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Declan

September 2006

A tree branch scraped against the living room window, a jagged sound that mimicked the rising wind outside. Maple whimpered in her sleep, her tiny body twitching in distress. On the floor by the coffee table, Declan set his pencil down, his homework forgotten.

He climbed onto the couch beside her, reaching out to stroke her hair. Under his skin, his wolf lifted its head, ears pinned back and watchful. Ever since Maple had come to live with them, the urge to protect her had become the center of Declan’s world.

His father had burst into the house in a frantic rush, demanding to speak to Iris. His mother had told Declan to watch over Maple while they retreated to the den, but they had been in there far too long. The muffled tension bleeding through the door had Declan’s wolf on a razor’s edge.

Suddenly, his mother’s voice pierced the walls, sharp with fury. "You tell that little shit to come down here and say that to my face, William!" There was a brief, heavy silence before she continued, "Maple has no one left. Her grandparents are gone, and I can’t reach Storm. Now Thad wants to take her from the only home she’s ever known?"

"I’ve tried talking to him and the Luna," his father’s voice was lower, defeated. "Neither one will listen. I even petitioned the Elders, but no one is willing to cross him. She’s a ward of the Falling Snow pack now, Iris. Thad has the legal right to move her to a different foster family, even if his reasons are purely spiteful."

Declan sat frozen in shock. Aunt Nina had trusted them to keep Maple safe. Why would the Alpha tear her away from the only family she had left? A low, involuntary growl vibrated in Declan’s chest.

BANG.

Someone hammered on the front door with a heavy fist. The hair on the back of Declan’s neck stood straight up. The den door flew open as his father rushed to the entryway, but the intruders didn't wait.

Beta Clark stepped inside, flanked by two large enforcers.

Iris immediately threw herself between the couch and the men, her frame trembling with a mother’s rage. "She’s napping," she hissed, her teeth bared. "You are not taking her. Come back in the morning."

"Alpha’s orders, Iris," Clark said, his voice cold and clinical. "The girl comes with us now. She’ll be placed with the Smiths."

"Maple is safe here!" Iris growled.

One of the enforcers, a man named Kane, shoved past Iris, reaching out a large, calloused hand to pull Maple away from Declan.

Something inside Declan snapped. He didn't remember the agony of the bones shifting or the fur tearing through skin; he only knew the red mist of instinct. The next thing he knew, his jaws were locked onto Kane’s forearm.

SMACK.

A sharp, blinding pain exploded in Declan’s cheek as Kane struck him. Declan didn't let go; he tightened his grip, the copper tang of blood filling his mouth. He was a small wolf, but his fury was absolute.

"Declan, stop!" his father shouted, grabbing him by the scruff and hauling him back.

Declan struggled, his paws scrabbling against the air as he watched the enforcers grab a screaming Maple. Her high-pitched voice calling out for Iris shattered what was left of his heart. She begged them to let her go, her small hands reaching back toward the couch.

The front door slammed shut, cutting off the sound of her cries.

The room went deathly quiet. Declan felt numb as his father set him gently back on the couch. His mother was shouting, her voice a blur of static in the background. All he could think about was the look in Maple’s eyes as they took her. He had failed. She was alone, terrified, and he was stuck in a house that suddenly felt much too big.

Declan shrugged off his mother’s hand and jumped down, crawling into the shadows under the coffee table. He curled into a tight ball amidst his scattered homework and let out a soft, broken whine, the sobs finally racking his small, furry frame.
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Talia

March 2013

The shrill scream of her cell phone shattered the silence of the room. Talia groaned, blinking through a sleep-heavy blur as she fumbled for the device. "Yeah?" she rasped, her voice thick with exhaustion.

"We have a situation," the gravelly voice of Thad Vector, Alpha of the Falling Snow pack, rumbled through the line. "I need you at the Franklin house. Don’t bother with a full dress; just get here. Now."

The line went dead before she could even ask for details. Talia sat up, the covers pooling at her waist as she shivered in the morning chill. She grabbed her robe from the closet it wasn't exactly professional, but the air outside was nippy. She laced up her sneakers, grabbed her purse, and headed for the garage.

The streets of Falling Star, Colorado, were ghostly and deserted. Stray cats and dogs darted across the pavement like shadows, their eyes catching her headlights as she sped toward the suburbs. Ten minutes later, she pulled into a long, U-shaped driveway behind a fleet of black vehicles that all bore the mark of the pack.

Talia stepped out of her Ford Focus, and a haunting, guttural howl ripped through the air. The hair on her neck stood on end. From the surrounding woods, the local strays set up a chorus of distressed yapping in response.

Beta Clark Stream appeared on the front porch, his face grim. He motioned for her to follow him inside.

The house smelled of stale potpourri and, as they moved deeper into the hallway, the metallic tang of blood. The sounds of Margaret Franklin’s uncontrolled sobbing echoed from the master bedroom, but Clark led Talia past it, stopping at the door at the very end of the hall. He pushed it open and stepped aside.

Talia stumbled into the room, instantly covering her mouth to keep from gagging. The air was thick with the scent of unadulterated fear and death. In the corner, a pair of small, discolored eyes watched her with feral intensity.

The girl was cowering, her shirt shredded to ribbons, dark bruises marring the fair skin of her chest. Talia’s lip curled into a growl as she looked at Thad, who stood near the window, looking uncharacteristically rattled.

The girl let out another distressed howl, a sound too wild to be entirely wolf.

Talia took in the girl’s appearance. Her eyes were a haunting, glowing swirl of green and blue, framed by deep, dark circles. Her ears were partially shifted, covered in white fur which struck Talia as impossible, given that the rest of the girl’s hair was as black as a raven’s wing.

Then she saw the body.

Charlie Franklin lay on his side, his throat torn out with surgical, savage precision. The girl’s fingertips were caked in dry, dark blood.

"This is Maple Dark-Snow," Clark whispered, his voice trembling. "She was a foster child here. She won’t let us near her. She’s been trying to climb the walls to get away."

Talia knelt, making herself small and non-threatening. "I’m Talia," she said softly. "I’m an Oracle. I won’t let anyone here hurt you."

Maple tilted her head, watching her like a hawk. Seeing the girl’s torn shirt and her attempt to cover her chest, Talia hurriedly shrugged off her robe and tossed it to her. Maple didn't put it on immediately; she lifted the fabric to her nose, inhaling Talia's scent deeply before finally wrapping the soft material around her small frame.

"Would you like to come home with me?" Talia asked. "I live alone. No one will hurt you there."

Maple waited a long, agonizing minute before nodding. Talia held out her hand. When Maple’s fingers finally brushed hers, a literal current of electricity shot up Talia’s arm. Sparkles of white light danced around their joined hands, and a faint, icy whisper brushed against Talia’s ear:

Protect my daughter. She is endangered as long as the Alpha is near her.

A chill prickled Talia’s skin as she locked eyes with Thad. She guided Maple around the body, her grip protective. When the Beta started to protest, Talia flashed the wolves a look so cold they froze in their tracks.

Once Maple was settled in the back seat, Talia looked back at the porch. Thad was watching her with an intensity that bordered on predatory.

"Maple will be safe with me," Talia called out the window. "My private guards are waiting. We’ll talk this afternoon, Clark."

She backed out of the driveway, the silence in the car heavy but no longer frantic. In the rearview mirror, she saw Maple looking out at the passing city lights with a sense of wonder.

The voice whispered again, more urgent this time: You have to keep her safe. If you release her back to the Alpha, he will put her somewhere worse than the Franklins.

Talia’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. Worse than the Franklins? Was there such a place in the Falling Snow pack? Talia wasn't going to find out. She hadn't planned on becoming a mother tonight, but she would guard this child until Maple was strong enough to burn her own path.

​

​

​
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Maple

October 2019

Maple sat in the rigid chair outside the Alpha’s office, the weight of the summons pressing down on her. It was a twisted irony that Thad Vector now ran the pack her ancestors had founded, the pack her grandparents, the last of the true Snow line, had died protecting.

The rumors about her mother and Thad were like ghosts in the hallway. No one would tell her the truth about her father or why her mother had been murdered.

"Maple Snow. He’s waiting for you," the secretary announced.

Maple’s brow furrowed. Her name was Dark-Snow, but she didn’t bother correcting the woman. As she stood and reached for her backpack, she collided with a solid wall of muscle.

Heavy, muscular arms wrapped around her to steady her. Maple looked up, bewildered, into a pair of smoky grey eyes. The man looked back in visible shock, his lips barely moving as he breathed her name.

Before she could ask how he knew her, Thad’s voice barked from inside. "Maple! Get in here. Now."

The man pulled back with obvious reluctance, his gaze lingering on her with a strange reverence as she passed him.

Once inside, Beta Clark shut the door behind her. Maple moved toward the chairs in front of the massive oak desk, assuming she was finally being evaluated for enforcer duty. Talia had been paying a Guardian to train her three times a week for years, and with her seventeenth birthday only weeks away, the big picture was finally coming into focus.

But as she looked at Thad, she didn’t see the pride of a leader. She saw resentment and cold hostility.

"We called you here to discuss your future," Clark began, glancing tentatively at the Alpha. When Thad gave a sharp nod, Clark continued, "The Alpha requires you to sign a marriage contract. You will mate and marry Thad’s son, Lucas."

Confusion settled over Maple like a thick fog. "Could you repeat that? I must have misheard you."

Clark shifted uncomfortably. "You need a place in the pack, Maple. Thad believes you’d make a good Luna and that it’s the only position you’ll fit. You have no other choice unless you intend to leave."

Rage began to simmer in Maple's veins. Thad didn’t want her to be a Luna; he wanted a figurehead to appease the pack members who still believed she was the rightful heir.

"Don’t be like your mother," Thad suddenly growled, rounding the desk. He grabbed her face in his hands, his grip bruising. "She would have been my Luna if she hadn't been seduced by your father, leaving her heartbroken and pregnant with you. You should have been my daughter. If you were, I wouldn't have to force this union to protect you from the rumors. You will mate my son and put the pack at ease. Do you understand?"

Something primal awakened deep inside Maple. Thad slid his hand into her hair, yanking her head back until pain seared through her skull.

Maple bared her fangs, her voice a low, dangerous grit. "I will not be told how to live. I will not mate Lucas."

Thad’s eyes glowed a dominant red as he pushed his nose against hers, trying to force her into submission. A roar shook the room, a sound that didn't feel entirely like a wolf and before she knew it, she had lashed her nails down the side of Thad’s face.

She gasped, looking down at her hand. Blood dripped from her fingertips claws that had extended further and sharper than any wolf's.

Thad touched the bloody gashes on his cheek, watching her with a new, cautious intensity. "If that is how you feel, Maple, you need a new home. You can't hide on Talia's neutral ground forever. You were meant to use your power to find somewhere that will take you."

"You have two weeks," Clark added softly.

Maple bolted from the office and into the safety of Talia’s car. Talia looked at her with knowing, sympathetic eyes. Of course, an Oracle already knew how the meeting had ended.

"I knew this was coming, my girl," Talia said, resting a hand on Maple’s shoulder. "Don’t fear the unknown. Trent has already finished your application for the Guardians. We’ll know in a few days."

"Let me guess," Maple said, her head swimming. "You already know the answer."

Talia laughed softly as she pulled into traffic. "There are many paths, but the Guardians would be fools to reject you. If they do, I have another plan. Now, let’s get dinner."

As they drove away, Maple caught sight of the grey-eyed man standing by the pack house gates. Her wolf watched him until he vanished from sight.

She ran her fingers through her hair and winced, her hand coming away stained with fresh blood. Thad had cut the back of her neck when he’d tried to force her to bow.

She stared at the blood on her skin. Her life had changed in a matter of seconds. She could feel it in her gut: she was going to be a Guardian.
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Declan

October 2019

The truck door slammed shut, the sound echoing through the paved driveway. Declan took a deep breath of the Colorado air, scanning the area until he spotted Talia’s car. He would have stopped to catch up with the Oracle, but he was already late for his meeting with the Alpha.

It had been years since he’d walked the halls of the Falling Snow pack house. He’d spent his time in Portland, working for the police department and training with the Oregon packs to sharpen his skills. This meeting was supposed to be a formality a "welcome home" to a returning son.

He moved through the pack house with practiced, lawman efficiency, but stopped dead as he neared the Alpha's wing. The secretary called a name that made his heart skip a beat: Maple.

A small, lithe woman stepped directly into his path, colliding with his chest. She stumbled, falling backward, but Declan’s instincts were faster. He reached out, his large hands gripping her waist and pulling her flush against his hard muscular frame.

She looked up at him, her teal-colored eyes wide with shock. Memories flashed through Declan’s mind, the little girl he used to carry on his shoulders, the toddler he’d tried to defend with his own teeth.

"Maple," he murmured, his voice thick with reverence.

He wanted to say more, to see if she remembered him, but Thad’s sharp, jagged voice cut through the air. "Maple! Get in here
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