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The conference room at the Prime Alpha Lodge was charged with tension, the air thick with unspoken fears and the weight of responsibility. Grey Azurean sat at the long table, his dark eyes scanning the faces of those gathered. Each expression told a story, concern, determination, and a hint of fear. He tapped his fingers rhythmically against the polished wood surface, a habit he had developed over the years to channel his impatience. Today, however, it felt like a futile gesture; the urgency of their situation demanded action, not idle fidgeting.

As Mark, his half-brother and the Prime Alpha of America, addressed the group, Grey couldn’t help but feel the familiar pang of protectiveness swell within him. They shared the same mother but different fathers, a bond that had always been complicated yet unbreakable. Mark had always been the golden child—the one destined to lead. Grey had accepted his role as the shadow, the one who worked behind the scenes to ensure their family’s safety. Then there was Luke, the youngest. His father was a God of magic and the moon, which made Luke the perfect assassin. Today, with the threat of The Wraith’s return looming over them, he felt that shadow growing darker.

“Thank you all for coming,” Mark began, his voice steady but laced with urgency. Grey watched as Mark leaned forward, his hazel eyes scanning the room. There was a fire in his brother’s gaze that Grey admired; it was a reminder of their mother’s strength. But beneath that fire lay a flicker of vulnerability that Grey recognized all too well.

“Mark,” he interjected, his voice calm yet firm. “We need to focus on gathering intelligence. We don’t know if The Wraith will return or where his followers are hiding.” He felt the weight of every word as they left his lips. The stakes were high, and he needed to ensure that everyone understood the gravity of their situation.

Mark nodded, acknowledging Grey’s point. “I agree. We also need to look into the meeting Logan mentioned in the Pacific Northwest Pack. I need to travel to the Pack Lodge outside Walla Walla, Washington, and see how they’re doing with the death of their Alpha. Have we heard anything about the pack in the Pacific Northwest?”

Grey leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. He could feel the eyes of his fellow council members on him, waiting for him to provide insight. He had always been the thinker, the one who analyzed every angle before making a move. It was a trait that had served him well in his role as head of intelligence. “Things seem to be stable so far. The Beta, Rufus Cutler, is holding the pack together while they mourn.”

“What about the Alpha’s pups? How are they doing with their parents gone?” Mark asked.

“The oldest one is nineteen and will take care of the younger one, so you don’t have to worry or adopt another pup.”

“I don’t mind supporting the orphaned little ones,” Mark said.

“I know, but I fear that others take it as a sign of weakness,” Grey warned

It’s not a weakness to take care of the little ones,” Mark said.

“Are you sure?” Liam, the Captain of the Guard, asked skeptically. “I mean, it’s important to look strong right now. Maybe one of us should look into the orphans. Especially with The Wraith still out there.”

“We don’t know that for sure,” Grey replied, his tone measured. “It’s possible that Vera was able to destroy him.” He felt a surge of protectiveness for Mark and their family; they were all at risk if The Wraith returned.

Just then, Luke entered the room. He had a commanding presence that drew everyone’s attention. Grey felt a mix of relief and apprehension wash over him. Luke was his and Mark’s estranged brother and a skilled assassin; he had a reputation that preceded him. As Luke took his seat, Grey couldn’t shake the feeling that they were all walking a tightrope.

“Luke,” Mark greeted him with an air of familiarity that spoke volumes about their complicated relationship. Luke settled into the meeting, his demeanor calm but alert. There was something about Luke that intrigued Grey; perhaps it was the way he seemed to carry an air of danger with him. A reminder that not all threats come from outside.

“I know we all hope Vera destroyed The Wraith,” Luke said, drawing everyone’s attention back to him. “But his followers are still meeting. His death may have made him a martyr. If he really died.” The room fell silent as they processed this new information.

Grey leaned forward, intrigued. “What do you mean? Have you heard something?”

“Nothing strategic,” Luke replied. “I just have a feeling that we aren’t finished with The Wraith.” There was an intensity in Luke’s voice that resonated with Grey; it was clear that he took this matter personally.

Mark’s expression hardened as he processed Luke’s words. “Whether we’re dealing with The Wraith or his followers, we need to act quickly.” Grey felt a sense of urgency surge within him; they couldn’t afford to let this situation escalate.

“What do you suggest?” Liam asked, leaning forward in his chair.

“We keep a close eye on The Wraith’s followers,” Mark replied decisively. “Luke, I want you to monitor them specifically.” Grey nodded in agreement; Luke’s skills would be invaluable in this situation.

“Grey, I want you and Liam to accompany me to the Pack Lodge at Walla Walla. They’ve already lost their Alpha from an attack by these rogues; maybe they know more about this meeting we’ve heard about. Even a clue to where it might be held would be helpful right now.”

As they discussed their next steps, Grey felt a rush of determination wash over him. He had always been protective of Mark and their family, but now it felt personal. An obligation to safeguard not just their lives but also their legacy. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something darker was at play, something that could endanger not just them but the entire pack.

When the meeting finally adjourned, Grey remained seated for a moment longer, lost in thought. He glanced around the room at his fellow council members, each one loyal to their cause but also vulnerable to betrayal. He needed to dig deeper into The Wraith’s activities and uncover any connections that might lead them to the truth.

As he stood up to leave, he caught sight of Mark speaking with Vera, his mate, and felt a pang of protectiveness wash over him once more. She was new to this world of intrigue and politics, and Grey wanted nothing more than to ensure her safety. He knew that if anything happened to her or Mark, it would shatter their family.

With renewed resolve, Grey stepped out of the conference room and headed toward his office. He needed to gather intel and formulate a plan. One that would not only protect his family but also root out any threats lurking within their ranks. The stakes were high, and he wouldn’t rest until he had answers.

§

The office walls were lined with maps and reports, evidence of the ongoing struggle against The Wraith. A large window overlooked the sprawling grounds of the pack lodge, but today, the view did little to ease the weight on Grey’s shoulders. 

Elara Lupien, his trusted aide and the best analyst in their ranks, stood by the desk, her brow furrowed in concentration as she reviewed a series of documents. The door creaked open, and Sage Yellow Stone, the new Shadow Walker guard, stepped inside. She was tall and imposing, with an air of quiet confidence that came from years of experience in the field.

“Thank you for coming, Sage,” Grey said, gesturing for her to take a seat across from him. “We need to discuss the recent intel regarding The Wraith and any potential threats he may pose.”

Sage nodded, settling into the chair. “I appreciate you bringing me in on this. I’ve heard whispers among the Shadow Walkers about his return. It’s unsettling.”

Elara leaned forward, her eyes sharp. “What have you heard? Any specifics on his movements or intentions?”

Sage crossed her arms, considering her words carefully. “There have been reports of rogue packs gathering in unusual locations—places they typically avoid. It’s as if they’re being drawn together by something... or someone.”

Grey exchanged a glance with Elara, both of them recognizing the implications. “Could it be The Wraith is rallying support?” Grey asked, his voice low.

“Exactly,” Sage replied. “If he’s targeting Alphas and their families, he might be trying to create a coalition of rogue factions to destabilize our ranks further.”

Elara’s fingers danced over her laptop keyboard as she pulled up a digital map displaying the locations of recent rogue activity. “These gatherings coincide with sightings of unusual movements near our borders. If The Wraith is indeed behind this, we need to understand his strategy.”

Sage leaned closer to the screen, studying the map intently. “If he’s trying to weaken us from within, we should consider how we can counteract that. We need to anticipate his next move.”

Grey nodded thoughtfully. “What scenarios do you think we should prepare for? If he’s gathering forces, he could strike at any moment.”

Sage straightened up, her expression serious. “We need to consider both direct and indirect attacks. A direct assault on our pack would be one option, but he might also try to sow discord among our ranks—turning allies against each other.”

Elara chimed in, her voice steady. “We should also be on high alert for any attempts to infiltrate our defenses. If he has followers within our ranks or those sympathetic to his cause, it could spell disaster.”

“Agreed,” Grey said, feeling a sense of urgency building within him. “We need to enhance our surveillance and intelligence-gathering efforts. Sage, can you mobilize your Shadow Walkers to monitor these rogue gatherings?”

Sage nodded firmly. “I’ll coordinate with my team immediately. We’ll set up surveillance in key areas and ensure that we have eyes on any suspicious activity.”

Elara added, “And I’ll compile a list of potential contacts within the supernatural community who might have information on The Wraith’s plans. We need every lead we can get.”

Grey leaned back in his chair, feeling a flicker of hope amidst the uncertainty. 

“Let’s finalize our plan,” Grey said decisively. “Sage will focus on gathering intel from rogue gatherings while Elara and I work on strengthening our defenses and alliances.”

“Understood,” Sage replied, determination etched on her face.

Elara smiled slightly, her confidence returning. “With our combined efforts, we’ll uncover whatever darkness lies ahead and protect our pack from this threat.”

“Stay sharp,” Grey said as they prepared to leave the office. “We’ll face this threat head-on, but we’ll do it smartly and strategically.”

§

The sun dipped toward the horizon, casting long shadows across the clearing where the Pacific Northwest Pack’s lodge stood. Niccole Richardson stood at the edge of the woods, her heart racing as she watched the last rays of sunlight filter through the trees.

She had tried to shield her little sister, Maddie, from the harsh realities of their world, but how could she protect her sister when she herself felt so vulnerable? The weight of responsibility pressed down on her shoulders like a heavy cloak. At just nineteen, she was thrust into a role she never wanted—caretaker, protector, mother figure. 

“Why did this happen?” Niccole whispered to herself, her voice barely audible in the quiet. “Why did they take you from us?” Tears welled in her eyes as she thought of her parents, their laughter, their warmth, the way they made everything feel safe. They had been her anchors in a world that often felt chaotic and unpredictable. Now, those anchors were gone, leaving her adrift in a sea of uncertainty.

She wrapped her arms around herself, trying to find comfort in the embrace. “I’m supposed to take care of Maddie now,” she murmured. “But I don’t know how.” The thought terrified her. What if she failed? What if she couldn’t keep Maddie safe from the dangers lurking in the shadows? 

She could hear the distant sounds of laughter and music from the pack gathering, but all she felt was a heavy weight in her chest. Something was terribly wrong in her pack. People she used to think cared for her and her family had suddenly turned their backs on them.

“Niccole!” Her six-year-old sister, Maddie, called out, breaking her reverie. “Come on! They’re waiting for us!”

With a sigh, Niccole turned away from the woods and made her way back toward the lodge. She could see the flickering lights and hear the chatter of pack members celebrating another successful hunt. But tonight, there was no joy in her heart, not after her parents’ death at the hands of rogue Lycans.

As she entered the lodge, the atmosphere felt charged with excitement, but Niccole felt like an outsider looking in. She spotted Beta Rufus at the center of the room, his imposing figure commanding attention as he spoke to a group of guards. Among them was George, a Lycan who was so lazy that he had developed an enormous gut.

“Niccole!” Rufus’s voice boomed across the room, pulling her from her thoughts. “Get over here.” Maddie glanced at Niccole.

Reluctantly, she approached him, Maddie trailing behind her. “Yes, Beta?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

“I’ve made arrangements for you and Maddie,” Rufus said, his tone brokering no argument. “You’ll be moving in with George starting tonight.”

“What?” Niccole’s eyes widened in disbelief. “I’m not moving in with him! He’s not my mate!”

A hush fell over the gathering as everyone turned to see what the commotion was.

Rufus’s expression hardened. “You will do as I say. It’s time you start acting like a member of this pack and prepare for your future.”

“My future?” Niccole shot back, anger bubbling to the surface. “You mean your plans for me to marry George? I refuse! I won’t be forced into a marriage with someone who isn’t my Heartmate!”

Maddie glanced nervously between her sister and Rufus, sensing the tension rising. “I want my Mommy.” She grabbed Niccole’s arm and hung on tight. 

“No!” Rufus interrupted sharply, his voice echoing in the lodge. “You don’t get to talk back to me, Niccole. You’re still a child, and it’s time you learned your place.”

“I’m nineteen!” Niccole protested, fists clenched at her sides. “I can make my own choices!”

“Not while you’re under my care,” Rufus replied coldly. “You need to understand that your father is gone, and I am responsible for this pack now. If you won’t move in with George, you can move into the storage shed on the east side. Maybe after a few nights in there, you’ll wise up and accept George as your mate.”

“Never!” Niccole said, her claws breaking through her fingers.

“We’ll see,” Rufus said.

§

Niccole stood at the entrance of the dilapidated shed. The structure leaned precariously, its wooden boards weathered and splintered, a stark contrast to the vibrant greens of the surrounding forest. Niccole felt a knot tighten in her stomach as she surveyed their new home, a far cry from the warmth and safety she had once known.

“Maddie, come on!” she called, her voice echoing slightly in the stillness. Her six-year-old sister was lagging behind, clutching a backpack filled with their meager belongings. Niccole turned to see Maddie hesitating at the edge of the path, her wide eyes reflecting uncertainty and fear.

“Do we have to stay here?” Maddie asked, her voice trembling. “It looks scary.”

Niccole knelt to meet her sister’s gaze, forcing a smile despite the heaviness in her heart. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s just for a little while. We’ll make it cozy, I promise.” She reached out and took Maddie’s hand, squeezing it gently. “We’re together, and that’s what matters.”

With a reluctant nod, Maddie stepped forward, her small feet crunching on the gravel as they approached the shed. Niccole pushed open the creaky door, which protested with a loud groan. Inside, the air was stale and musty, filled with the scent of damp wood and decay. Sunlight filtered through the cracks in the walls, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air.

“Look, there’s enough room for us to sit,” Niccole said, gesturing to a corner where a few old crates lay stacked. “We can use them as seats.”

Maddie peered around, her curiosity piqued despite her initial apprehension. “Can we put our blankets on them?”

“Absolutely! Let’s make it feel like home.” Niccole rummaged through their bags and pulled out their favorite blankets, soft and colorful; they were remnants of happier times. As she draped them over the crates, she felt a flicker of hope ignite within her. If they could create a sense of comfort here, maybe it wouldn’t feel so much like a prison.

As they settled into their makeshift seating area, Niccole glanced at Maddie, who was now hugging her stuffed wolf toy tightly. “What do you think? Not so bad, right?”

Maddie looked around, her expression softening. “It’s kind of like camping,” she said slowly. “But... I miss our house.”

“I do too,” Niccole admitted, her heart aching at the thought of their family home in a wing of the Pack Lodge, the laughter that once filled its halls, the warmth of their parents’ love. “But we’ll get through this together. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Just then, a rustling sound outside made both girls jump. Niccole instinctively moved closer to Maddie, her protective instincts kicking in. “Stay close,” she whispered.

The door creaked open again, and Ethan Myers, her best friend, stepped inside, his tall frame filling the doorway. He looked around at the shabby interior with a mix of concern and determination etched on his face. “How are you two holding up?” he asked gently.

“We’re fine,” Niccole replied quickly, though she could hear the tremor in her own voice. “Just... getting settled.”

Ethan’s gaze softened as he took in the sight of them huddled together in the corner. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly. “I wish things were different.”

Maddie looked up at Ethan with wide eyes. “Are you going to help us?”

“Of course,” he said firmly. “I’ll always be here for you both.” He stepped further into the shed, crouching down to Maddie’s level. “You’re safe with me. No one will hurt you while I’m around.”

Niccole felt an upwelling of gratitude for Ethan’s presence. He had been a steadfast ally since they had met in elementary school, and his unwavering support gave her strength. But even as she appreciated his kindness, a part of her felt conflicted; she didn’t want to rely on anyone else after everything that had happened.

“Why did you let them put us here?” Niccole asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “I thought you would protect us from George.”

Ethan’s expression hardened slightly at the mention of George’s name. “I tried to intervene, but Rufus wouldn’t listen. He thinks George is a suitable match for you.” He paused, his jaw tightening. “But I won’t let that happen.”

Niccole felt a rush of warmth at his words but also a flicker of fear. “What if he comes looking for us?”

“He won’t,” Ethan assured her, his voice steady. “I’ll make sure of it.” He stood up and glanced around the shed again before turning back to them. “Let me know if you need anything, food, supplies... anything at all.”

“Thank you,” Niccole said softly, feeling a swell of emotion rise within her.

As Ethan stepped back outside, Maddie turned to Niccole with wide eyes. “Is he going to help us?”

Niccole nodded slowly, though uncertainty gnawed at her insides. “Yes... I think so.” But deep down, she knew that their situation was precarious; trust was hard-earned in their world.

As night began to fall and shadows crept into the corners of the shed, Niccole wrapped an arm around Maddie’s shoulders and pulled her close. They sat together in silence for a moment, listening to the sounds of the forest outside: the rustle of leaves and distant calls of nocturnal creatures.

“Do you think we’ll ever go back home?” Maddie asked quietly.

Niccole sighed softly, her heart heavy with uncertainty. “I don’t think so, sweetie. But wherever we are, as long as we’re together, we’ll be okay.”

Maddie leaned against her sister as they faced an uncertain future together in their broken-down shed, a temporary refuge from a world that felt increasingly hostile and unpredictable.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Grey leaned against the passenger side of Mark’s sport utility vehicle, his arms crossed as he surveyed the sprawling grounds of the Pacific Northwest Pack Lodge outside Walla Walla, WA. The sun hung low in the sky, casting a warm golden hue over the landscape, and the scent of pine mingled with the faint aroma of smoke from a nearby barbecue. It was a stark contrast to the tension that had gripped their own pack in recent weeks.

“Looks like we made it just in time,” Mark said, breaking the silence as he stepped out of the vehicle. His hazel eyes scanned the area, taking in the lodge’s rustic charm and the welcoming atmosphere that surrounded it.

“Yeah, let’s hope they have enough food to feed an army,” Grey replied with a smirk, pushing off the car and stretching his legs. He could feel the weight of responsibility lifting slightly as they arrived at their destination. A barbecue in honor of their Prime Alpha was just what they needed, a chance to relax and bond with allies.

Liam, who had been silent until now, nodded in agreement. “I could use a good meal after that drive. Let’s not keep them waiting.”

As they approached the entrance, a tall figure emerged from the lodge, his confident stride marking him as the pack Beta, Rufus. He wore a welcoming smile.

“Mark! Rufus called out, his voice booming with warmth. “It’s great to see you again!”

“Good to see you too, Rufus,” Mark replied, stepping forward to clasp hands with the Beta. “Thanks for having us.”

“Of course! You’re always welcome here,” Rufus said, gesturing for them to follow him inside. “Sally has been preparing a feast fit for kings. You’ll love it.”

As they entered the lodge, Grey took a moment to appreciate the cozy interior. The atmosphere was alive with chatter, a stark reminder of what they were fighting to protect back home. But the moment everyone caught sight of Mark, the chatter stopped, the silence a noticeable contrast. Everyone in the room stared as they walked in.

“Your quarters are ready,” Rufus continued as if nothing had happened, leading them through the lodge. “We’ve set you up in the guest wing. It’s quiet and comfortable, just what you need after your journey.”

“Thanks, Rufus,” Liam said, glancing around as they walked. “It’s nice to be somewhere peaceful.”

Rufus chuckled. “You’ll find that we know how to unwind here.”

They reached a set of doors at the end of a hallway, and Rufus opened one to reveal a spacious room adorned with rustic furnishings and large windows that overlooked the forest. “This will be your home for the next few days. Make yourselves comfortable.”

Grey stepped inside, taking in the inviting space. Four doors led to bedrooms off the sitting room. “It’s great,” he said, taking in the exits and points of entry.

“Anytime,” Rufus replied with a grin. “Now, come on! The barbecue is about to start, and I know Sally will want to see you all.”

As they followed Rufus back outside, Grey felt a sense of anticipation building within him. The prospect of good food and good company was exactly what they needed to recharge their spirits. Rufus excused himself and disappeared into the crowd.

The backyard was bustling with activity as pack members set up tables and grills. The smell of marinated meats sizzling over open flames wafted through the air, making Grey’s stomach growl in response.

As Grey and Mark stood on the porch watching the pack members have their barbecue, something felt wrong. The pack members were too quiet. They smiled and nodded when Mark looked at them, but the minute they thought he wasn’t watching, a lot of them stopped smiling. Some of the women and children seemed subdued.

Suddenly, a group of children ran by them. Rushing down the porch stairs, the little boy grabbed the little girl’s hand and pulled, causing her to fall. Mark jumped down to help the child. Tears streaked her face, but she didn’t make a sound.

“Hi, I’m the Prime Alpha. My name is Mark. Are you okay?” Mark brushed the debris from the little girl’s dress.

Grey thought she looked to be around six or maybe seven.

The little girl leaned forward. “They killed my father,” she whispered. Grey frowned as Mark looked up at him.

“What’s
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