bait to lure them in?” 

“Ha!” Jade barked out a laugh as she browsed the various containers and barrels of dried goods that lined the inside of the little log cabin. “Birds would eat less and wouldn’t complain about how bland it is.”

“If bland is your problem, I just got a new batch of apples in. Throw a couple of those in there and they won’t be complaining then.”

Pushing away the pounding in her head, Jade prepared to play their game and flashed a grin that was more teeth than anything else, one that weaker men might have paled at knowing what was underneath her skin. But Milo wasn’t one of those men. He flashed a grin of his own, toying with the end of his beard. 

“I’m not sure those apples would be worth what you’re charging for them.”

Milo shrugged, his alert eyes darting to the side where Stag was trying to look inconspicuous as he perused the goods. “Maybe not. Depends on how whiny your companions will get carrying the extra weight.”

Stag flipped around, already bristling, but whatever he wanted to say died when he saw the smirk already on Milo’s face. Muttering something unintelligible, he turned back to stare at the bin of flour, the scar on his face twisting with the scowl that pulled at the edges of his lips. 

Milo’s grin had grown when he turned back to Jade, jabbing his thumb in Stag’s direction. “You’ll be okay if the grumpy one carries it, might help keep him quiet.” 

“How about you leave my friends alone and just tell me how much you want for the oats, and maybe if you’re nice, I’ll take the apples too,” Jade said and Milo finally uncrossed his arms, jerking his head towards the sturdy, wooden table in the back.

“Come on, let’s get you back on the road. There’s another storm comin’, and it’s gonna be a nasty one according to old Bessie,” he said, thumping a hand against the wooden peg that made up the missing half of his right leg, also known as Bessie. “I hear you ran into some of my kind of trouble,” he said, glancing up at her without raising his head, but it was really more of a question, a probing one. Not that Jade could blame him. It was lonely living on your own in the middle of nowhere. What better way to entertain yourself than with the bits of gossip you picked up here and there? 

But that didn’t stop her from hating the way her stomach dipped as the memory of that night tried to resurface. She shoved it down before it could take hold. Now wasn’t the time. Leaning against the edge of the table she tried to slow her heart enough so that it wasn’t pounding in her ears, keenly aware of the others who were listening in. “Oh yeah, your favorite kind of trouble,” she said, pulling aside the collar of her shirt enough to flash the pink scar. 

Milo let out a low whistle, leaning his elbows on the table to get a closer look. “They gotcha good, didn’t they? Looks like silver; am I right?” 

“You’ve got a good eye.”

“Easy when I’ve seen plenty of them back in my day,” he said, holding his hand palm out, and Jade handed over the stack of furs they’d brought. “Looks like it’s healing up nicely, though, but you’ll be able to feel the storms before they come, just like me.”

“Probably,” Jade agreed, hoping he wouldn’t try to continue the conversation. He seemed to take the hint when she bent down and picked up the jars of syrup, sliding them across the table to him. 

“Well, you guys be careful out there. You never know what you might run into this far from home.”

“Is that a threat?” Stag asked, a growl rumbling in his chest as he took a threatening step forward, but Kyler was at his side in an instant, placing a warning hand on his arm. 

Milo didn’t appear phased, though; he didn’t even spare a glance Stag’s way as he continued, his dark eyes boring into Jade’s. “There’re rumors floating around lately, of monsters comin’ out of the mountain. Ancient, ugly beasts with fur black as night. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“What kind of monsters?” James asked, stepping closer to the table and Jade’s side, his eyes round with either excitement or fear, his heart beating loud enough Jade could hear it thrumming nearly in time with her own. 

“Dunno. Not gonna lie; I thought it might be about your friend here,” he nodded at Jade, and she had to do her best not to flinch. “But I had two other customers in here earlier this week that saw tracks out by Darkfang territory, and I know you’re not stupid enough to go tromping around out there,” he said with a pointed look. 

“Definitely not me,” she said, raising her hands defensively, taking a step back, and snagging a bag of apples from the pile on the floor. Her head was pounding again and there were miles between them and the hot stew that would be awaiting them for dinner. She was done chitchatting. “Come on boys; we’d better head out if we want to beat the storm. Thanks Milo, pleasure doing business with you, as always.” But before she could make it to the door, Milo moved around the table to stand in front of her, an unusual seriousness in his features. 

“I’m serious; you gotta be careful. Winter is here, and this time it’s bringing all kinds of dark things with it. I can feel it,” he said, thumping his wooden leg again. 

Even her throbbing headache couldn’t keep away the guilt that constricted her chest. Milo may have been odd, but he had helped her out more than she deserved, and here he was trying to keep her safe. Albeit, probably from something travelers had made up to spice up their dull stories, but still...it was a nice gesture. The least she could do was not rush out of there like there was danger nipping at her heels.

“Don’t worry about us; we’ll keep our eyes peeled for anything unusual,” she reassured, giving his arm a familiar pat before passing him and ducking outside. Fat snowflakes were already falling from the grey clouds that blanketed the sky. Apparently, they were too late to beat the storm, but maybe they could make it home before the worst of it hit. 

The group didn’t talk as they finished tying the goods to the sled, each of them deep within their own thoughts about mysterious monsters and the snow beginning to weigh down the branches above them. Once again Stag picked up the end of the rope and slung the loop over his shoulder, so that it hung loosely across his chest and gave Jade an expectant look. 

“Ready?” The others nodded. “Good, then let’s get out of here,” she hardly finished the words before the others shifted, shaking the starry snowflakes off of their fur before following Jade’s dark wolf into the forest.  
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Chapter 3
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Jade

They did not beat the worst of the storm. What started as fat flakes turned into compact balls that pelted them like tiny darts even through their wolves’ thick winter coats. Although they couldn’t speak to each other in their wolf forms, she knew they were all anxious to get back to camp, and if it had been up to her, they would have pushed on. But it wasn’t always up to her. 

Her wolf lifted her head high and sniffed the air despite the wind that threatened to blow her over. As Jade expected, she wasn’t able to smell anything but fresh snow, and yet, the hackles on her wolf’s neck and back rose, and its head swung back and forth, searching the trees.

What is it? Jade asked the beast, pressing forward to see what the wolf looked for. But the wolf held her back, stubbornly holding onto the reins. 

Danger.

Jade stared out through the animal’s eyes, looking for a sign of the danger it spoke of, but all she saw were frost crusted branches and a curtain of snow raining down. What danger?

The animal didn’t answer her. Instead, she turned to look at the others and let out a bark before turning her side to the wind and continued walking. Away from camp.

What are you doing? Not only did the wolf continue to ignore her, but Jade felt herself being pushed backwards, further and further to where Jade’s voice would be only a distant echo to the animal. 

But the wolf knew what it was doing. After leading them for what could have only been fifteen minutes, maybe less, the rocky side of the mountain came into view through the shower of snow, with a dark spot becoming clearer the closer they got. It wasn’t until they were nearly on top of it that Jade realized what it was. 

A cave.

It was less a cave and more of a bit of the mountain that had been carved out, but it would do. They all piled in quickly, brushing up against each other as they pressed as far back as they could in the shallow opening. It wasn’t much, but at least they were out of the worst of the wind. They would wait out the worst of the storm before finishing the trip; until then, they just needed to try to stay warm. 

James’s wolf weaved his way through the others until he was at Jade’s side, his light brown coat a stark contrast to her black one. A soft whine escaped him, and he buried his head in her shoulder, nuzzling deeper into her fur. Normally Jade would have reciprocated the gesture, even her wolf would have, except it was busy staring ahead, ears standing at attention. 

Waiting.

Just waiting...

A splash of grey in a sea of white caught her eye, a single, misshapen blob that moved through the trees towards where they huddled. As the blob drew closer, a piece of it broke away, then another, and another. Six still undistinguishable shapes moved towards them, but a low growl rumbled from her wolf and Stag’s as the wind changed direction, blowing bits of snow into their faces and the scents of what approached.

Wolves.

More specifically, rogues, and none that she recognized. Their fur was matted and clung to the sharp angles of their bodies showing off their ribs and spines. Black lips pulled back to reveal yellowing fangs as they came close enough to see Jade’s group, rumbling with answering growls of their own. These wolves were hungry, ready for a fight, and more importantly, outnumbered them. 

They were clearly starving, but maybe they weren’t too gone to listen to reason. If she could talk to them, maybe she could stop the fight before it started. But Jade’s wolf widened its stance and adjusted its mental grip on Jade’s consciousness, holding her firmly in place no matter how Jade struggled. 

How could she have been so stupid? This was why she had to always be alert and present; if she slipped even once the wolf would always, always try to take things too far, and the animal had gained too much control for Jade to do anything about it. 

The rogues spread out, creating a half circle around where Jade’s group huddled, taking with them any chance of an easy escape. They were going to have to fight their way out. The others must have come to the same realization. Kyler’s wolf came to stand on Jade’s side while James still pressed into the opposite one. Neither of them made a sound, but their golden eyes were alert as they waited. Stag’s wolf was more vocal, allowing threatening growls out as he slipped out of the rope slung around his body, freeing himself of the sled’s weight. They may not have come looking for a fight, but they were ready for one. 

They didn’t have to wait long. One of the rogues grew impatient and lunged for them, closing the distance between them in two bounds. But Jade’s wolf was ready for him. Springing forward, she met him midair in a collision of claws and fangs, a medley of snarls erupting from the others as they charged into the battle. Her vision narrowed as her focus sharpened, seeing only the enemy in front of her. Jade could feel the edges of her consciousness blurring into her wolf’s until they were nearly one and the same, her wolf’s thoughts becoming her own until she couldn’t tell which of them it had come from. But it didn’t matter who had what thought, or which of them was in charge. Nothing else mattered except the feel of their opponent’s claws raking over her skin and where she would sink her fangs in next. 

Various shades of grey and tan flashed across her vision as she tussled with one rogue and another, and then another, fading in and out of the storm that raged on. It was impossible to keep track of them, and she didn’t care to, not as long as all of it ended with them running with tails between their legs. 

A bit of dark grey behind all the chaos of the fight caught her attention. One of the rogues slunk on the outskirts of the fight, dodging pairs of fighting wolves to make his way to the sled.

No, you don’t.

Lunging forward, she caught hold of his scruff and shook him violently before he could even try to twist free. Delicious satisfaction coursed through her when her teeth sank into the loose skin around his neck, warm droplets of blood coating her tongue with a taste of iron.

The mere scent of his blood awakened something in her, something so deep she couldn’t quite catch hold of it. But she could feel it rising up inside of her, swelling like the waves of snow that sometimes came crashing down from the highest peaks, growing bit by bit until it could crush anything in its path. If she could just reach it...

No! 

Taking advantage of her wolf’s distraction, Jade surged forward, fighting against the firm grip holding her down. It wasn’t enough to break free, but it was enough to break the wolf’s concentration and banish whatever foreign power she had been trying to access. Caught in a mental wrestling match with Jade, the beast was forced to release the wolf from her jaws, unable to hold both of them at the same time. 

Snarling, Jade’s wolf pawed at her head, thrashing back and forth with rising panic. It wasn’t time for Jade, not now. It wasn’t Jade that had sensed the danger, and Jade wasn’t the one that could protect them. But Jade pressed back, refusing to be pushed down again. The wolf couldn’t be trusted, not now, not ever, and she’d been stupid to think otherwise. Just when Jade thought she had a handle on it, the animal’s violent impulses would surface again, and they were right back where they started. 

It was easy to get swept away in the battle taking place within their shared mind, but even that couldn’t make the wolf forget the danger around them. Brown fur flashed across their peripheral vision, a charging wolf who thought they could take advantage of the moment of weakness. 

They were wrong.

Waiting until the last possible moment to whip around, the attacking wolf was caught off guard and went tumbling to the ground as her wolf sprung at him, focused on one thing and one thing only.

His throat. 

They landed with him on the ground, pinned down by her wolf’s heavier weight. She had the upper hand, and she wouldn
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