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      The heaviness of the evening downpour went unnoticed by the lanky young man in the long brown coat as he strode down the walkway with nothing but a black hat covering his head, which did nothing to protect him from the rain. His gait was slow and comfortable, lacking haste, nor any intention to get out of the rain as soon as he could. He walked towards the vending machine and fumbled for some coins in the inner pocket of his coat. On the other side of the empty road, a red sedan pulled over, the driver calling out to him amidst the noisy rain.

      “Hey young man! You alright? Need a ride? It’s pretty cold out there,” said the old woman on the wheels, raising her voice to overcome the noise of the rain.

      Turning to her, the young man smiled and moved towards the car. She was astonished by how young his face looked. She’d initially thought of him as a mid-thirties man on his way from work without an umbrella, until he faced her. She felt more sympathetic now.

      “Oh dear, are you alright? Come on in, where are you headed?” The force of the heavy downpour was hard for anyone, let alone a lean looking young man. Although, he walked unfazed and appeared comfortable.

      Still smiling, he bent towards the car window and gently spoke to the woman.

      “Thank you, ma’am, but my house is just down the road,” he said as he stared at her with his grey, milky eyes. “I’ll be fine, thank you for your kind gesture.”

      He could feel the empathy she felt for him, which was a little odd. He understood the fact that she felt sorry for him, being in the rain all drenched, but he could feel her empathy as though he could read her mind, and that was the point where it got a bit confusing. But he kept on smiling and assured her that he would be fine. He knew she would most likely fail to understand why he was so calm amidst the storm, quite literally, but it was what it was. He felt no cold despite the weather, and he was perfectly fine, only drenched. He’d never fully understood it, but he was used to it, among other things.

      “Okay, young man, just be careful,” she replied. “What’s your name, by the way?”

      “Casper. Casper Jackson, ma’am.”

      “Nice to meet you, Casper. Have a good night and be careful,” she said before she drove off down the road, going slowly in the rain.

      Casper felt her empathy less and less as she drove away, like a fading radio signal. This never made sense to him, but he’d come to terms with feelings like this a long time ago.

      Casper Jackson never struggled with trying to understand the complicated aspects of life, even and especially when they affected him personally. He easily came to terms with things he never understood first hand, and settled with the understanding that it was meant to be such a way, especially with regard to things he failed to understand about his personality.

      His house was actually not around the corner as he’d said to the nice woman offering him a ride. He walked three miles further from that point in the rain till he got to his house, the first on 5th Avenue in the town of Lone Wolf. The redbrick mansion remained the most familiar thing to Casper, more than anything or even anyone.

      He was raised in the Jackson House, as it was referred to by his uncle, Avery Jackson. Avery told him little or nothing about his parents as he grew older. Being who he was, Casper never thought of pestering the old man for answers as he grew and became more inquisitive, until the death of his uncle, just when he began college to pursue a degree in biology.

      Avery Jackson’s death had had unexplainable circumstances surrounding it, as his body was never found. He was allegedly attacked while taking a walk in the woods, at least that was what Casper thought.

      The Lone Wolf Sheriff Department had tried to uncover the mystery behind the man’s disappearance to no avail. Only a bloodied shoe was recovered in the woods. As time passed the authorities eventually abandoned the case, as did Casper himself.

      There had been some stability in his life since he’d completed his college degree, save the weird periodic feelings he had grown used to. Now he was focused on beginning his first job with Dr. Jeffery Hagen the next day, which he believed would add more stability to his life and routine.

      He turned the key to the front door and pushed it open, removing his rain soaked boots at the entrance. He hung his brown coat by the fireplace and wiped his long blond hair with a small towel before totally undressing himself, getting rid of the wet clothes.

      He stared at his athletic figure in the mirror and ran his hand through his hair, feeling a bit of heightened nervousness at thoughts of the next day. Dr. Hagen was reputed in Lone Wolf as an extremely skilled medical doctor who mostly kept to himself. He ran the Hagen Medical Center, which was easily the most well respected private hospital in the entire town.

      Casper settled in bed, still living in his thoughts. He decided not to take a shower before going to bed as the rain had helped enough with that. He instead dried himself of the rain and went to bed.

      He attempted to prepare his mind for the next day, imagining the most he could. Although, the silence of the night, save the whistling of palm trees as tall as his bedroom window, ushered in a sudden sharp feeling which the young man felt by way of a cold shiver suddenly running down his spine.

      He felt a presence.

      Casper suddenly jumped out of bed to confirm if his heightened imagination was at work again, or whether his suspicions were true, as he was always alone in the house.

      “Hello? Hello? Anyone there?” he asked. His voice was neither shaky nor did he sound frightened as he slipped his footwear on and walked down the stairs. “Anyone there?”

      He could still feel the presence, which was odd. He didn’t see nor hear anything moving. Hairs on his arm stood upright as though they were reacting to the presence.

      “I’m serious. Is anyone there?”

      No reply. He turned to go upstairs when he suddenly heard the doorbell ring. His heart skipped a beat as he turned around to face the door. He took a deep breath before making his way to answer the mysterious knock.

      The man at the door was middle-aged and of average height with a package in hand, smiling unwarrantedly as Casper opened the door and their eyes met. His presence still did not justify the feeling Casper had had just before.

      “Good evening Mr. Jackson,” said the smiling man. Casper continued looking at him with his piercing eyes, suspicious of the entire situation. The presence he felt earlier was not that of this man. Besides, this man was grinning too wide for Casper to raise any eyebrows. His accent was British, and he stretched the hand containing the parcel to Casper.

      “What’s this?” Casper asked, still unsure of the situation.

      “It’s from Dr. Hagen. You start tomorrow and we’re all ready to have you at the medical center.” Casper collected the parcel and looked into it in the man’s presence. In the bag was a laboratory coat with Jackson written on the breast pocket area.

      “We all expect good things from you tomorrow, Casper,” the man said before walking away.

      Two things did not seem right with Casper at that point. The first was the fact that his laboratory coat was being delivered to him the night before he resumed work, as he had no personal connection with Dr. Hagen or anyone at the Medical Center. Second was the fact that the man said they were all expecting him, while grinning about it.

      Nevertheless, he was going to begin work the next day as a laboratory scientist in the Medical Center. Dr. Hagen had personally reviewed his application when he applied and sounded very impressed on that day, as he offered Casper a job. He told him he’d start the following week, which was already upon him now.

      He shrugged off the strange meeting and decided to retire to bed for the night. The presence he felt in his house had strangely faded away, shortly after the man left. It was as though the mysterious presence was there to supervise the delivery of the package by the man, as it had disappeared along with him.

      Casper lay awake looking at the ceiling that night, as a million possibilities of the next day unfolded in his head, and with every single one he was overwhelmed at the prospects. Tomorrow cannot be hurried enough, he thought to himself, as the night gradually morphed to morning.

      The road leading to the Hagen Medical Center portrayed a haunted outlook, which Casper noticed the day he was invited for his job interview. Here it was again, and he still had not gotten used to the feel. The assistant sitting in the waiting room smiled at him as he stepped in, dressed in black pants and a tucked in black shirt. His laboratory coat remained in the bag from the previous night, held in his hand.

      “Good morning Casper,” she said, still with the smile.

      “Hello, I’m supposed to resume today, I’m to see Dr. …”

      “Yes Dr. Hagen has been expecting you. We’re all excited that you’re joining us. We’ve heard so many good things about you.”

      What exactly was the fuss was about? Why was this doctor so eager to see him to the extent of publicizing him to all staff? Unless this was how all new recruits were treated, he was not exactly comfortable with the exaggerated hospitality.

      “You’ll find his office upstairs, last one on your right,” the smiling lady said.

      Casper took the long stairs up the tall white building, which was called the “Administrative Block”, among other buildings in the compound. He hesitated for a bit upon getting to the door labelled “J. Hagen, MD”. He was beginning to develop an uneasy feeling standing at the entrance.

      “Come in, Casper!” he heard the doctor shout from inside the office, which totally threw him off. Even if he had been notified of his arrival, how did he know of his presence outside? He was confused as to whether he should slightly knock before going in or just open the door. Before he could decide, the doctor opened the door already, smiling with too much excitement like the middle-aged man of the previous night.

      Jeffery Hagen shook his hand tenderly as he stepped into the office, an extremely warm welcome which Casper did not see coming. The office was large, with two long sofas and a working refrigerator. There was a coat rack right beside his official chair and a pack of biscuits on his office table. On the wall were posters as well as paintings of wolves, wolf anatomy, and wolves in their predatory nature. Hagen noticed that the pictures made the young man uneasy so he decided to switch the gear a little.

      “Don’t be surprised, Casper.” For some reason, Casper hoped he would switch to Mr. Jackson. “I’m really into wildlife,” the doctor continued.

      No kidding, thought Casper. One would wonder if he’d studied veterinary medicine and specialized in wolves.

      “Sit down, Casper, feel at home, it’s your first day,” said the doctor as he gestured towards one of the sofas. Casper complied.

      “How did you like the lab coat we sent you last night?” asked Hagen as he joined Casper on the sofa, sitting awfully close to the blond recruit. He was looking straight into his eyes as he spoke to him. Apart from the fact that Casper was uncomfortable with the lack of space between them, he felt a strange aura of familiarity between them, as though they had met before. This left him with no choice but to look into the doctor’s eyes, looking for a clue.

      “Er, thank you for the coat, Dr. Hagen. It was really nice of you.”

      “Oh, please call me Jeffery. Or Damion. My close friends call me Damion. It’s a name from way back.”

      Casper began to feel really uneasy; he noticed from the doctor’s folded sleeves that the hair on Hagen’s arm was standing upright, which did feel familiar.

      Standing up suddenly, he picked up his white coat, disappointing Hagen a bit.

      “Thank you for this opportunity, Dr. Hagen. I’ll be on my way to the lab now.”

      “Oh good, good,” said Hagen, straightening himself. “The admin assistant downstairs will show you around. It’s absolutely great to have you, Casper.”

      In a jiffy, Casper was downstairs. It had become clear to him on his first day, he thought, that he had found something, apart from biology, to be curious about.
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      Naltice Cabin.

      The silence in the room was naturally louder than usual. The pack was not used to receiving bad news. William in particular, strongly disliked when any situation went against the interest of the pack. He could not believe what Shane had just told him.

      “I need you to be sure about this, Shane. The consequences of whatever steps we take will be huge, and worse if we act on the wrong information. That’s why I need you to be…”

      “You need to stop speaking like I’m a novice, William. I’m sure,” said the older man, interrupting William. He had delivered the news to the pack that evening, based on intel he’d received from chatter amongst smaller packs in town, before returning to the pack in the woods that evening.

      “What you need to do, Shane, is remember that I am your alpha, and stop interrupting me! Now answer my question!” William bellowed, restating his position as alpha to Shane in the presence of Mark and other members of the pack.

      “Which of your questions should I answer, William? Whether I’m sure of what I heard or whether I’m sure of the consequences of us taking action? Because either way I’m well aware of what we need to do and what the consequences are.”

      “What we do Shane, is what I say we do. So I need more, Shane. We all need to know more. Who is planning this attack?”

      William had always devoted his life to the pack, and for that reason had decided to stay in the wild, living in his cabin alongside other members of the Naltice Pack, who preferred life away from town, with more direct access to wildlife. Shane was the most experienced of the pack, and had the most balanced life, as he often altered between living in the woods and mingling with civilization. For that same reason, Shane was responsible for giving the pack protection. He made it a responsibility to guide William in being alpha of the pack.

      Shane hesitated in telling William the identity of the attacker. He was sure of what the consequences would be. An all-out war between the packs, as most other distant packs looked to Naltice for guidance, and he knew William would take immediate action against this attacker upon finding out who he was.

      “Who’s the attacker, Shane?” William asked again, his voice not sounding human any longer, containing a growl underneath.

      “I’m worried about your actions if I reveal the name,” Shane admitted.

      He had the best intentions for the pack as well as for William. He felt being careful was the right step, but did not trust William to be careful enough, having literally raised the man from a very tender age. He knew how best to handle William if things got out of hand, and trusted the alpha to take a lesson whenever he provided one, either cooperatively or otherwise.

      “When, Shane. When you reveal the name. Not if. You will tell me who’s planning the attack and we’ll duly plan a counter attack to save the pack. If the information you got is true, we cannot leave anything to chance here. We need to act and be proactive. You know I’m right.”

      “Alright, William,” said Shane, giving up on the argument. The sun was already setting, directly reflecting on the lake in front of the cabin. Shane stared outside and heaved a deep sigh. “It’s Damion.”

      “Damion? Damion?! Shane, we need to be prepared. We know what he’s capable of!”

      “William—”

      “We need to gather the entire Naltice and be smarter than him in our strategizing! Than his entire pack!”

      “William—”

      “They outnumber us. That’s why we need all the experienced members of the pack. Mark needs to go into town tonight—”

      “WILLIAM!” Shane growled, almost shifting to his wolf form. He knew how much of an abomination it was to growl at the alpha or to silence William while speaking. But what he had to say was of importance.

      William was stunned, staring at the older man in astonishment, wondering what the reason for silencing him could possibly be. He shot Shane a long and piercing look with his emerald eyes, the older man only calm enough to show that he still had something to say.

      “Whatever it is Shane, I really hope—”

      “That’s not all,” Shane said under his voice, more dejected sounding this time.

      “What do you mean that’s not all, Shane? You know exactly when Damion plans to attack? Has he started an attack against any of our people?” The alpha’s eyes were wide open now. “Talk to me, Shane!”

      “It’s the missing boy, William!” Shane snapped. “It’s the missing boy,” he said again, with a calmer tone. Silence fell upon the cabin once again. It had been an issue untouched for more than twenty years. William struggled to open his mouth as his jaw felt strangely heavy.

      “Shane, what about the missing boy?”

      “He’s been found.”

      Heavier silence fell upon the room again. William shot Shane another sharp look and finally spoke after a while of tensed silence.

      “Are you certain, Shane? You know what this means for the entire pack.” The look in William’s eyes was hopeful and fearful at the same time. His voice was low and he sounded psychologically broken. For the first time since Shane’s arrival that evening, he sat down and looked upwards at nothing but the ceiling. These were times that tested his ability as a leader, particularly a leader of one of the biggest packs in the entire county.

      Shane looked down on the muscular alpha where he sat and spoke again.

      “William,” he said softly.

      What now? was the look on the face of the alpha.

      “Damion found him too.”

      “No!” William roared in anger. His eyes became bloodshot red and his face hardened at the thought of having to face Damion on two different fronts. “How do you know this, Shane?”

      “After I heard about Damion’s declaration of war, I placed Mark on his trail. One of his employees delivered a gift to the missing wolf last night.”

      William turned towards Mark, who quietly watched from a corner of the room.

      “Mark, you’re sure it’s the missing wolf you sighted?” he asked with a calmer voice this time.

      “Definitely, William,” replied the pale blond man, who was Mark, Shane’s life mate and another important member of the Naltice Pack.

      “Did the boy spot you?”

      “He felt my presence. He’s pretty sensitive and intuitive, especially for someone who knows nothing about his true nature. We should keep him, William.”

      “Mark, we have other pressing issues to attend to. We’re at war,” Shane replied.

      “I don’t think so, Shane. We’re going for the wolf immediately. You said it yourself, Damion has him already. We move at the next full moon. It’s easier to establish a connection with him and make him see reason,” William stated authoritatively.

      “Tomorrow night is the full moon, William. This is not a plan. You should see reason here. The pressing issue here is Damion and how to defeat him!”

      Shane was started to lose it already. He felt particularly disappointed in his mate, Mark, for going along with such a plan.

      “How to defeat Damion is clipping his wings. We need to get the boy before he does.”

      “He has the boy already, William!”

      “Then we get him from him! That is final, Shane. I’ve spoken!” William shouted, his face slightly morphing to his wolf form, with his emerald eyes becoming more pronounced amidst his already hairy face.

      “Don’t be stupid, Bill. You don’t want to do this,” Shane warned William, with his claws and fangs already instinctively sharpened. He was used to teaching the young alpha life and leadership lessons, as he felt he was doing at that very moment.

      “Don’t call me Bill, Shane, I’m not your son!” William was ready for anything. He needed to establish his mark as the alpha in such a tense moment. He knew that Shane would always have his back, but this felt like the wrong way to show such allegiance.

      “No, William, you’re not! And I’m not your father, either. Damion’s pack killed your father! Ring any bells? Exactly! Get your priorities straight, boy!” Shane barely completed his statement before he was thrown right into the wall of the cabin by William, shattering the wooden planks with the impact. Shane got up and gave William a warning look, indicating that he should not make another attack, but the alpha charged towards him in his half-transformed wolf form. He gave him another warning by shouting his name.

      “William!” His warning yell was interrupted by another blow to the jaw. Before Shane could retaliate, William sent him flying out of the cabin with another hit. He immediately leaped outside and landed right beside the older wolf. Every pack member except Mark joined them outside and gathered around.

      “Stand down, Shane!” he roared. With a slight cut on his lower lip, Shane stood up and faced the tall, muscular alpha.

      “I’ve been standing down since you first hit me, William, or else it would have been a fair fight. We’ll have it your way,” said Shane, as he suddenly felt a sharp pain in his left stomach and fell down. He was immediately helped up by William, who directed two omegas to carry in the injured man, who initially refused being lifted.

      “You need time to heal, Shane,” William said in a pacifying manner.

      “Not much time apparently,” Shane jokingly replied. “You didn’t totally destroy my insides, eh.”

      “He’s a new intern at Damion’s hospital,” said Mark, stepping towards Shane and holding his hand tightly, directing his words towards William.

      “How do we get him then? We may need to strike tonight when the moon isn’t full yet. Most wolves are not at full strength. I’m sure you and Shane can handle most members of the Hagen Pack even if you’re not at full strength, if you get any resistance. Let’s wait till Shane completes his healing tonight.”

      William was not ready to let the missing wolf out of his grasp, not when he was so close he could almost smell him. He stepped outside the cabin and towards the lake, where he stopped and stared, thinking about how Damion would most likely have started scheming to advance the state of war he had just declared. William had vowed to avenge his father after the great wars, and had lived a reasonably controlled life since then. But Damion’s intention to wipe all remaining packs was the most destructive plan he could have against his kind, which would bring about his end, William thought.

      Shane interrupted William’s thinking by stepping out, fully healed and ready for the mission, alongside Mark. William faced the entire pack and gave a mini-speech.

      “Sorry I’m making you do this, Shane, I know you advised otherwise. The missing wolf is more than just a wolf. He has extraordinary abilities which will be greatly enhanced to our advantage, in our war against Damion and the Hagen Pack, when it finally comes.

      “There will be no time to rest. Once we have the missing wolf, we immediately begin our war preparations. We have more than enough in Shane and Mark and we’re confident in ourselves collectively. We’re united against intruders no matter what and we protect our own.

      “Naltice Pack has existed for generations. And it will take the entire world to make us extinct, not just a medical degree. And for this reason we should all this: whatever his plans are, whatever they are, we owe it to our survival to defeat them!”
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      The first day of internship at the Hagen Medical Center was not as twisted as it appeared to be in the morning. The unnecessary exaggerated courtesy from all the staff remained throughout the day, though, as well as Damion’s constant checking in the laboratory to see how he was faring.

      Dr. Jeffery Hagen, as he was known across the state, was reputed for creating the most equipped private medical center in the entire state, as it contained not only a standar hospital which catered to almost all areas of medicine and surgery, but also a world class pharmaceutical company specialized in the production and distribution of a wide variety of disease curing and therapeutic drugs. Casper was absolutely sure that such an establishment was exactly what he needed, as he had everything he felt was necessary to move his life forward.

      The Laboratory Supervisor, Dr. Sheridan Stone, treated him like a superior, which was quite unsettling for Casper. He knew that it was all Damion’s doing, but he would prefer if the ass kissing stopped. He wanted to be the intern that he was, learning from the very best, and applying the skills into his daily professional life as much as he could. He was lost as to why Dr. Hagen himself kept treating him like royalty. He assumed it was because the doctor was interested in him, but something told him that it went beyond that. However, he decided not to spend his first day on the job trying to figure out issues that had absolutely nothing to do with the job, even if these issues kept staring at him directly in the face with a lot of questions arising. He stepped out of the laboratory at lunchtime and climbed down the stairs, out of the administrative building towards the cafeteria.

      “Mr. Jackson, how’s it going?” Mr. Stone’s voice greeted Casper at the cafeteria entrance.

      “Very good sir. Been a good day so far, didn’t see you come in. Thanks for the lessons so far. I’m happy to keep learning here.”

      “Of course, of course. Anything you need. I hope you’re getting along with the lab assistants well? If there’s any issue please feel free to let me know immediately. We can easily have an alternative arrangement for you. Dr. Hagen has placed very strict orders for your proper treatment while you’re here. And we’re happy to comply.”

      Casper became frustrated. Not here again, not at the cafeteria! I’m trying to eat here! Enough talk about Dr. Hagen’s day care policies! He wondered if the entire establishment was a dictatorship or a professional environment. Most of the staff he had met that day kept on speaking as though they lived and worked at Dr. Hagen’s beck and call. If that was the way things were run, Casper thought, he was not going to remain in that kind of environment for a long time, as he hated to be seen as anyone’s subordinate, nor have anyone impose his will on him. He wanted to grow at his own pace, and learn on his own terms, without making life difficult for anyone.

      “How’s the star of the day feeling!” His thoughts were interrupted by a sharp tug on his shoulder from behind him. It was Damion. Or Dr. Hagen—he really was tired of choosing every single time.

      “Oh hello, Dr. Hagen.”

      “It’s Damion, Casper. Damion.”

      Right, whatever you say.

      “I heard you were down here. How’s lunch going?” Damion pulled a chair and watched the young man eat as they talked, his eyes perfectly fixed on the movements of his jaw as he chewed. As the conversation progressed, Casper noticed every movement of Damion’s eyes, from his biceps, when he lifted his arm to take a spoonful of food, to his long blond hair as he moved, making it shake. He also noticed the entire cafeteria was better behaved from the moment Damion walked in and sat by him, and that most of the table and chairs close to where they sat became empty. He had questions. But the doctor’s questions were already overwhelming on their own.

      “I hope it was not too traumatic for you,” said Damion, as he talked to Casper about the death of his uncle, which was, for the most part, mysterious.

      “Well, for a while it was, but I found a way to cope with it, I guess. He was everything to me. I think I was surprised by how I eventually found the strength. But I did.”

      “You… did not pursue it further, after the Sheriff’s Department gave up?” He seemed interested more in Casper’s efforts after the murder rather than his uncle as a person.

      “No sir, I just let it go, eventually. I think letting it go assisted in helping me get the required strength to grow through and out of it.”

      “No, Casper. I think you would have gone through it and remained strong either way. You are strong in ways you may not even know. We all are. If only we allow ourselves to be as strong as our true nature allowed us to, Casper. If only.” Damion was starting to sound a bit philosophical, with the underlying sexual advances remaining What exactly did the good doctor want from Casper? There were hundreds of brilliant interns and young professionals in Hagen Medical. He was sure his medical or scientific skills were nothing compared to a lot of them. Yet the chief of the entire establishment, whom he had never met, had a special interest in his professional growth, personal well-being, and now, his past! He, on the other hand, felt a very strong and strange sense of familiarity to the man, as well as a deep sense of caution anytime he was around him. Something was definitely not right. Casper was particularly cautious about his curiosity, scared to find something he would regret, or that would harm him beyond repair. Things were just beginning to go well for him.

      “Looks like we’ve overstayed lunchtime, Casper,” said Damion, giving Casper a light pat on his hand as he stood up. The cafeteria was virtually empty at this point. Casper felt a sense of guilt at this point, as the other interns were definitely back at work, save for himself, who apparently had the liberty to break any rules due to an unrequested form of nepotism proffered by the boss himself. Dr. Stone was definitely not going to say anything about his lateness—he was rather going to show him to his work station like the usher he had been since earlier that morning.

      

      Casper’s first day at work was relatively fulfilling—at least the work aspect of it was. He did not let the favoritism of the big boss affect his efficiency and learning. Besides the surprising level of reverence accorded to him by the staff, or the rather strange level of interest shown by Dr. Hagen, he had the first day he’d expected to have at work.

      But Dr. Hagen was waiting for him outside the laboratory building, asking him out to drinks to unwind after the day’s stress. Casper actually hoped at lunchtime that he would not have to see Damion until the next day, as he felt he had enough to occupy himself with for one day, apart from work. But he let the doctor have his way this time.

      “Definitely. Across the street outside the compound is just fine, Dr. Hagen.”

      “Damion.”

      “Right, Damion.”

      The drinking exercise was filled with more questions by Damion, this time not about Casper’s past, but about his personality and what made him tick.

      “What do you mean you never feel cold? Do you know how medically incorrect that statement is for a human?” Damion asked, sounding intrigued by Casper’s revealing of his inability to feel cold.

      “I do know that sir, but it just happens that way, you know,” Casper replied, smiling. “Besides, I don’t exactly see you wearing your jacket on such a chilly evening either, so I could say the same for you from what I see,” he added.

      “Yes, yes, you could. But we’re not talking about me here, remember. We’re talking about you and your fireplace anatomy!” he said with a laugh. Casper gave a shy chuckle as well. He realized the doctor was not bad company on the surface, except that he did not understand the interest in him.

      Casper realized that the doctor already had a little too much to drink, and thus decided to keep his car keys and call him a taxi. The night was windy in Lone Wolf, which Casper noticed immediately when he stepped outside, helping the drunk Damion walk on his feet.

      “Where to?” asked the cab driver as Casper dumped the drunk man in the back seat.

      “The Hagen House, South Kiowa.” Everyone knew the massive mansion at the outskirts of Lone Wolf belonging to the famous Dr. Jeffery Hagen, with few ever being inside or knowing how many people lived in it. The taxi driver himself was shocked after he heard the name.

      “Wait, isn’t that… is that…? Is that Jeffery Hagen drunk in my back seat? Holy days, I’m charging you double!” The star struck driver had no intention of hiding his excitement.

      “It’s alright, just get him home,” said Casper as he settled the bill.

      The wind increased by the minute and it threatened to rain that night, and as Casper walked down the road, he was suddenly hit by an uneasy feeling once again as his heart began to race and his skin cracked. He became alert, as though he sensed danger coming. He panicked at the sudden changes he felt within his own body. He ran off the sidewalk into an empty alley where he suddenly felt his knees tremble. Something was happening to him, something that had never happened before. It felt like death, but at the same time he felt an inner confidence he had never felt before. The alertness overcame him again as he looked at one end of the alley and saw two humanoid wolf-like creatures walking towards him insanely fast. Instinctively, his chest cavity developed three fold, ripping his fitted black shirt immediately. His fingernails turned into sharpened claws and his phalanges strengthened and elongated. His thighs expanded and all his toenails morphed into claws. The two wolf-like men approaching halted as they watched him transform. He screamed and screamed through the process, with his screams developing into growls gradually. In no time, he was a two-legged wolf charging towards the two creatures at one end of the alley. He could see twenty times more than he usually could now, and he could hear voices miles away and smell the tiniest things from unimaginable distances. His instincts instructed him to attack, which he did as he noticed the calm in their stance as well as their heartbeats.

      “Mark!” he heard one of them shout. “Hold steady! We don’t know—”

      Casper cut him short by aiming for his face with a swift strike he never imagined himself throwing. He missed however, as the wolf easily dodged it. The other wolf grabbed Casper and growled at his partner, “Now!”

      Before any action could be taken, however, Casper instinctively kicked him away with both feet and slammed his captor against the wall, giving him time to escape from the other end of the alley.

      As he ran with unimaginable speed, Casper felt the urge to continue to shift into a complete wolf form, but fought the urge with every bit of strength he had. It was dark, and he was running as fast as a wild cheetah, so no one could notice him in a half-wolf form. He panicked as he ran. He had no idea what had just happened to him. He was a wolf! He started the day as a laboratory intern and there he was, a wolf running for his freedom.

      With a million thoughts entangled in his head and his heightened emotions, Casper disappeared into the woods, and let out a very loud wolf cry of pain.
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      Casper did the only thing that came to his mind. He ran. He ran with every ounce of amplified strength in him. He ran without giving thought to anything behind or ahead of him. He was scared, desperate, and a million other things as he ran like a mad dog, which he already was, through the woods. Without looking back he could already feel the other wolves closing in on him. Without hearing their footsteps he could determine how far, and how close they were. He could feel the vibrations of their steps and the directions which they were taking. He could smell their sweat and when he focused, he could hear their heartbeats. They were a number of them closing in on him, and he could tell—largely because he had no idea what he was doing—that they knew what exactly they were doing. They were just like him, but they were nothing like novices.

      After a while running through the woods, Casper gave in to the urge to completely shift to his wolf form to cover more ground. As he ran, he felt his spine shudder and crack, bending to a wolf-like posture. His face shrunk as his canines extended even more. He was in no time on all fours and his speed increased significantly. He began to cover more ground faster than his hunters, which relieved him a bit. This, however, did not last long. The hunting pack suddenly recovered the previous distance as they continued to chase him. He realized that they must have shifted totally as well. They were in control of this hunting exercise, as well as their shifting process, unlike him. He started to wonder as he ran, whether they had the intention of killing him, because if they did, he thought, he most likely had no chance of survival. Casper suddenly heard a loud howl in the woods, distant from his location. The howl went on for a while, continuously and successively.

      He hoped that was help, but he knew no one who could howl. Scratch that, he’d just found out he could howl minutes ago. He did not let such hope distract him from his fight for survival, as he kept up his pace and continued to run.

      Casper’s wolf form was a marvel. Literally. He apparently did not know it yet, as he was running to save his life, but his wolf form was a completely silver-furred wolf, with blue eyes and a piercing stare. He replicated his athletic looking human body in his wolf form, and this time with perfect athletic abilities. He was a fast wolf, a very fast one at that, considering the fact that he’d only turned for the first time some minutes into the chase. His mind, however, was only occupied with one thing and one thing only: survival.

      There was another loud growl from the same segment of the woods from which the howl came. It was a long and extended growl. He assumed there were additional parties to the hunting pack. After a while running, he noticed the sudden disappearance of uniformity in the way the hunters were arranged. Perhaps they’d decided to spread out. But no, some of them stopped running at certain times and joined the chase later on. At certain points he heard loud growls from the hunting pack. He turned around as he ran but he could not see anything or anyone. It took him a while before he realized that there was a fight within the pack chasing him. This made him more worried, because the only message that sent was that another pack had joined the hunting and there was a tussle for him. Soon he heard no howls or growls, just a number of wolves still chasing after him. They must have been pretty desperate to have held out this long. He felt his joints weakening, but he didn’t care one bit about any pain he could possibly be feeling at that moment. He could nurse his pain later while he thought about turning into a wolf, all after he escaped these monsters. He wondered if his uncle’s death had anything to do with the wolves. He struggled for a while with the thought of whether or not his uncle was a wolf before he died, but he shrugged off such ideas. For now he hated what he was and all those who chased after him. He avoided associating his late uncle with anything of such nature.

      In no time the wolves began to close in on Casper as they chased. He would not let them get him alive, he thought to himself. He would end it right before they took him if it came to that. He was not going to allow a bunch of carnivores to have him for dinner. He forgot that his wolf instincts were his direction at that moment, and wolf instincts never pointed to suicide, or perhaps he never knew that he was not in full conscious control of his own actions.

      

      Shane heard the loud growl from a distance and recognized it immediately. How did it happen? It can’t be. This is bad. As they chased the young wolf, he looked at Mark, who gave him a nod and continued the chase. Shane stopped and allowed the pack to continue the chase according to the plan. He looked up towards the sky and replied to the growl with an equally loud one. In no time, a huge alpha figure landed from nowhere, delivering a vicious blow to Shane’s face, impacting upon his landing. The blow threw Shane a few meters away, but he got on his feet immediately.

      “Shane. So it’s you this time. The spoiled alpha could not come and take his coveted wolf himself,” the wolf man said as he stared Shane in the face, smiling mischievously. “Oh, don’t look so surprised, Shane,” he continued. “I’ve got to hand it to you guys, I did not see this coming. Guess you’re not as weak a pack as I thought you were,” he added with an evil laugh.

      Before Shane could speak, the wolf man was already before him, landing another deadly punch to his body before he could register his surprise at the intruder’s speed. Shane was thrown farther this time and managed to get up on his feet. He wiped the blood coming out of his mouth and muttered, “Damion.”

      “That’s right! Thought you’d forgotten! How’ve you been, Shane? Still uselessly old?” he said with another laugh. He was having fun at the expense of the other wolf.

      “Come on, Shane, playtime’s over. Enough modesty. I’m not having fun here!” he shouted as he grabbed Shane by the neck.

      Like a reply to his plea, the older wolf detached himself from Damion forcefully and delivered a massive hit on his shoulder. Damion growled in pain, shouting on top of his voice. Shane attacked again with a kick, which was his greatest weapon in battle, sending Damion deep into the woods out of sight. Shane immediately joined the chase to catch up with his hunting pack. He would have stayed to finish off Damion, but that was not his mission, and he was in charge of the capture. But Shane did not take into consideration that Damion was fast in healing and speed. Damion, taking another route in the woods, cornered and attacked the hunting pack under the leadership of Mark, who took over from Shane.

      On catching up with the pack, Shane met some members of the hunt, including Mark, in a fight with Damion. Some of them continued the chase. Damion was having a field day against the hunting crew as he fought with all his might, defeating the four of them while sustaining serious injuries in the process, mostly inflicted by Mark. As Shane arrived to the scene, Damion attempted fleeting towards the direction of the search, only to be attacked by Mark, who had been lying on the ground after being hit previously. Shane was absolutely enraged upon seeing the injuries sustained by his team, especially Mark, whom he loved dearly. He leaped against the injured Damion, grabbed him by his limbs with both hands, lifted him in the air, and sent him flying with yet another kick backed up by raw anger this time. Shane immediately signaled to his wolf men that it was time to catch up with the boy.

      

      Casper got to a certain clearing in the woods where he decided to find a place to hide. While contemplating, he suddenly felt the pack edging closer to him with a speed they had not run at since they began the chase. They had increased their speed. This time it felt like they were coming for blood. He could never outrun them at this rate, neither could he successfully find a place to hide, as there was no time. It seemed like they had intentionally been slowing down to indulge him so far, which meant they could take him anytime they wanted. He panicked, but this time was too much in a panic to run. He felt them surround him from different sides. Suddenly two wolves leaped into the clearing and faced him. He in turn went into beast mode again, growling and displaying his sharpened claws.

      “It’s no use, boy,” a voice called from the top of a ridge close to the clearing. Casper looked up and saw a man standing there, most of his clothes ripped off. He made a huge leap off the ridge and landed right before Casper. “Don’t fight it,” he said. “It’s no use. Besides, we mean you no harm.”

      Casper was enraged by the man’s statement.

      “You mean no harm?!” He retained his half wolf form. I could’ve died in these woods! You’ve been chasing me for hours, you monster!”

      “No, you could not have,” said a voice from the dark, which Shane recognized as Mark’s. He smiled.

      Casper looked back at Shane. “What do you all want from me? Why can’t you just leave me alone and let me be?”

      “I am sorry we can’t do that, Casper.”

      “Why? You all need a new wolf to toy around with? You need an errand wolf in your league of monsters? No thank you!”

      “You’re in grave danger, Casper, believe me. If we wanted you dead, it would have been done in the alley. We’re just trying to help here, Casper.” Shane was being a model leader here. He was calm, trying not to lose the wolf. But his efforts looked counterproductive, as Casper got angrier by the second.

      “Am I supposed to be grateful that you did not kill me? I was on my own when you all attacked me!”

      “You attacked us, Casper.”

      “And so you decided to chase me into the woods? I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t know why I’m a wolf and then a human again. All I know is you all had claws and fangs and chased me into the woods! I’m going nowhere with you.”

      Mark stepped out of the dark into the clearing. The moonlight reflected directly off his milky, beautiful face.

      “We’re out of time, Casper,” he gently said. “You need to come with us. A war is coming. We can’t let you be on your own.”

      Casper began to growl once again. “If a war is coming, then worry about your house! Leave me out of your war!” he roared, as he went straight for Mark, trying to knock him down and escape.

      Shane was suddenly by his side as he took the first step towards Mark. An injection was already in his neck as well, putting him to sleep. Mark retrieved the wolf from Shane, who let out a loud howl, signifying the end and success of the mission.

      The pack reciprocated, and collectively they headed back to the cabin.
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      The entire pack convened at full moon right in front of the lake before the Naltice Cabin. There was eating and drinking amidst non-stop music. There were periodic howls as well, just to remind one another of their reason for feasting. The Naltice Pack had a tradition of feasting on the first day of every full moon. The pack was well aware of the threats that lay ahead and the seriousness of those threats. Members of the pack who went hunting for Casper the previous night were more aware of the dangers surrounding them, particularly the annihilation of all other packs, planned by Damion. Shane had not spoken to William since he’d returned, as preparations for the feast had been in order. He planned to give a full report to the alpha during the full moon celebration that night. William was confident that Shane had everything under control, and so did not bother to hurry to catch up. He joined the men while feasting and let out an authoritative howl, which was duly followed by every member of the pack. The same ritual was repeated three more times by William, and was reciprocated every single time by the entire Naltice Pack.

      William stood up to interrupt the festivities, addressing the entire pack.

      “Fellow wolves of the Naltice, it is no longer news that we’re in a position in which we have not been since the Great War. One that is absolutely delicate and must not be taken lightly. Unity has always been what kept us stronger. It kept us together before the Great War, even after we lost important leaders of this pack. It kept us going during the wars and has kept us strong even afterwards.

      “We’re aware that members of our pack, led by the great Shane, set out last night to establish contact with the missing wolf. We have not been fully debriefed on the mission but I heard it was successful!” There was a round of applause from the pack, as Shane sat in a corner, raising his bottle of beer to William.

      “I know that some of you think I am too hard in the way I deal with things, especially with things that affect this pack. You’re right. I am. But that is because I learned how to keep this pack together the hard way, and for that reason my resolve to keep us together will continue to grow stronger. This pack means everything to me, people. Everything. And that is exactly what I give this pack. Everything I have.

      “We will not lose to Damion, or to the Hagen Pack, or anyone who wants to eliminate the peace that has existed between different packs for years now! We will preserve the peace, and we will do that for centuries to come!” There was a louder, more resounding round of applause from the pack members this time, as William carefully stepped out of the spotlight and the celebrations continued.

      In the cabin, William carefully sat down as he watched his pack members enjoy themselves outside. All he cared about was keeping his people together, away from Damion’s plots and schemes, and to keep the missing wolf safe, now that Shane had established a connection with him.

      His thoughts were interrupted by Shane stepping in the room. He stood up to embrace the man who had always been his source of guidance in the pack, making sure his ego and anger issues never got the best of him when making decisions, especially when they were not in the best interest of the pack.

      “I didn’t see your hunting party return last night. How did it go with the missing wolf when you found him?” William was curious. He wanted to know how it went, if the young wolf was on their side now, or at least on Shane’s side.

      There was silence. Shane wanted to find the right words to break the news to William but simply lacked it.

      “Shane? How did it go with the boy? You found the boy, right? Does he know of his true nature yet?” Shane stood up and faced the window, staring out at the other celebrating pack members as he sighed once again.

      “Things didn’t go as planned, William,” he said eventually. He knew that it was not his fault, and that he could not have avoided the outcome, but it was his responsibility to make things go right, and he’d failed.

      “Shane, tell me the boy is alive.”

      “Oh, he’s alive, that’s not the issue. In fact, you can come and see him yourself.”

      “What do you mean see him myself, Shane, isn’t that why you went to town to… Shane? Tell me the boy’s not here!”

      That was something Shane always admired, and would continue to admire about William. His intuition. Although in this moment he would have preferred if the alpha was wrong.

      “Yes, William. He’s here. In the holding room, in fact.”

      William was absolutely livid. The plan was to establish a connection with the boy, so as not to allow him to swallow whatever lies Damion had been feeding him. The boy knew nothing about being a wolf. However, Shane narrated the happenings of the previous night to William, and by the time he was done narrating, the alpha was a believer.

      “You say he’s in the holding room?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Take me to him.”

      It was a silent walk to the holding room. William had realized that Shane had no choice but to act the way he did, and that things would have gotten out of hand if he hadn’t. But he would have preferred if the wolf was not dragged halfway across the state into the wild. He knew that winning his trust would be difficult now that he had been introduced to the wolf part of himself. It went both ways: the bond of love between and among wolves was just as strong as the feeling of hatred felt by any wolf, especially towards another wolf.

      At this point William thought of what to say to the wolf to settle him. It was a totally nerve wracking experience for him the day he’d first shifted into his wolf form. In his own case, he was born into the pack, where he was already surrounded by wolves. He had Shane, his father, and other members of the pack who were ready go guide him and give their all to protect him. He was the son of the alpha. And despite all these, his first shift was a life and death showdown. It was a full moon, so he saw it coming. He had been told the feelings he would go through, over and over. He knew the right things to do once the shifting started and the steps to take before and after. Yet it was still the most unpleasant feeling he’d ever felt.

      He tried put himself in the shoes of the young wolf who had to shift for the first time on a night without a full moon—which was difficult, especially since he had to shift in a fight or flight position, which was immediately followed by a run for his life, deep into the woods, chased by other wolves who were most definitely stronger than him. William felt pity for him as he thought about all this. However, he kept mute as they both walked towards the room.

      “Why do you think he shifted before he saw any of you?” William asked Shane, after confirming all the details of the story. He wanted to understand the type of wolf he would be dealing with in the coming minutes. He knew how experienced Shane was, so he relied on him in matters like these.

      “He could sense us all around him. We were about eleven members of the pack placed at different areas. He felt our presence and it was overwhelming. He had never been surrounded by that amount of wolves, most likely, and it triggered a fight or flight response even before he saw us. He’s a special one, just like we expected.”

      “No kidding,” was William’s reply as they approached the waiting room door.

      The wolf sat quietly in one corner of the waiting room. He was clothed only in a pair of trousers as he sat in silence. His legs were folded and his head was bowed down, his blond hair falling and covering his face. His ribs, running across his body, were pronounced by the way he sat, reflecting the athletic nature of his slender figure yet again. Shane knocked on the door but the wolf did not move an inch. He remained where he was without making the tiniest attempt to even look upwards. Shane opened the door and stepped in.

      William had been looking outside the room through the window and the sight of the wolf awakened curiosity he had never felt before. He wanted to know everything about the wolf. He stood rooted to the spot as he continued to stare at the young man from outside the room. Shane, however, tried to establish a connection with the wolf once again. He took some steps close to the man and spoke.

      “Casper, that’s William outside the room. He’s the alpha of this pack. He wants nothing but your safety.”

      “Kidnapping is the perfect way to ensure that I’m safe,” was Casper’s reply, without looking up or changing his position.

      William stepped in at this point. He looked at the wolf and felt his pain, anger, and disgust from where he stood. Casper felt William’s presence in a way he could not explain to his own self. He was indeed an alpha. His aura filled the entire room, making it totally impossible not to acknowledge his presence. Casper was forced to look upwards at the alpha.

      Their faces met. And that was the most beautiful moment William had ever known. He confirmed Shane’s assertion of the wolf being a special one. He was immediately drawn to him, and wanted more than anything at that point to make him his. He wanted to know him beyond the surface, and assure him that everything was going to be okay, because he wanted everything to be okay for the young wolf. He wanted to protect him from dangers that were yet to come, and pave a harmonious way for them both. He wanted him by his side as they led the pack to become stronger than ever.

      “Casper,” he called softly as he moved towards him. Shane was surprised by how soft William sounded. This had to be someone else, he thought to himself.

      “What do you all want from me?” Casper asked, looking straight at William.

      William instantly got the feeling of the young wolf being an ingrate. He needed him to realize that they had just saved his life.

      “What do we want from you? We just saved you, boy! You have no idea the amount of danger you’re in at the moment. We may just be the only ones keeping you alive!”

      “Really? Because it seems to me like you all are the ones in danger, and you’re trying to use me for something I don’t know yet. You’re not keeping me alive, I’ve been alive before you all swept into my life without notice!”

      William felt his authority challenged. His face turned red as he looked at the wolf whom he’d just admired.

      “You will do as told! And what you’re being told right now is to stay put!”

      Instinctively, Casper half-shifted, and made his way straight for the exit to the room. Shane tried to stop him, but William held Shane back.

      “Leave him,” he said to the older man. “He needs a bit of freedom.”
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      “What now, William?” Shane’s expression was somewhat crestfallen, which was perfectly warranted, considering the work he had done in getting the wolf to the pack. But William was not in the mood to pacify Shane to any extent, as his mind was occupied with exerting his dominance as the alpha on the new member of the pack, and, as it had dawned on him, making him his mate. He shot a glance at Shane and looked away immediately, almost as if he was irritated by the question.

      “William—”

      “What Shane?! What?” he yelled at the older man, still not looking towards him. His thoughts were disrupted enough by the fact that the new wolf wanted nothing to do with him nor his pack, much less being his mate. He could not stand Shane asking him for directions on the next thing to do.

      “I’m asking what to do, William, we can’t just sit here and let him wander around! He might just leave!” Shane’s concern was primarily because he knew what the consequences would be if the wolf decided to finally leave the pack. William would be furious again, and they would be back to where they all started, the only difference being that the wolf already knew of his identity, which would make bringing him back difficult. Shane was not ready to face William’s anger, nor was he ready to go through the ordeal of bringing him back to meet William, either peacefully or coerced.

      “You can stop asking now, Shane, I’m thinking. You’d know what to do when I’m ready,” William said, establishing the fact that he could care less about Shane’s feelings.

      “The wolf is not exactly waiting for you to be done thinking, William! Whatever you need to do, I suggest you do it now!” Shane was beginning to lose his patience. However, he knew fully well that William was not in his rational state of mind, so he was wise to tread carefully. He knew that the lack of rationality was a conscious decision by William, and that it was best for the success of the impending search not to give the alpha any leadership lessons at that moment.

      William, on the other hand, did not turn towards the older wolf as he calmly said, “Find him, Shane. Bring him back to me.”

      Shane silently left the room to retrieve Casper, with the hope of convincing him on his own before he brought him back to William. He knew that allowing William to handle the talking would most likely lead to more harm than good. For that reason he strode towards the Naltice Cabin to fetch Mark, to inject a bit of reasonability into the situation. He trusted Mark to act in such a capacity, which was one of the main reasons why he was always glad to have him as his mate. Mark was the one who could calm the raging beast in any living being, and had, in a number of occasions, tamed Shane with his unparalleled calm words.

      “Where is he?” Mark asked Shane after he was briefed about the situation. “Did he leave for good?”

      “Nah, don’t think so,” Shane replied. “With the way he left, he just wanted to be left alone for now, I guess. He is a smart one, that boy. He knows it’s better for him to stay. More than any other feeling, he is confused. He is confused about his identity, among other things.”

      “You think he’ll stick with us?” Mark asked, trying to figure out the current state of mind of the young wolf, in order to measure how to convince the wolf upon contact.

      “I don’t quite know, Mark. He knows nothing about sides at the moment. He might as well be considering staying with us for a while, as he figures out unknown things about his true nature, or his past.”

      “Yeah, but you know, it’s up to us to convince him of how much of the ‘right side’ we’re on,” Mark said, trying to view things from the perspective of the lost wolf. He knew that it was well within his abilities to convince him to stay put for a while, but that would most likely not last as long as he wanted it to.

      “Yeah, that’s all up to William, you know. There’s little we can do in that regard.” Shane understood where Mark was coming from, and wanted to agree with him about how the pack needed to convince him to stay. But at the same time he knew that William’s input into the whole equation was what mattered the most when it came to giving an impression on behalf of the pack.

      “I think we should go get him now, we can’t have him feeling lost again. Let’s not complicate the issue any further,” Shane continued.

      They both set out to the environs of the cabin and surrounding buildings, all within the territory of the Naltice Pack. Mark caught scent of the young wolf as he stepped into the area right ahead of William’s home.

      “Casper!” he called out. He decided to try conversing with him from a distance, knowing that Casper could hear him.

      “I know you must be pretty confused at the moment. Hell, you’re probably confused about how clearly you can hear me right now, considering the distance between us.”

      Mark knew that starting from the point where Casper was confused was the best idea. His strategy was to create an atmosphere of familiarity between himself and Casper to draw him out.

      “I spoke to you in the woods last night, Casper!” he continued, “I’m sure you can remember very clearly by just hearing my voice. You can probably smell me from the position you are in right now as well, but believe me, none of us in this entire region of the woods is different from you. No single one of us did not go through what you are going through at the moment.

      “You know, Casper, it’s different in your case. The amount of control you have shown over your heightened strength, emotions, hearing, sight, and even your sense of smell, is nothing I have ever seen in any new wolf, ever. And believe me, I have been around for a very long time.

      “This means that you have very little to do in terms of harnessing your powers and controlling your senses so they don’t overwhelm you. Every wolf I have ever seen could never stay still for one second in the first week of their first turning. You are a miracle, Casper. Everyone here is amazed by you, and that’s why we all want to help you. Let us help you, Casper, we want to. You’re one of us. We have to,” Mark concluded, and noticed the heartbeat of the young wolf slow down as he listened closely for more reactions. His part was done.

      Shane stared in absolute awe at Mark as he spoke and finished. It was as though he was meeting and hearing him speak for the first time. He fell in love with him all over again that very second. He thanked his stars for making Mark his mate years before that day.

      Casper walked out from behind the building in the windy evening and towards both Shane and Mark. He had been partly convinced by Mark’s soothing words, enough for him to walk out and demand some answers in person. Both men watched Casper walk out and at that moment, Shane felt the proudest he’d ever felt of Mark.

      “You both need to tell me everything,” Casper demanded as he approached them.

      “Casper,” Shane said to him with a worried face. “Our duty is to bring you back to the cabin alive and safe. William is the alpha, he will answer every question you have.”

      “I’d rather hear them from the both of you,” Casper protested.

      “It… does not quite work that way, Casper. We do what he says. But not to worry, he has your best interests at heart, believe me,” Mark replied him. They both knew William was not going to be happy about them answering Casper’s questions, particularly questions about his past. They could not answer questions about his true nature without his past creeping in, so they decided to let it all rest and let William handle that aspect, just as he’d demanded.

      

      The holding room was so silent that it disturbed William’s wolf hearing, although it was mostly because he was not in his right mind. He had not moved an inch from when the missing wolf ran out on him. He had not recovered from how love struck he was upon setting his eyes on Casper. He was further saddened by the wolf’s refusal to cooperate with him. He was particularly unsettled at the fact that he did not trust himself to handle the situation as well as he wanted to. A flood of thoughts ran through his mind, as he thought about the future of the pack with Casper now in the picture. He thought about Damion and his intention to wipe out all other surrounding packs and establish his dominance.

      “William,” Shane called from outside the room. William still refused to move or look towards him.

      “Do you have him?” he calmly asked, not looking towards Shane.

      “Yes, William, we do. He’s on his way with Mark.”

      “Good. Bring him in and give us the room, please.”

      Shane left the room, realizing that William was in one of those moments where he did not need his advice or guidance. He walked out to meet Mark and Casper on their way to the room.

      “How’s his mood?” Mark asked as Shane approached him.

      “The one we don’t like to see. The uncertain one.” Shane personally preferred moments where William acted irrationally, or when he was overcome by his anger, to those ones where he could not ascertain what exactly the alpha was thinking, or planning. It was more difficult to guide him that way.

      Mark looked at Casper and gave him a nod, assuring him that everything would be fine, as they both approached the room.

      “Thank you, Mark,” William said, and gestured to Mark to leave the room and give them both some time to talk. Mark stepped outside and went towards Shane, holding his hands tightly, as they both hoped that the best would come of the meeting, especially for Casper, who had trusted them completely.

      “What were you thinking?!” William yelled at Casper. He had decided to exert authority over the new wolf once again.

      “You are in danger! We’re trying to help you here! To save you! Why is that not right by you?” William was desperate to make him understand that he needed to stay put for him to be safe. He explained to him that he wanted the best for him, and that in fact he was personally going to see to his safety, as he was romantically interested in him and wanted to make him his mate.

      “You make it sound like I have no choice in this. I do have a choice, right?” Casper asked the alpha.

      “If you had a choice, would you reject me, Casper?” William asked, curious.

      “I do not know enough about who I am, a vital part of my past, and I’m confused out of my mind here! Perhaps you want to talk about those issues before making me your mate! What kind of leader fails to see that?” He was beginning to lose his temper already. This totally went against how Mark made it seem like it would play out.

      William was beginning to get furious at the oblivious wolf before him. He felt Casper was not giving him a chance to explain how important it was for an alpha to get a mate which he selected from his pack, and how he was promised to be the alpha’s mate by his parents before they were killed by Damion. All this was unknown to him.

      “Casper—”

      “No! I’ve had enough of all these games, okay?! I want to know everything! Everything! Before we talk about you having me as anything! You’re hiding something, I can sense it! So be honest!” Casper interrupted him.

      “Mark!” William bellowed, unable to stand it anymore. Mark appeared in the room at once.

      “Watch him!” he ordered, as he stormed out in anger this time.
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      The moment spent with William brought some things to light for Casper. He realized that the pack was something that mattered to William, and that he would do almost anything to keep it together, including kidnap a novice wolf, apparently. He also realized that despite William’s harsh and emotionless methods, Shane and Mark seemed to be completely on his side. What he failed to decide was whether they did it out of loyalty born out of fear or genuine belief in his leadership. He thought to himself, that no matter how pure the intentions of William may have been, he had no right to keep him out of the loop while he asked him to marry him.

      He sat in a corner of the holding room with Mark outside at the entrance.

      “Some food will be brought in!” Mark said from outside. For a second Casper was a bit thrown off at how Mark knew about his hunger the exact moment he thought of it. He wondered if wolves could read minds too.

      Mark gave a little laugh from outside and said, “Don’t panic, I heard your stomach rumble. That’s how I knew.”

      Casper smiled at his own stupidity. If they could read minds then William would have spoken to him without waiting for his replies. He looked at the door and tried listening to Mark’s heartbeat from inside. He felt fulfilled as he heard the beat by the second, crystal clear.

      “Good one,” Mark said again, from outside the door.

      At this point Casper was confused out of his mind. The door was closed and Mark was outside. How did he know what he was doing?

      “I could hear you listen, Casper,” Mark said again with a similar laugh.

      Casper was intrigued by two things: the fact that Mark noticed his surprise from outside the door, and the fact that he could hear him listen to his heartbeat.

      “Okay you’ve got to tell me something, is there a camera in here?”

      “No, Casper,” Mark said from outside again. He seemed to be having fun with the clueless wolf.

      “Then how? How’re you doing all that?”

      Mark opened the door and stepped in. “Okay, Casper, consider this a first informal lesson. I heard your stomach rumble the first time, then I told you about the coming food. Immediately, you were shocked at how I knew you were hungry, and as you silently expressed the shock, your heart skipped immediately, very silently, similar to the way you gasped silently. I heard that. I heard one vein twitch as soon as you were shocked at my accuracy, and that was how I knew when to answer your curious question. The same thing happened the second time when I told you I could hear you listening.”

      “Wow,” was all Casper could say. He was intrigued at what Mark had told him. From that moment on, he resolved to try his best to fully harness his wolf abilities. The thought of mastering such abilities felt liberating, and he imagined having amplified sense twenty times that of a normal human. It seemed ironic to him that days ago he was excited about starting an internship at a medical facility, and here he was fantasizing about becoming a wild animal.

      Mark continued to make young wolf as comfortable as he could, knowing the importance of keeping him calm. He enjoyed the conversation, and was glad that at least Casper was genuinely interested in talking to him this time.

      “So he has always been this way? Emotionally perforated?” Casper asked Mark about William. Their conversation was starting to take a mutual turn by the minute.

      Mark gave a gentle chuckle at the question. “He’s not like that all the time. He’s only a bit edgy when it comes to keeping the pack united. And these past days have been particularly rough for all of us here. Keeping the pack together is a priority at the moment—”

      “Yeah, yeah, a war is coming. You all have been saying that since you chased me down in the woods. I don’t see warriors preparing for battle, now do I? Whatever William is hiding, at least you should be decent enough to be honest and tell me about it. It’s worse if it concerns me and you all keep it from me. You’re making me stay here partly against my will and asking me to marry your alpha without giving me facts I don’t know about my own self!”

      “Casper—”

      “No I’m serious, Mark! What is it you all aren’t telling me, apart from looming wars and a wedding ceremony prepared for me in my own absence. Tell me!”

      Mark felt pity for the young wolf. He knew that Casper deserved to know the truth from him, and that William had been occupied with showing his authority to Casper, resulting in his failure to address issues that really mattered to Casper, to win him over to their side. He knew that there was a limit to what he could reveal to Casper without incurring the anger of the alpha. But he also knew that the Naltice Pack was based on transparency, and that had been the most noble of William’s qualities. No matter the circumstances, William never hid things from members of his pack, and never waited before revealing issues relating to the pack to other members.

      He decided to toss a slippery coin as he watched Casper look to him desperately for information. He really did not want to be the one who let the wolf down, just after he’d endeared himself to him.

      “Casper, Damion killed your parents,” he said with a downcast expression. He did not want to relive certain moments, but he had no choice if he wanted to continue divulging information to Casper.

      The room fell silent after Mark spoke. He tried his best not to look in Casper’s eyes. He did not want to imagine what was going through his mind.

      “I… I… Damion? Dr. Hagen?” He shuddered as he stared at Mark with terrified eyes.

      Mark hated the fact that Damion had endeared himself to Casper, being a successful doctor who had everything Casper needed to step up his career. He had experienced first-hand how tricky Damion could be, during the Great War, and had battled him a few times. He knew at that point that Casper had to be told Damion’s true nature, and how he deceived anyone and everyone around him.

      “I cannot tell you more about their death at this point, Casper, but know that Damion is nothing near the good man he is making himself seem like.”

      “You cannot tell me or you will not? Huh? Because your precious alpha forbids it and you don’t want to incur his almighty wrath? What is with all of you around here? This, this is not brotherhood! You just told me someone killed my parents and you follow that with the fact that you can’t tell me anything more about their death?”

      “Casper—”

      “You know what, Mark, judge Damion all you want but right now, you are the one who does not seem like who he claims to be!”

      “Casper!” Mark growled to calm the young wolf down. His voice took a wolf like turn as he shouted. He had not turned at all, but his voice was not human any longer. He was angry at the fact that Casper was being unreasonably stubborn despite all his efforts to reason with him and explain what was at stake. His eyes were a thick golden color as he stared at Casper, frowning. His wolf form facial fur was already beginning to grow around his face.

      Casper was totally terrified. His state of mind switched from that of anger to fear in an instant. He was particularly terrified because he had never seen Mark in such state, and in fact had only known him so far to be a gentle person. He realized that he was out of control and he needed to calm down.

      “I just want answers, Mark, that’s all. Answers,” he said, adding remorse to his expression as he spoke. “I’m lost. I’m really lost here. I don’t know how it was for you when you first turned, but this is unbearable. I understand that William means well, but I need guidance before anything else. I need help, Mark.”

      Being a deeply caring person, Mark was touched by the young wolf’s predicament. He decided to go out and get William to return to the holding room, just for Casper to feel safe. He understood that the only way Casper was going to feel fully safe was if the alpha himself reassured him, and that was not going to happen if Casper had not been told the entire story.

      “I’ll go with you,” Casper said, standing up. He was tired of sitting in the room, and felt that he ought to be allowed his own freedom if he was indeed a member of the pack.

      “Casper,” Mark said, looking straight at the young wolf.

      “Yeah?”

      “I know you’re trying to escape.”

      Casper stood upright and stared at Casper. There was silence for a few seconds as both wolves had no choice but to listen to each other’s heartbeats.

      “Come on, I’m—”

      “I know, Casper. You’ve been plotting different ways to escape all along, so the moment I give you an opening, you take it. That’s smart, except for the fact that I’m experienced at this sort of thing.”

      Casper was disappointed in his failed plan. He understood at this point that Mark was a force to reckon with. He had sharp-edged wolf instincts and over-the-top strategic thinking.

      “Tell you what Casper,” Mark added, “I never wanted to go out to fetch William. I only wanted to confirm if my suspicion was right—my suspicion about you secretly trying to find a way to escape. And voila! I was right. You jumped on the chance even before I completed my words.”

      “Fine then,” was Casper’s reply, as he sat back down. There was silence in the room once again as Casper stared blankly at the ground. Mark took his time to study the boy in silence, before finally breaking it.

      “He’s a good man, you know,” Mark said, with an expression that looked as though he was reminiscing about good times.

      “You’re talking about Shane?”

      “No. Not Shane. William.”

      “Oh.” Casper said, staring back at the ground.

      “My love story with Shane was all because of William. If not for him, I would not have seen the good in Shane.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, first of all, anyone who can talk sense into William deserves way more than accolades, and only Shane has been successfully able to do that over time,” Mark replied with a laugh.

      “It was during the Great War,” he continued. “That was when I truly recognized who William was. His father had just been killed by Darren Hagen, Damion’s father. William was already a strong wolf during that period, with ample training from both his father and Shane. His father’s death did not derail him from the war at hand. He automatically became the alpha during the war, which was bad timing.

      “But he suspended the mourning of his father for when we won the war, as he was determined for us to win. He took over the reins and led us to victory. It was a war between the Hagen Pack and every other pack in the region. It was the bitterest experience I ever had, but he saw us all through it. We have been stronger than ever since the war concluded. We do not stay loyal to him because owe him for winning us the Great War, Casper. We’re loyal him because we’re sure he is loyal to the pack, and he will do nothing to sabotage our existence.”

      Casper was lost for words. He looked up from the ground and towards Mark.

      “The war,” he said. “How long ago was this?”

      “Two hundred years.”
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      Shane was beginning to get tired of the tension caused by William’s refusal to reason with the young wolf, but he was well aware of the fact that William’s failure to reason was intentional. He never understood that part of William, however, since it literally meant taking the wrong decision, while knowing the right one. He stared at William, who stood in front of a fire under the big bright moonlight. He was meditating. Even if he knew what William was up to, Shane thought it best not to bring up any topic relating to Casper or any of William’s plans for him. He walked up towards William by the fire and stood by him. He stayed silently and decided to join him meditating. These sort of activities were necessary to maintain a wolf’s focus, particularly the sensory abilities of any wolf. He smiled as he recalled the last time he ever made an attempt at meditating, which was a result of constant persuasion from Mark. Of all members of the pack, including William, meditating was Mark’s specialty, as he was best at being calm and assessing situations based on the most strategic course of action. Shane knew that he never deserved him, and always felt deeply ashamed whenever Mark said the same.

      “You joining?” William asked Shane, confirming if the wolf was merely standing with him before the fire or if he had intentions of meditating as well.

      Shane let out a mild laugh. “I thought you were deep in meditation, William, how did you notice me walk up here?”

      William kept his eyes closed, smiling mildly. “You thought so, Shane,” he said, still smiling. “But you were wrong. We both know I suck at this, not everyone’s Mark, you know,” he replied, opening his eyes to look at Shane upon mentioning Mark’s name.

      Shane in turn laughed at the flattery. “No we’re not, we definitely aren’t Mark.”

      “But you know what, Shane,” William continued. “We can both try right here, right now, and help each other achieve the exercise. We both can make our Mark right here, if you know what I mean,” he said as he grinned wildly at his attempt at a play on words. Shane could not keep it in at this point. He began to laugh loudly to the heavens as he looked up at the sky. He laughed, not because William’s pun was the funniest, but because he had indeed missed this part of the alpha. It had been a while since William had made an attempt at being funny, let alone achieved the tiniest bit of success at it.

      “Yes we can, Bill, yes we can indeed. We can make our Mark,” he replied, still laughing, louder this time as he heard himself say it.

      At the same time, they both closed their eyes and held each other’s hands. They focused their hearing on the silence of the night. Most members of the pack were back in their homes in town now, except the few who were dwellers of the woods, most of whom resided in the other buildings situated meters away from the main Naltice Cabin. They listened, past the constant sounds of crickets and croaking of frogs. They listened beyond the different variations of occasional sounds made by birds at night, and still holding hands, they listened until they could hear nothing, but mere silence. Dead as a graveyard. They focused their hearing in their inner selves as William heard his own heart beat continuously, and his blood flow through his arteries and veins. His facial wolf hair began to develop on his face now, as he was getting deep into the exercise. Shane’s nails had elongated as he held on to William, already oblivious of the presence of anyone apart from himself on the spot where he stood. He felt his wolf hair spring up all over his body and could swear he heard them extend out of every hair follicle. Subconsciously, he howled once, which extended for a very long period of time. William, deep in the ritual, didn’t hear the howl, but coincidentally howled immediately after.

      Recognizing the howl, Mark stepped out of the holding room and traced the sound towards the fire where they stood. He smiled to himself as he remembered the number of times he had tried getting Shane to meditate and the number of times he’d succeeded.

      He stepped towards the pair, knowing that this time they had succeeded in getting to a certain level of success in the exercise, and spoke, knowing they could not hear him.

      “The kid’s scared, William, he really is. And what bothers me is not the fact that there is friction between both of you at this moment, what bothers me is the fact that he is scared of himself, and not you. His fear springs from his confusion. He realizes there are too many things to learn, and he is a curious one, he wants to know everything at once. He is not like you, William. He’s not as calculative as he is fearless. He is an instinctive one, and being overly curious does not suit a wolf who thrives on instinct alone.

      “I am beginning to get to him, and he’s beginning to accept the fact that we have good intentions for him, that you have good intentions for him, and that you’re a leader we will all die for. I just need time to totally bring him on board, I just hope it’s not too much time I need. I hope I get to him soon.”

      “Do that, Mark, get to him in time,” William said, to Mark’s surprise. Mark looked up at William with a shocked expression on his face.

      “You spoke long enough to pull me out of that thing, Mark, I’m not calm enough to stay in there while you literally spoke directly to my face. Nope, Shane has that one on me,” he said, pointing towards Shane, who was still in deep meditation.

      “I really did not hear most of what you said, Mark, but from what I hear you’ve been speaking here for quite a while.” He snapped his fingers before Shane’s face and close to his ears, but did not revive the older man to his presence.

      “Wow, Mark, you really taught him well.”

      “Don’t give me credit for that, William, I’m as surprised as you are,” Mark said, looking at Shane with a bit of admiration as he spoke. He immediately let out a loud roar directly at Shane’s face, jolting Shane out of his deep state of meditation and off his feet as he landed on his ass on the ground.

      “Damn it, Mark, was that really necessary?” he said, trying to regain his balance as he was helped back up by William.

      “I’m sorry love, affairs of the state need to be attended to,” Mark said, mocking his partner.

      Shane decided to take advantage of the jovial atmosphere to express himself to William, who he had been wary of ever since the altercation with Casper.

      “William,” Shane said, looking at his face.

      William knew already that Shane was about to give him advice which he would initially say no to.

      “I know plans have begun regarding the ceremony at the clearing in front of your home, but you need to call the wolves there. You can’t go on with the ceremony.” Shane knew that his suggestion would be met with an arrogant show of authority by William, but he was prepared to try his luck. “The boy’s not ready, William,” he added.

      “If that’s your reason, then I don’t think I should keep listening to you at all. When will he be ready, Shane? Huh? After the war? After Damion has finally wiped us all out with the army of programmed wolves he’s preparing, and after he has killed Casper just like he did his parents? Answer me, Shane!”

      “William—”

      “Why do you all fail to see the fact that I am doing this for his safety too? Or do you want to tell me you don’t believe that? Is that it, Shane, you don’t believe I’m doing this for the right reasons?” William yelled.

      “That’s not it, William, and you know it! How do you want to make him accept this marriage? What are you going to do, force him?” Shane decided to go through the fatherly role he played in William’s life and continue to talk some sense into him.

      “He’ll come around, Shane, we will all make sure of it.”

      “He’s not going to come around after you have turned him into a slave of your marriage, William! There will be no going back after that!” Shane was beginning to lose it now, which would not play out well for anybody.

      “So what are you saying, Shane? You’re saying we forego tradition? Forego what this pack is based on? There is no better time to select a mate than right now! This is a critical period for the pack, and you know it! Strategy demands that we solidify the pack and ensure continuity just in case the war doesn’t go well for us! You taught me that.”

      Shane knew that William was being practical about everything he was saying, but the truth was that he was being too practical about it. He believed Casper could still remain part of the pack without marrying William, and that still would solidify the pack and increase their strength in case total war broke out.

      “So you suggest we get married during the war then? When you think he’s ready? Tell me, Shane! What sort of wisdom are you bringing to the table right now? What if he dies? What if I die?”

      “You were the one who spoke against bringing him into all of this mess, and now you want to have him as your mate! Come on, William, I thought you better than being two faced!”

      “Watch it, Shane! That’s as far as you go!”

      Just as though the members of the pack preparing for the ceremony heard the bout between them, there were multiple howls coming from the direction of William’s home, which signified that the crew was done preparing for the ceremony.

      “Mark, I think you should go get him now. He’ll meet us at the clearing. Let’s go, Shane. We’ve had enough debate over this.”

      Mark went on to fetch Casper for the rituals and the other two wolves left for the ceremony venue to prepare themselves to welcome Casper.

      “He’s going through with it, isn’t he?” Casper asked Mark, seeing the look on his face as he walked into the room.

      “Yes Casper, he is.”

      “Very well then, let’s go.” Casper’s reply greatly surprised Mark, who stared at him in awe as he walked past him and towards the door. “Let’s just get this over with, Mark. At least it’s better than my boss at work trying to kill me.”

      William stared at Casper in admiration as he approached the venue. A few wolves were present as different campfires lit up the entire environment. William stared at the young wolf and smiled awkwardly as he stood right in front of him.

      “Casper,” he softly said.

      “William,” he replied almost as calmly, to William’s surprise.

      The ceremony was basic, and ended quickly, as William believed he had done enough to freak out the young wolf. In order to give him enough time to process the situation before spending the night with him, William decided to sleep at the Naltice Cabin, moving Casper to his personal home, the mansion in the woods where the ceremony was performed.

      “You think he’ll come around soon enough?” William asked Shane that night as they both spent time at the cabin. He always returned to Shane for counsel.

      “Well, he somewhat agreed to the ceremony, that’s a step. Let’s see how things go from here on out,” Shane said, indicating to William that he still had his back despite any misunderstanding that might occur between them, and whether or not William actually took his advice.

      “Let’s hope Mark comes with good news in the morning,” William said, his hand running through his hair.

      “Yeah. Let’s hope that.”
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      The following twenty four hours after the ceremony were the most confusing of Casper’s life so far. After Mark’s story about William, the young wolf decided to be rational about things, and the scientist in him had made him understanding about all he had experienced so far and the surrounding circumstances. He tried to listen for Mark’s presence outside the door and realized Mark was still there.

      “Mark?” There was no reply from the wolf who stood silently outside the door.

      “I may be a novice at this wolf thing, Mark, but I can still hear heartbeats. And yours is beating right now. So come in, will you.”

      “Keep listening,” Mark replied, “You’ll get to hear more than just heartbeats.”

      “Hey, did I do something wrong? Are you… mad at me for agreeing to the ceremony? You were the one who told me he was a good guy, remember? And besides, you never said anything against—”

      “I’m not mad at you, Casper, I’m staying outside the room. It’s nothing beyond that,” Mark said, interrupting Casper.

      “Tell me what the matter is then,” Casper insistently said.

      Mark opened the door and stepped in, looking at Casper, who stared at him with curious eyes, as though he expected a sort of explanation from Mark.

      “What do you want, Casper?”

      “Well, for starters, I want you to explain why you have been unreasonably silent since the ceremony!”

      “Why do you think being silent is unreasonable, Casper? It was my choice to remain silent, a wolf needs his moment every now and then, you know,” Mark replied calmly, not looking at Casper.

      “How convenient, really. Before the ceremony you were this beacon of hope and guidance, now you’re suddenly cold and silent as the night. And you chose after the ceremony for your ‘moment’!” Casper was beginning to yell again.

      “Casper, you need to calm down. There is nothing to explain here, okay? I’m just having some time to myself. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but watching you is all I’ve been doing for the past few days. And besides, you’re not the alpha’s mate. The rules against telling you certain things are to be applied more strictly now. I can’t find myself going beyond my boundaries. They are called boundaries for specific reasons.”

      Casper realized that he was being too much of a child. He had been a little over the top with his emotions ever since the ceremony, particularly because he had not seen William since the ceremony ended and William left with Shane. He wondered what William was doing at that particular moment; he imagined William talking to Shane about how nervous he was about spending the first night with him. He found it really hard to imagine William in such a light though, as he had only seen him in his arrogant times of exerting authority over him.

      “He will show up, right? I mean, we can’t just sit here and pretend we did not just get married or something,” he said to Mark, and hoped to the heavens that Mark would give him an actual reply this time.

      “Yes, Casper, he would show up. He is supposed to and he would.”

      “Okay then. We wait till then, I guess.”

      Mark suddenly burst out into soft laughter. He got a hold of himself before looking towards Casper again, then burst into another round of laughter. Casper assumed a mental position between surprised and scared. He looked towards Mark and opened his mouth in surprise, but was not able to say anything.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Mark said between laughs. He knew the young man was confused and tried to stifle his urge to continue laughing, so as to explain the laughter to Casper.

      “I’m sorry, your question actually made me laugh.”

      “What question?”

      “You were actually acting concerned whether William was going to show up and you’re looking forward to him showing up here. It’s funny how you’re suddenly longing to see him when you did not exactly start on good terms, and you haven’t corrected that.”

      “Well, a marriage sort of sets all that right, doesn’t it?” Casper asked, his voice already reduced. He was also surprised at himself for being anxious to see William, but he never fully realized it until Mark mentioned it.

      “No, Casper, no it doesn’t. A marriage never sets that right. The only explanation is that you never really hated William. Maybe you only felt uncomfortable by his show of authority, and admired everything else about him.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mark,” Casper said, looking at the ground and ensuring that he didn’t mistakenly look up, so as not to meet the gaze of Mark.

      “Of course you don’t,” Mark said again with another laugh. “But not to worry, Casper, he will show up, and you will ask him for your freedom. You…want to leave, right?”

      Casper now understood that Mark was only trying to tease him, and he was indeed doing a very good job at it.

      “I have questions for him, Mark. Okay? He’s the alpha. He’s the one who can answer questions that I have for him,” Casper said in his own defence.

      “Casper,” Mark said, smiling and looking at him. “Take this from me, by the time he arrives, you will have more than questions for him, and he will be the only one able to attend to those concerns.” Mark laughed, a loud one this time.

      “Okay, that’s it, Mark, it ends right now,” Casper said, smiling at Mark. He was happy that Mark genuinely wanted to stay and help with whatever he needed, despite William’s directive.

      There was a knock on the door from downstairs and both of them looked at each other like they secretly communicated by eyesight. Mark looked at Casper with a wide smile and walked towards him, placing his hand on his shoulder as he said, ‘I’ll see you around, Casper.”

      “Is that William? Is he around already?”

      “Yes, it’s him. I better get the door before he breaks it down,” Mark said and waited for Casper’s face to be lit up in shock, before he added, “Just kidding,” with another laugh, after which he made his way tp the stairs.

      “Get out,” Casper said with a smile as Mark headed towards the door.

      Casper waited silently in the room and focused every ounce of his ability on hearing anything he could from Mark and William’s conversation at the entrance downstairs. For some reason he could not hear a word, as though no one was downstairs. He listened carefully again, and arrived at the same result. He wondered if there was a trick to it. Perhaps Mark and William, realizing that he would try to listen, masked their voices somehow, or did something to obstruct him. He was certain that they had not stepped out, as he did not hear the door shut again after William stepped in. He looked through the window to confirm, but there was no one outside. He contemplated going downstairs but opted against it as he was nervous enough as it was.

      In no time, he heard the doors shut again and saw Mark disappear into the woods through his window. His heart raced like a sports car after this. He realized that he was alone in the house with William, and he had absolutely no idea what was next. Two million thoughts muddled up inside his head made him dizzy, as he suddenly sat on the bed to avoid falling. He stood up again as he realized he could not keep calm, and began to pace up and down the room. He moved towards the door, placed his hand on the door knob, and on second thought moved away from the door.

      He wondered if it was an intentional move by William to see how he would react to the marriage. He lay on the bed once again and stared up at the ceiling.

      “I’m married,” he said to himself. He laughed silently in order to avoid having William hear him laugh. As he was about to stand up from the bed again, he realized something. It struck him that William, apart from being the big bad wolf that he was, also had no experience in anything related to this. He realized that William should also be as nervous as he was, or maybe even more, considering the fact that William was an alpha with enormous responsibilities and a pack to lead, alongside a looming war to fight. The weight of this should freak him out, right? He immediately brushed off the idea, realizing that an alpha with all that responsibility on him should actually be able to handle the pressure of a marriage ceremony without having to worry about whether or not his mate was as nervous as he was. He felt stupid.

      His thoughts were soon interrupted by a sharp and quiet knock on the door. His heart jumped. He felt a mix of emotions he had never felt before in his entire life. He literally felt unable to get up from the bed. He looked towards the door and finally mustered the strength to get up and open the door. And there the alpha was, in the flesh. He looked slightly different from the first few times he had seen him since his arrival in the woods. He looked towards him and wanted to say his name but he just could not.

      “Casper,” William finally said, which greatly relieved him. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure… sure,” Casper managed to mutter. “Come in.”

      “How have you been?” William asked. He assumed a totally different personality than what Casper had seen since he’d arrived. The new William was a surprise to Casper, who was also annoyed that he was only seeing this after the forced marriage.

      “I’m just as nervous as you are, Casper,” William said, smiling.

      “Are you now? Nervous? I doubt that! You know, I was being receptive ever since Mark left, hoping that you would bring in your real self and have an honest conversation, but I really cannot deal with this. You do not have to act like some calm and collected person for me to reason with you. The big bad alpha version of you has worked out so far, hasn’t it?!” Casper yelled.

      William was confused out of his mind. He was absolutely lost and dumbfounded. He imagined Shane by his side, telling him what to do, how to handle the situation. He had come to Casper with every ounce of humility in him, and Casper had turned him away, thinking it was all a façade for him to accept him.

      “Listen to me, Casper—”

      “Listen to yourself! Alright? I’m not falling for this.”

      “This is not an act!” William yelled. “This is not an act, Casper, I’m sorry for being harsh earlier, but it was because I could not come to terms with how I felt for you the first moment I saw you. I’m supposed to be a leader, Casper, I’m supposed to lead the pack to victory if this war indeed breaks out. I am never going to achieve that as efficiently as I want to if I’m weakened by anything. That was why I was irrational most of the time, Casper. You made me feel weak. But I realize now that it was not weakness, but strength. And I’m sorry.”

      Casper boiled with anger. “Weak? Weak?! Are you fucking kidding me? I made you weak? You kidnap me and accuse you of making you weak? What kind of leader does that make you, you piece of wolf shit!” He angrily made his way to the door, attempting to push William out of the way, but the alpha held him tightly. Their bodies and faces were in the closest proximity possible, and William instinctively planted a long, passionate kiss on Casper’s lips. The moment disarmed every bit of fight left in Casper, as he submitted to William, who slowly, carefully, and in the most passionate manner possible, made love to the young wolf.

      Casper felt liberated as well as trapped later that night, after the unfolding of events, as he lay in bed thinking of how he’d willingly submitted to William. He did not want to admit to himself that he’d wanted William all along, even if it was just made evident to both of them.

      As they both silently lay in bed, Casper closed his eyes after a futile attempt of convincing himself, and chose to forget the entire universe.
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      The possibility of sleeping seemed bleaker by the second, as William tried to no avail. He stepped away from the bed and sat on the floor, overwhelmed with a flood of emotions, flooding in and out of his mind. He looked up towards the ceiling, and looked back down, realizing the lack of answers above. He repeated the same routine five different times before he finally stood up in the darkness. He breathed in heavily, closing his eyes and absorbing the cold fresh air blowing in through the window. He stared at Casper, who lay on the bed, silently sleeping. He looked very peaceful in his sleep, and William smiled. He hoped that by the time Casper woke, they stayed on good terms.

      His mind flashed back to their love-making, and the moment before that. He hoped Casper was already calm about the “double personality” issue that angered him before he’d submitted to him. William stared outside at nothing in particular through the window and thought to himself that no matter what state of mind Casper was in when he woke up, he was ready to help him understand whatever he needed to. He was determined to prove to Casper that his feelings were real. He did not care whether or not Casper knew that already, he would prove it to him all over again and make him understand that he was just as important to him as the pack. He already knew how stubborn Casper could be, when it came to anything at all, even the most trivial things, let alone matters of the heart. But he was confident. As far as he was concerned, the fact that his feelings were real already sufficed for any reservation Casper might hold against him. As long as they were real, Casper would realize it sooner or later.

      He finally slipped back into his clothes and decided to leave the house for the Naltice Cabin. He knew Shane would be awake with Mark, considering the fact that they had not really had the time to be with each other for a few days due to the hunting and the responsibilities following it. He smiled at the thought of just how those two always inspired him to keep the pack together no matter what. A number of times in the past, the level of friction between Shane and Mark after a fight usually surprised and scared even William himself. The beautiful thing about them, however, was that they always found their way back together, and it was always possible through efforts by both of them to see reason. William knew in his heart that he would have most likely failed in leadership if not for those two, and hoped that they continued in that light.

      He grabbed the door knob and carefully twisted it, trying not to make too much sound. He knew that Casper’s hormones at that moment would be all over the place, which would have been made worse due to his heightened level of emotions, being a wolf. The first sexual encounter can be quite enthralling, but equally traumatic afterwards if one is not careful, he thought. Casper remained asleep as he stepped outside and made his way for the woods. At that moment there were equally pressing issues to tend to, as the pack needed a plan for the looming war. If he was to keep Casper and all the other members of the pack safe, he needed a plan, and there was no better person to prepare with than Shane, who always trusted Mark’s decisions. He also trusted them to give their all, just as much as he would, in helping the pack win the war.

      The cabin was silent, save for a dim light in one of the inner rooms. William stood outside and studied the environment to see if there was anyone outside before he stepped in. The surroundings of the cabin were silent and empty, paving way for noises produced by birds and toads which constantly echoed through the night. William decided to walk before the lake instead of going into the cabin. He looked at his reflection in the water and gave himself a stern look. You cannot fail now, William. Not now. Not after how far we have gone. He killed the campfire by the lake which had been built by the camp members. He closed his eyes once again, raised his head up to the sky and absorbed the darkness of the night. For some reason unknown to him, he felt empowered immediately.

      The dimly lit room in the cabin was occupied by both Mark and Shane sitting on two chairs facing each other across a table. They were playing a game of cards. William was always amused by Shane’s love for games involving cards and boards.

      “It keeps the brain alert,” Shane always said. William always laughed at that comment, since he strongly believed that keeping the brain alert was simply done by tapping into your wolf side and increasing your instincts.

      He looked inside the room and saw them at their game. Shane looked up and said to William, “How is he?”

      “He’s asleep,” William replied. He looked towards Mark with a grateful expression on his face as he said, “Thank you, Mark, thank you for everything.” Mark had absolutely no idea what to say.

      William grabbed himself a chair and gestured towards the two men not to worry, as they tried to quit their game to give him attention.

      “We can talk while you guys play,” he said.

      “No, William, it’s fine. We were just about done when you walked in. Besides, you’d be saving Mark here from continuous embarrassment. He’s not had a win all night,” Shane said with a grin.

      “Is that so, Mark, where’d all that meditation go, eh?” William said as they all burst out laughing. The mood was beginning to lighten, but William had come for serious business this time. His face immediately became stern.

      “Guys, we’re done with securing the safety of the young wolf now. We need to prepare ourselves for the inevitable. I don’t want us learning any bitter lessons at the end of all this. We need to have a plan for everything regarding Damion, and we need to do that fast.”

      “True,” said Shane, running his hands through his hair. “But don’t you think we should get our facts right before we take action, William? We’ll be learning a bigger lesson if we end up doing something that blows up in our faces and ends up destroying the pack in any way.” Shane was being cautious. Experience had taught him a lot, and he was particularly wary of the possibility that Damion and his league of monsters were waiting for them to fall into a trap.

      “Shane,” Mark called . “I think the signs are clear enough here. There’s two possibilities from all this; it’s either Damion plans to attack soon or he doesn’t plan to attack soon. But ultimately, we know he plans to attack. He’s not one to change his mind about doing evil, we all know that. We need to figure out a way to be on the offense. We have a lot of city dwellers who can infiltrate his strongest base, which is his medical establishment. Most of the Hagen Pack members do not live in the woods anymore, so I think our city dwellers should be informed as soon as possible. I can go in as well if there’s any need.”

      “What if they’re made? Don’t you think we’re putting them in more danger?” William asked, trying to weigh his options, as he listened to advice from the two trusted wolves.

      “That’s why Mark will be going in as the lead. He’s better at that sort of mission, and there’s a very low possibility that he will be figured out, as long as he stays out of Damion’s sight,” Shane replied William. Apparently, he had bought Mark’s suggestion and was ready to try out his strategy. He stared at Mark’s milky eyes and shot him a deep, lovely smile, which was reciprocated immediately.

      “Err… guys, keep it together, okay?” William said, noticing the romantic gestures going on between the two. “He goes by Dr. Jeffery Hagen in the city, and his entire medical reputation is built on that name.”

      “Yeah… funny how you can be perfectly reputed for saving and destroying lives at the same time,” Shane said, irritated.

      “So Mark, how do you plan to go in, who are you taking?” William asked, turning towards Mark.

      “I can spot a few of his pack members working at his facility tomorrow, very early. They rise the earliest. And are surprisingly too easy to recognize. Jasper and his mate Raymond are both city dwellers. We can go in together as patients.”

      “Good one, Mark,” William said, standing up. “I may not be able to see you until you leave tomorrow, but go over the details and plans in full with Shane before you set out. I have to get back to Casper before he wakes up, if he hasn’t already. You both have a good one now,” he said as he shook the two men before leaving the cabin.

      “And try to spend some time in your home, guys! It’s like a haunted house already!” he said as he stepped outside, raising his voice. Shane and Mark lived in another huge house situated in the woods, within the same vicinity as the Naltice cabin and William’s house, but they rarely ever went there for anything. Their lives were in the Naltice Cabin, and they spent most of their time there.

      William got to the entrance of his home and stared at the door in a way that looked like he was contemplating whether to step in or not. He opened the door and climbed up the stairs, his nervousness returning in an instant. He looked at Casper where he lay, upon entering the room, still looking as peaceful as he did when he left him. He lay back in bed with him and closed his eyes for a moment, the aura of determination filled him once again. Laying by Casper, he was determined to ensure that the peaceful look he had on his face, continued to stay that way, and thereby silently swore to himself to make sure Damion faced the greatest defeat he had ever faced. He thought about Mark and his decision to send him into the wolf’s den the following day, and wished he could go himself if there was no risk of being recognized immediately by the first wolf that set his eyes on him. Besides, he thought, things were different now. He was the alpha who had a mate, so his recklessness must be reduced if he still had any plans to lead the pack to victory in the war.

      Lying face to face with Casper, he looked directly into the closed eyes of the young wolf and felt at ease. He felt the urge to forget the world and close his eyes, which he did. He had never felt such peace since before the Great War.
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      The days flew by, with Mark not sending any message or report about the status of his mission. The entire pack was worried. Some of the city dwellers came periodically to give reports on what they had all been able to gather in town, but no one had anything concrete to account for the whereabouts of Mark, Jasper, and Raymond. Neither could anyone convey the status of their mission nor the level of information they were able to gather.

      Back at the Naltice Settlement, as it was fondly called, Shane was trying his best to keep it together. He was in the greatest state of confusion. He could not leave the cabin or the woods to look for Mark in town, as he was constantly needed to attend to pack affairs alongside William. For the days when no one heard from Mark and the team, he usually kept to himself as he ensured the smooth running of affairs and the preparation for war. He only spoke if he was spoken to, and tried to avoid long conversations, as he did not trust himself not to lose it at any point. He was a symbol of leadership within the pack and he was not ready to jeopardize that due to his inability to control his emotions.

      He sat by the lake one afternoon as he thought about Mark. He was the only one who ever understood him sometimes, his anchor. He had been trying to keep it together for the previous days, because he knew that there was no one to bring him back from the edge if he lost his calm. He noticed William walking towards him by the lake and tried to hide the forlorn expression on his face. William sat by him and held his hand, trying to reassure him that all would be fine. He was assuming the position Shane always served to him now, and was trying to be there the best he could for the older man.

      “He’s alive, Shane, you know that, right?”

      “I don’t, William, and you don’t. Nobody knows that. The only ones who can possibly know that are Mark, Jasper, and Raymond, and whoever has held them captive! And even Mark will not know that if he’s dead! You know, you can’t ‘know’ you’re alive if you’re dead! ‘Cause you’d be dead! So you see William, nobody really knows anything here!” Shane yelled, raising his voice. He was sure he could lose his cool when William was around, without the alpha judging him.

      “Another hunting party will be sent out to sniff through the city for him, okay?”

      “Another hunting party won’t do shit, William! We both know they won’t find shit! They only ones who can find any vital information are us. And we can’t leave, not at this point!” As emotional as Shane was, he was still being practical about the safety of the pack. He knew that Mark was just one man, and no matter how much love he had for him, he was not ready to undermine the importance of the pack’s safety for his personal concerns.

      “What if you went alone, for just one night, to see how things go? I’ll handle things till you’re back,” William suggested, trying to look for a way out of the mess.

      “The issue is not if you can handle things, William, you’re the alpha. Of course you can handle things! But what if there is an invasion? Huh? What if Mark and the others were captured for this exact purpose? What if they are trying to draw one of us out just to weaken the base more, and then they strike. How well can you handle an invasion without me here, William,” Shane replied, still being a beacon of objectivity.

      “This won’t be the first time I’m left alone at the base without you and Mark, Shane. We can still hold our own if there’s an invasion. You know that.”

      “But how well can we do that? We can’t leave anything to chance, Will. I don’t want us to hold our own, I want us to destroy those Hagen sons of bitches and make them regret the day they first turned! I need to be here!” He was not going to budge.

      William appreciated his loyalty, but he was concerned about Mark as well. He needed him to be safe, and he knew that the best person to figure out what was really going on in town was Shane, both as an experienced wolf and a man who was desperate to find his lover. He also understood the sense in what Shane was saying. There was a serious of possibility of Damion and his minions striking at any point, as the rumors of his intention to go to war had been going around for a while now. War was imminent, and it was going to be a very bad move to leave the pack without Shane, with Mark being unexplainably absent. He decided to reassure Shane as sincerely as possible.

      “Shane. We’ll get him back. I promise. We will.”

      “What if he’s gone, William? What if getting him back is impossible?” Shane asked, sounding concerned, downcast.

      “Then we will get every single one of them and make sure they suffer the most painful degree of agony any wolf can possibly go through, before we kill them. I will have the head of every one of them on a spike, for the rest of them to see, before I end the lot of them too!” The anger in William’s eyes was real. He could not bring himself to imagine Mark’s death as well, and at the same time he was prepared for the worst. He looked at Shane and held his hands tighter this time, sending a chill of emotions through Shane, and relieving the pain he was going through, temporarily—another ability of experienced wolves like William.

      “William! William!” There were shouts coming from a man running towards William and Shane. William got up immediately.

      “What’s going on, Gary,” he asked.

      “Mark… Mark. It’s Mark…” the man said, trying to catch his breath.

      “Gary!” William yelled, trying to push the man to get himself together. “You’re not making any sense here, Gary. What about Mark, what happened to him. Did you see him? Did he reach out to you?” William asked the man again. Shane was already on his feet at this point, waiting anxiously for William to get something out of the man, as he did not trust himself to be rational.

      Gary looked straight into William’s eyes in fear and horror as he said, “They are being chased!”

      Shane turned to his half wolf form immediately. “Where?” he roared as he faced Gary, looking him straight in the eye.

      “At the edge of the woods, the city borders! It was bloody, Shane! They were greatly outnumbered! I came here as fast as I could.” Before Gary completed his explanation, Shane dashed into the woods.

      “Where are the other patrol wolves, Gary?” William asked him.

      “It was just me. The other two are city dwellers. They left for home already.”

      William looked into the woods from where he stood and tried to get a scent of Shane’s direction. He immediately turned into his half wolf form and faced Gary.

      “Watch Casper!” he ordered, and dashed into the woods behind Shane. In no time, he caught up with Shane, who was running as fast as he could. With his incredible speed, William held Shane’s hand as they ran, leaving him with no choice but to move faster.

      At the edge of the woods they saw the three wolves, Mark, Jasper, and Raymond, fighting with every ounce of strength they had. William was able to count twelve wolves fighting against them, as one was laying on the ground, dead with a torn out throat.

      Instinctively, Shane dashed to the arena and with a single hit, took out one of the five wolves fighting against Mark alone. He then backed Mark, who in turn backed him, as they were surrounded by four wolves. William terminated two of the wolves fighting Jasper and Raymond by inserting his hands into their chest cavities and pulling their hearts out at once.

      William let out a loud roar, and in an instant, like a flash of light, he dashed towards two of the wolves and killed them in the same manner. Jasper and Raymond were both dumbfounded at this point. They had heard stories before then about his fighting prowess, but never imagined such speed matched with his level of strength and agility.

      Shane grabbed one of the wolves fighting against him and threw him at Mark, who caught him like a baseball and immediately plucked his heart out. He roared twice and dodged an attack by one of the other wolves. While Shane fought with one wolf, Mark was being attacked by two. One of them managed to grab him from behind, and as the other was about to leap against him, Mark noticed his head come off his neck. William had beheaded him. Mark overpowered his captive and knocked him twice in the temple, rendering him unconscious. Shane mutilated the last wolf fighting with him and in no time, all the other wolves were down. Jasper was still in awe at what he’d seen William perform, and immediately fell to his knees. He was embraced by his mate Raymond, who had sustained a few injuries like Jasper. William had killed six of the wolves and did not attack any of them with more than a single blow. Mark ran towards Shane and embraced him wholeheartedly. He kissed him with every emotion in him, as William watched silently and smiled.

      “The last one,” William said. “The one alive. We take him home with us. We have a prisoner of war, gentlemen,” he said, as he heard the heartbeat of the wolf Mark knocked unconscious.
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      A few days later, William was going through a certain map of a part of Lone Wolf, as Casper walked in on him.

      “Hey, what’s up? What’re you doing?” he asked in a cheerful tone. He had settled in quite well since the ceremony.

      “I am reviewing information I got from Mark on his last recon mission. You are preventing me from doing that,” William said to Casper playfully.

      “Oh really? You want your focus divided when I’m in the room and you know it, don’t come around giving me all that alpha stuff now,” Casper said to William, smiling uncontrollably.

      “Okay, that’s it Casper,” William said with a mild laugh. “This is when you leave.”

      “Before I leave—”

      “What is it?”

      “Well… I have a bit of a request, it’s simple, really simple, and you know, being the alpha, it’s nothing to you. Believe me.”

      “Out with it, Casper.”

      “Okay, so you know how… Mark has been watching my every move ever since he returned from the mission? Could he just ease off at bit? You can make him do that right?” he asked, with his strong, bright eyes looking straight at William.

      William looked at his eyes and almost got lost staring at him when he finally said, “Okay, Casper. He’ll ease off.”

      “Thanks!” Casper said as his face lit up, and he dashed out of the room.
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      Just over two months after the ceremony, Casper was beginning to settle in quite well, although he never eliminated the possibility of one day leaving the woods and exploring the city once again. He had noticed that William was trying to hide how close the war was, and the level of danger they were all in. He knew there was an incident the night Mark and the others returned from their mission, and tried to get it out of William a few times, to no avail.

      He had noticed the increased sense of obedience among the wolves, particularly the woods dwellers. He had also noticed that a lot of the city dwellers in the Naltice Pack were already back in the woods, and that a lot of them spent time having meetings with William, Shane, and Mark. Still he remained curious as ever. He wanted to know more. He tried getting information out of Gary, who had been training him on orders from William, but got nothing useful. He decided to talk to Mark, whom he felt confident about getting some information from. Mark, on the other hand, had not been available to have their usual conversations together, and Casper knew that he would smell a rat immediately if he brought up any topic related to the war. However, Casper had also noticed something else: he knew Mark had been following him for a while from a distance, watching his every single move with the intention of not being noticed, only Casper had noticed him for a week already, and pretended not to have any clue. He decided to turn the tables to his own favor and thought of an effective way to do that.

      The afternoon Casper finally decided to get more information, which he thought he deserved as the alpha’s mate, there was less activity in the Naltice Settlement as most wolves had stayed through the night in an exclusive pack meeting with William and Shane. Casper thought of using the opportunity to get Mark somewhere quiet, where he would try to get as much information as he could. The problem with his plan was that he had absolutely no idea how to go about it. Casper decided to rely on his instincts in getting Mark to fess up. I’m an instinctive wolf after all, as Mark said. So how bad can this possibly go?

      He took a lone walk deeper into the woods, knowing that Mark would be on his tail again. His grand plan was to use the information to prove to William that he could be as valuable to the pack as the older experienced wolves. He wanted to show William that he understood the burden on him, and the responsibilities he had to shoulder. Most importantly, he wanted him to know that he did not need to shoulder it alone, as he was always there to help.

      He was walking deep into the woods now, as he could not hear any sound emanating from the Naltice Settlement any longer. He had not noticed Mark following him so far—which gave him little worry, since the entire success of the plan was hinged on Mark following him—but somewhere in his amateur wolf mind he was sure that he was being followed. He decided to keep moving until he noticed Mark’s trail, so he continued walking. After a while of noticing absolutely nothing he gave up. He turned back and started to head back to the cabin.

      “If you’re going to have such a daring plan the first rule is that you should be ready to see it through to the end, you know!” It was Mark’s voice. Casper dropped to his knees in relief. Mark was laughing, but he didn’t care. The first phase of his plans had been actualized.

      “So,” Mark said as he concluded his laughter. “Why exactly did you drag me out here?”

      “What do you mean dragged you out herw?” Casper asked, trying to feign ignorance. He knew it would not stand since he was dealing with Mark. “I should be asking you why I’m seeing you showing up suddenly when I’m taking a peaceful walk into the woods,” he continued, trying to keep up the pretense.

      “You’re going to make me start laughing again with how well you’re failing at this pretense thing. It’s not working out for you, Casper.” Mark was still amused, and it was beginning to get to Casper already.

      “Alright, you need to stop it with the laughter,” he said with a scornful look.

      “Not until you answer my question, my dear,” Mark said, still holding back the laughter.

      “Fine, fine. I’ve noticed you on my tail for a week now and—”

      “I’ve been on your tail for longer than that, actually. But for a novice you noticed in good time,” Mark interrupted him, still having fun.

      “Okay, ease up on the show off too. I want to know what’s going on, Mark,” Casper said.

      “Okay, okay. Now I’m lost. Let me see… I ask you what is going on, and in answering my question, you ask me what is going on. Considering how confused that makes me, I’m forced to ask again. What the hell is going on?”

      “You know what I mean, Mark.”

      “No I don’t, I really don’t. You dragged me out here, remember?”

      “Yes! So I could figure out what exactly is going on!”

      “Oh boy.” Mark smacked his forehead in frustration. He was beginning to get an idea of what Casper actually wanted, but he was not ready to help him say what he was struggling to say, most importantly because he was not ready to answer the questions on Casper’s mind.

      “Okay, Mark, I need you to be honest with me here,” Casper said, looking straight into Mark’s eyes. “How fucked are we?” He raised his voice a little as he asked the question. Mark was a bit impressed; even if he was not ready to give him answers, there was no better way to ask the question.

      “By we you mean—”

      “Don’t start, I’m serious here. I understand that you all are trying to protect me but if we’re really fucked, which I think we are from the signs I’ve been seeing, then I think I should be brought into the loop, honestly. So answer me, Mark, please.”

      Mark was bought at this point. He saw perfect sense in what Casper said, even if he knew Casper did not exactly say it from a point of objectivity, but of curiosity. But he still knew the limits to what he could reveal to Casper. He could not reveal anything that could scare him off, or have him over excited about a war, so he decided to keep his answer as simple as possible.

      “We’re pretty fucked, Casper, but it’s all in theory. Nothing has happened to us yet, and we’re trying everything possible to make sure it stays that way,” he said as he put up an expression that said he was not going to say any more.

      “So how can I—”

      “Your training with Gary is to prepare you for any possibility,” Mark interrupted him, and maintained the expression.

      “Gary trains like I’m a stronger wolf than him. We both know I’m not learning anything from him anymore, it’s already a waste of time.”

      “We both? Did you say both? Who, you and I or you and Gary? Because as far as I’m concerned you are not improving one bit. Your potentials are the greatest I’ve ever seen in any wolf at this stage, but that’s all there have been to it for a while now. You’re not putting in the necessary work to be better, and that’s because you don’t listen to Gary. You hear him, but you don’t listen. And that’s just sad. The fact that you’re a natural is making you lose sight of the things you really have to learn. And I tell you, no wolf ever thrived on natural instincts alone. So stop whining and do what has to be done.” Mark’s voice remained calm as he scolded Casper for acting spoiled, and he still maintained his expression.

      “Wow Mark, wow. You know, if you were so concerned about my growth, why don’t you come train—”

      In an instant, Casper suddenly stopped speaking and grabbed his stomach tightly. He cried out in pain and stretched out his hand, gesturing to Mark to hold it.

      “Casper! What’s going on?” Mark asked. “Casper! Come on! What’s happening to you?”

      Casper held his stomach tighter with both hands as he writhed on the ground. Mark took a few seconds in his confusion to figure out whether or not it was a reaction from his wolf side. But he realized it was not. He feared for the worst as he had never seen something like it in all his years. His instincts instructed him to lift Casper and help him up, and to run as fast as he could back to the cabin, but Casper suddenly began to calm down. In no time he was settled and stood up. His hair was messed up, scattered, and dirtied from the dust on the ground, and he looked blank as he stared at Mark, who was simply speechless.

      “What in the heavens just happened to you, Casper?” he finally managed to say as he stared at Casper in absolute surprise. “I’m taking you to the medic.”

      “You will do no such thing!” Casper’s reaction was surprising once again to Mark, as he noticed the young wolf’s claws suddenly elongating and sharpening. He was turning. He was taking a defensive stance against Mark for something Mark absolutely had no idea about. His feet dug firmly into the ground as he growled silently, his facial hair beginning to spring out of his skin.

      “Casper… Casper… easy now, what’s the problem? We were just talking… remember?” Mark knew something was seriously wrong with Casper, and he was beginning to get ideas on what exactly the problem could be. He decided not to risk the situation getting worse and took action by swiftly knocking out the omega.

      

      Casper woke in a hut-like structure with a man wearing a lab coat standing over a table with his back turned against Casper. He had a mild headache as he woke up, which began to fade immediately when he opened his eyes.

      “Hey… where am I?”

      The man turned around and looked at him with cheerful eyes. “Hey Casper, welcome back. I’m a doctor here with the pack. I just examined you and you’re pregnant, Casper. Congratulations!”

      Casper did not understand the source of the doctor’s happiness as he spoke. He had absolutely no idea wolves could get pregnant. He began to freak out, but was soon calmed by the happy doctor.

      “Hey, hey, it’s nothing to be afraid of, okay? I’m sure William will be so happy with this development, and of course he’ll explain everything you need to know to you. I can see a million questions on your face right now.”

      “Where’s Mark?” Casper silently asked with a croaking voice. Just as though he had been listening, Mark stepped into the room and smiled at Casper.

      With pitiful eyes, Casper looked at him from where he lay and helplessly asked, “Where’s William?”
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      “So wolves can get pregnant?! So I can get pregnant?” Apparently, the doctor’s soothing words had no effect on Casper. He was beginning to freak out all over again. Mark had the responsibility of calming him down now.

      “Casper, calm down.”

      “I’m already laying down here, Mark, the least you can do is answer my question!” he yelled at Mark in frustration.

      “Your question about whether you can get pregnant? You… heard what the doctor said right?”

      “Don’t get sarcastic with me now!” He was beginning to notice Mark’s amusement again, just like in the woods.

      Mark smiled mildly. “Okay Casper, to answer your question better, yes, you can get pregnant, and you are in fact pregnant right now. What else would you like to add?”

      He was not exactly going to give up the sarcasm. Casper looked away and did not reply him. He was a vessel of hormonal changes, and he was not sure whether or not he was supposed to be happy as he carried a baby in him, or to mad at Mark and particularly William for not telling him that he could get pregnant in the first place. He imagined if the incident in the woods had happened in a publicly occupied place, or if it happened in the presence of a person he was not familiar with, or he did not know at all. Even worse, he imagined if he was examined by a different doctor, one who knew nothing about human wolves, but had no choice than to examine him. He imagined how shocked the poor fellow would have been to find a man pregnant and with wolf DNA.

      “When can I leave?” he asked the doctor

      “Well—”

      “I’ll… take him home now, don’t worry, he’ll be fine,” Mark said, interrupting the doctor.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you, Mark,” Casper said in protest.

      “Yes, you are, you’re going with me to meet William. Now,” Mark simply replied, recognizing that Casper was only throwing a tantrum.

      “You’ll have to literally carry me if you want me to go anywhere with you. William should come see me himself if I’m more important to him than the war. You can return to the Settlement to break the ‘good news’ to him. I mean, it’s good news, right? Huh? And why is that area of the woods called Naltice Settlement by the way, this is modern day, not the Stone Age.”

      “Casper, it’s called the Naltice Settlement because it was initially a settlement of the Naltice ancestors. Now, if you really want me to knock you out again and carry you all the way to the cabin, I can easily do that, but we both know I won’t feel good about myself. And I really don’t need that on my conscience right now.”

      “Yeah, you have enough there already, after betraying me.”

      “I did not know you were pregnant, Casper.”

      “You knew I could get pregnant, didn’t you? You didn’t tell me about that,” Casper said, still throwing a tantrum.

      “Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t keep lessons of your anatomy in mind, particularly the fact that you could get pregnant! I just assumed your mate told you everything, you know, William, A.K.A the real person you should be angry at instead of me?” Mark was getting tired of Casper’s childishness. If he was going to act spoiled to anyone, Mark thought, it should be William, and not him. He decided to act serious and change the mood.

      “Let’s go,” he said with a straight face, and moved out of the room immediately, to await Casper. Casper mouthed let’s go as a way of mocking Mark, before getting up and following him back to the camp.

      Mark was silent for most of the trip back to the cabin, as he could not risk another possibility of an outburst from Casper. He was not sure if he had enough maturity in him to handle it a second time. They both walked silently in the woods on their way back. There was a lot of wind that afternoon, and for a while Mark kept smiling as he became one with nature, basking in the wind. He was glad that Casper finally cooperated and they were luckily on their way back at that particular time. The wind was heavy in a way that did not signify the possibility of a downpour; it was just pure wind, God sent wind, Mark thought to himself.

      Casper was beginning to feel uncomfortable at the fact that Mark had not said a word to him since they got on their way. He occasionally looked at Mark, who apparently had no problem with the silence.

      “Mark,” Casper remorsefully said, breaking the silence. Holy heavens, not again! Mark thought to himself. He was not ready to hear anything from Casper at that moment, either a continuation of his protests or an apology for his childishness. Not because he was mad at Casper for anything, but because he was on a high vibe with the weather and Casper was beginning to ruin that by speaking. If for no other reason, there was a higher possibility of getting angry at Casper for that reason alone.

      “Yes, Casper what is it?” he asked. “You know what, on a second thought, can it wait?” he added. Casper got the impression that Mark was angry, and was dejected. He thought back at when they were at the doctor’s, and how unreasonably childish he acted towards Mark, blaming him for things that were not his fault. He maintained the silence as they moved forward, but finally spoke again.

      “Mark.”

      “Yes, Casper. What’s up?” Mark asked, acting interested this time.

      “I’m sorry,” said Casper, keeping his eyes down. Mark noticed how remorseful he looked and decided to maintain it for a while.

      He create a moment of awkward silence for a moment and finally looked towards Casper. He decided to have fun at the expense of Casper’s feelings and teach him a lesson.

      “What exactly are you sorry for Casper?” he asked, feigning ignorance.

      “You know what I’m sorry for Mark—”

      “You know, if that would be the answer to my question, then you probably should not have apologized in the first place. Because apologies signify remorse, and what you just did not represent anything close to being remorseful.”

      “Fine,” Casper finally said, as they both walked down a silent path on the woods. Mark smiled inwardly.

      “I’m sorry for being such an idiot to you at the doctor’s. You were only trying to help me. And I knew that, but I was still an asshole. So I’m deeply sorry about that.”

      ‘Oh, come on, Casper I wasn’t even mad at you at all. You realize you’re pregnant right? It comes with the hormones. And besides, you were upset, confused, I was the only familiar face you could vent to. So I gladly accept being the one who helped you get all the frustration off your chest,” Mark said, putting Casper’s mind at ease.

      “Oh the frustration is not off my chest, Mark, believe me when I tell you that. I’ve still got plenty pent up here, and all of it is meant for William.”

      “Yeah I was going to mention that just now. He deserves plenty of it. Keep it in there and lay it all on the table when you see him. I hope I’m there to watch,” Mark said. They both broke into a round of laughter.
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        * * *

      

      The Cabin door burst open, to the surprise of the seven wolves on the large table in the biggest room of the cabin. One of them stood to check out who it was, as William had given strict orders for them to meet him when he was done meeting with the generals.

      “Wait,” William suddenly said. “It’s Casper.”

      They all stood from the table, including Shane, in an attempt to afford the alpha and his mate some privacy.

      “Hold on, you don’t have to leave,” he said to his generals. “Casper, come on, come in here.”

      “They have to leave!” he yelled. William was confused as to what the problem was when he heard his mate raise his voice in dismissing his own generals from a very important meeting involving planning strategies for the war already at their doorstep.

      “Leave,” he said to all of them, and gestured towards Shane to stay. He better have an explanation for this, he thought to himself.

      Casper stepped into the meeting room and kept staring at Shane, which also signified that he was not going to say anything until Shane went out as well. As Shane stood up to leave, William tried to stop him but Shane stated that it was for the best, as they both needed their privacy. He patted Casper on the shoulder as he walked past him outside the room.

      Casper stared at William with a blank face in some seconds of awkward silence. He most probably wanted the frustration to reach the highest possible level, as he stared at William, reminiscing on every second they had spent together and how William had failed to mention the fact that he could get pregnant.

      “I can get pregnant?” he shouted. His voice surprised William, who was shaken.

      “I… guess so,” William replied, unsure of what the most appropriate reply was for that moment. He was just starting to realize that his mate was out for blood, his blood.

      “You guess so? William? You guess… you fucking guess so? Great! Okay, just great!”

      “Err… Casper, what exactly is the problem?”

      “Oh, now you’re interested in knowing the problem. Okay, I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you so I can put you out of your guessing misery. Oh wait, you want to guess something else, you know, apart from guessing so?” He was letting it all out now, and was beginning to freak even William out.

      “Casper—”

      “I’m pregnant! William! I’m pregnant! Why the fuck did you not tell me that I could get pregnant? Huh? When apparently, you have been getting me pregnant all along!”

      He was gone now, he had let it all out. The only remaining part was to wait for William to react, so he could do more shouting.

      But that was not going to happen. William’s face suddenly went from shocked to soft, with excitement written all over it. It was exactly as the doctor had told Casper, who was relieved as he saw the excitement on William’s face. He was however also equally disappointed that all of his intentions to make a scene in different ways possible, by one show of happiness by the alpha.

      William suddenly pulled him closer and passionately kissed him without letting go. Casper reciprocated by pulling his mate closer during the kiss, as they stayed glued together in their pool of emotions for several minutes.

      “Thank you,” was all William said. That was all he could say. Now it was time for Casper to be dumbfounded. The joy in William’s eyes could not be controlled, and at that very moment, Casper realized the futility of all his rants and anger. Nothing, nothing in this entire world beats this, he thought to himself.

      William drew him close and whispered to him, “We’re in this together? Okay? We.” Casper had never heard anything reassuring as that in his entire life. Not even when he was granted the coveted internship at Hagen Medical. He was about to tell William how much he was scared to find out he was pregnant when William whispered further, “I’m sorry,” as though he read his mind.

      There and then, Casper felt the safest he ever felt, for as long as he could remember.
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      The degree of joy in William’s mind could not be over quantified, not could it be quantified at all. He could not remember when last he ever felt that happy, of if he indeed ever felt that happy. He held Casper more tightly than he ever had, and Casper reciprocated, establishing that he felt safe in his arms, despite what he hid from him about his ability to get pregnant. He automatically gave him the benefit of the doubt, assuming that William did not intend to hide it. He closed his eyes and listened to William’s heartbeat, hearing his own in the process. He listened to both heartbeats simultaneously, as they raced at an alarming rate. He felt accomplished at being able to tell both heartbeats apart. He smiled because he knew the reason why their hearts raced. He knew that it was not due to being nervous, but excited at the love that floated to the surface at that very moment. He was certain that William was who he wanted to be with at that point and forever, till the end of his days.

      He grabbed William tighter and noticed that he had been overcome by the sensual feeling he had, to the extent that some of his wolf features were beginning to surface. As he held William, he realized his nails had extended and sharpened, and dug into William’s skin passionately. As they kissed, he noticed his canines extending into fangs, and he passionately bit into William’s lips, feeling the blood trickle. Just like the night they first met, he surrendered. He surrendered every part of himself to William, who in turn explored every aspect of his body with double the passion, and three times the energy.

      Casper was high off the passion. He imagined the moment never ending, that they continued to make passionate love right there forever. He imagined there was no war, that William was not the alpha, that there were no responsibilities for either of them, that Shane was not always reminding William of the urgency of the work they needed to get done, and that nobody else existed, just the two of them, exhibiting an apex level of passion.

      His thoughts were soon interrupted by a sudden knock on the door. The knock continued successively, and apparently, not only his thoughts were interrupted. He jumped up from where he was with William as the alpha felt his grip loosen from his body. He looked up and towards the door as he felt the urge to laugh. They both felt like two forbidden lovers who were sneaking around making love, and must not be caught. William speedily began to get dressed and Casper joined him.

      “Yeah?” William called out, trying to make his voice sound authoritative.

      “It’s Shane, William.” Smart man, William thought. It was the cabin, not William’s house. Shane could have walked in, as the cabin was accessible to every member of the pack. But Shane had a pretty good idea what was going on inside the cabin, and did not want to put himself in the most awkward position anyone could ever get into.

      “Can I come in, William?” Shane asked after a while. Casper could not hold in the laughter any longer. Shane’s question made Casper understand that he was not oblivious of what was going on inside. Maybe not the full details, but a pretty good idea. In no time they were both dressed, straightening their hair and adjusting wherever necessary.

      “Come in, Shane,” Casper called out, even if it was William’s role to say that. This made both of them laugh. Shane hesitated before finally opening the door, meeting Casper at the entrance, preparing to go out.

      “Casper,” he greeted on his way out.

      “Shane,” Casper replied, laughing as he walked out of the cabin. Shane smiled as he moved into the meeting room to meet William. He stared at William, who had an awkward expression on his face. There was an awkward silence. Shane was ready to extend the silence beyond the normal. William continued to stare at him with a ridiculous expression, waiting for him to speak.

      “Well,” Shane said, finally breaking the silence. “Was this where it went down?”

      “Shut up, Shane,” William said, as they both burst out in laughter.

      “I hear he’s pregnant now. Congratulations William, I’m so happy for both of you.”

      “Thank you, Shane,” William said, smiling at his friend. Shane was easily the happiest person apart from the duo. He was like a proud father, watching his son continue his bloodline. He remembered how it felt when William was born, and how he vowed to his father to protect him with his own life.

      “Come on Shane, don’t cry on me now, please,” William teased, noticing how emotional Shane was getting. Shane smiled at him.

      “Believe me, William, if you knew what I was remembering, you’d be just as emotional,” Shane said. “Anyway,” he continued, “there’s a vital update.”

      “What’s the issue?” William asked.

      “We have a lead on Damion’s location.”

      The news was music as well as a hammer to William’s ears. He had been hoping for an early opportunity to get Damion once and for all, to put an end to the war at its early stages. He was not in favour of the mass bloodshed which was bound to happen if the war was allowed to drag. The Great War had taught him enough.

      “How?” he asked Shane, as he was surprised on how soon they got the lead. He was sure the lead was solid, or else Shane would not be interested in chasing it further.

      “Remember the member of his pack who we took hostage? At the edge of the woods?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He gave us useful information on where Damion is most likely to be tonight.”

      “How do we know he’s not lying, leading us into a trap? We did kill eleven of his pack members right before his eyes, remember? That’s not an easy thing to forgive.” William was being cautious, he did not want anything close to what happened to Mark, Jasper, and Raymond repeating. Shane gave a mischievous smile at the thought of the question William asked.

      “Why do you think I just brought the information to you? Apparently we just became satisfied with his reply. We have been interrogating him for months now, since the night after we captured him,” he confidently said as he explained to William why the lead was most likely not a lie.

      “And besides,” he continued, “either way it’s a trap. It’s Damion we’re talking about here. It was never going to be easy. And if it turns out we’re wrong, if it turns out we’re being led into a very dangerous trap, then it’s a good thing I’m going myself. Whichever team is going on the mission is going to be led by me.”

      William noticed was Shane was trying to do; by saying he was leading the mission to get Damion, and putting himself in charge while he made it sound like a final decision, William would be forced to allow him go on the mission, as he’d started the whole interrogation process in the first place.

      William considered it for a while. He knew that Shane was still bitter from being unable to go into the city during Mark’s mission. He knew that the regret he felt still haunted him, and that he needed to go on this mission o badly. He knew that Shane stayed on the interrogation for so long in order to get a viable lead to pursue. He was ready to allow Shane go on the mission, but was reluctant let his second in command go, especially due to his personal relationship with Shane. He could not bring himself to lose him, so he needed an assurance.

      “I’ll go with you, Shane,” he finally said.

      “What? What? No, you can’t you need to—”

      “I’ve made my decision, Shane. Unless you want me to totally bar you from going. This is as much as I can do. I know you want to avenge what happened to Mark at all costs, but this one is too high, Shane. This is your life. And besides, only an alpha should kill another alpha. If we want this to work, and totally work, I need to be there in case it comes to killing Damion.”

      “Fine, but Mark stays.” He was not ready to risk anything this time, and also importantly, he needed to stay focused. No matter how much he trusted Mark in battle, he was never going to stop worrying about him should he be in one. And it was going to be worse if Mark was battling in his presence.

      “Mark stays,” William agreed. He needed Mark to hold down the fort, as well as to watch Casper closely, particularly now when the young wolf was already pregnant.

      “So what do we do next, do we just inform Mark and take off? Or do we need to add a few more soldiers?”

      “No, we can’t go alone, there’s too much risk. Get Mark, Casper, and Gary here. Find out if Jasper is in the city or if he’s here. If he is, get him here too. Let’s have a brief meeting.”

      Shane went out at once. He understood how critical the time was for William, considering the fact that he decided to add Casper to the meeting. Casper would obviously not be going for the mission, but William was no longer leaving him in the dark. Casper was with child now, and he was not going to take any decision that would catch him by surprise and cause him any psychological trauma.

      In no time, all the men were in the room, including Jasper. William looked at Casper and smiled as he walked into the room. It was quite ironic that moments ago the same room was being used for an entirely different purpose. A meeting as well, but one of just two bodies, rather than six minds. They all sat round the same table where the generals sat earlier that day and William began to address everyone.

      “As most of you must have heard, we have a credible lead as to Damion’s location.”

      “How credible?” Gary asked.

      “Very credible, Gary,” Shane replied on William’s behalf.

      William continued. “I have decided to go with Shane on this mission, in case it comes to killing Damion. I have to be the one to do it.” Casper was beginning to get scared as William spoke. He had been kept out of the loop for every mission strategy they had so far, and suddenly he was in one where William was talking about going on a suicide mission. Mark noticed his fear and held his hand.

      “Mark, you will be staying behind to lead the pack while we’re away,” William continued.

      “Is… that why I’m staying behind, or because Shane prefers if I stay behind because he thinks I cannot handle myself?” Mark calmly protested.

      “Mark, you know it’s best if you—” Shane said, attempting to explain himself, but he was interrupted by William.

      “Mark, I need you here. I need you here. Believe me.” He knew Mark was right, but apart from that he could not trust the safety of the pack, nor that of Casper, with anyone else but Mark.

      “Gary, you’d be going with us. Casper’s training is on hold until the baby comes. Jasper, you need to take a few days off from the city and stay here with Mark, keep things orderly. We do not know how much time we will spend over there, or what will happen, but I will not let us down. We will not.”

      As they all stood up and left, William stayed in for some minutes, giving Mark some final instructions.

      He stood up and prepared himself to leave. He took one final look at Casper, who gave him a reassuring smile and softly said, “I’ll be waiting.”
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      William’s natural sense of duty had never been one to be doubted, except that this time he doubted himself. The thought of leaving Casper with his pregnancy continued to prick him as it always had, right from the moment he decided to leave home with Shane and Gary on the mission to find Damion. As it turned out, the information retrieved from the hostage wolf was not a trap, but was more complicated than they thought it would be.

      Shane, despite being William’s second in command, led the mission at first, with William and Gary being the team members. The location given to them by the hostage wolf was a hideout for Damion and members of his pack on occasion. However, based on the fact that Damion and most of his minions were city dwellers with actual human personalities deeply rooted in the human community, amidst humans who knew nothing about werewolves, Damion often met with members of his pack at different locations scattered around the city of Lone Wolf. William, Shane, and Gary, upon getting to the location, caught the scent of different wolf men, which evidenced the fact that they had been there before that time.

      “I can’t catch Damion’s scent,” Shane said, looking at William. “Gary, cover the other side of the area.” It was an abandoned warehouse which was totally empty with no single scrap from all the goods that were once stored in the building. William got the hint from the emptiness of the place that it had been cleared out for a specific purpose by a set of people, which could only be Damion and his pack members considering the wolf scents all over the place.

      “I can’t recognize Damion’s scent even if I catch it,” Gary said to Shane.

      “Oh.” Shane realized that Gary had actually never met Damion before, unlike William and himself, who had even fought against the alpha before.

      “But look what I found,” Gary said, pointing at the iron gate at one of the entrances.

      “What is it?” William was curious. He moved over to Gary’s location, together with Shane. Engraved on a part of the gate was the inscription Hagen Properties.

      “Son of a bitch,” Shane said. “He owns the place.”

      “He owns the place? I don’t think he was here, though, do you? I can’t catch his scent from anywhere in the room. You think he masked his scent?” William was beginning to think like an alpha. If he were in Damion’s shoes, he would most probably have masked his scent, so he would not be noticed in case a hunting party came around. Not a lot of wolves would be able to mask their scents, but he was sure that Damion would, being the coward that he was reputed to be most of the time.

      The three of them were beginning to get disappointed. Gary had a specialty in tracking as a wolf, even if all wolves could track. He thought of a way to still make the most out of the mission.

      “How about we follow the scent of one of the random wolves and track them,” he suggested. William understood the rationale behind that suggestion, but knew it would only waste their time.

      “Whoever we trace would rather kill himself than give us Damion’s location, especially after what happened about four months ago. And that will be a total waste of our time. We can’t let that happen again. It took us two months to break the last one we captured and that was why his information has ended up being stale. It is not possible for us to convert two months’ torture into two hours. We can’t do it, Gary. “

      Gary understood immediately, it was not worth it. Unless he was sure of Damion’s location, there was no use in chasing a futile lead. He continued to check for scents that were extraordinary when sniffed. It was general knowledge in the wolf community that the alpha of a pack usually had a different scent from the members of the pack. Sometimes the scent of an alpha alone was enough to send chills down the spine of an omega. Gary could not find any scent with such a characteristic, and neither could the rest catch Damion’s scent as well.

      Suddenly, the entire party began to hear someone running towards them at an incredible speed, certainly not human. It was coming from outside the warehouse, and they could hear its heart beat amazingly fast. It was scared. But they could not leave anything to chance. They braced themselves for impact, as they all transformed to their human-wolf form, growling and awaiting the arrival of whatever and whoever it was. Suddenly, the running stopped. They heard the heart still beating, so the creature was still close to them, and in fact was coming closer to them.

      A figure suddenly appeared at the entrance of the warehouse, his heartbeat already sounding faint. He was a man, naked and staggering, obviously in need of help. He fell to his knees and stretched out his hand, indicating that he was thirsty. William and the others immediately ran to his aid, helping him up.

      “Hey, who are you, Mister, what’s your name?” William asked, but the man was too weak to say a word. William noticed the hair on his chest and sniffed at him again.

      “He’s definitely a wolf,” he said, looking at Shane, who nodded in agreement. Gary was instructed to return him to the cabin and have the medic take a look at his injuries, after which he was to gather all possible information he could on him. He was also instructed to detain him immediately if he found him to be of the Hagen Pack. Gary lifted the injured man, dashing into the woods immediately.

      “It’s getting worse, Will,” Shane said, concerned.

      “Yeah, I noticed the claw marks on his body, they were definitely inflicted by another group of wolves. And I am very surprised at that, Shane. I didn’t see it coming this soon. That can only mean one thing,” William said. His face showed more concern than Shane’s.

      “Damion has started wiping out other packs,” Shane completed his statement.

      “We can’t leave now, Shane. We can’t go back. Not yet.”
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        * * *

      

      Apart from being exceptionally good at tracking, Gary was a pretty fast wolf as well, but was moving slower due to the unconscious wolf he was carrying. He took his time and started walking at some point, still carrying the injured creature and talking to himself.

      “I can still hear your heart beat, man, faint as it is. You better make it stay that way.” Technically, he was talking to the injured wolf he was carrying, knowing fully well that he could not hear him.

      “Not like I’m feeling sorry for you, you know, or that I care if you live or die—because I can’t really tell whether or not you belong to the Hagen Pack—but I can’t let the distance I covered so far be for nothing. I have carried you so far and you can’t decide to die now, alright? If you had any intentions of dying, the beginning of the journey would have been the perfect time to tell me. Okay, I better pick up the pace if I really want you to survive.” He began to run again.

      He got to the cabin and called in the medic, who in turn took the man to his quarters, seeing that the injuries were being prevented from healing by something he did not understand, but was going to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Six weeks later, William had only come home twice since he’d set out with Shane and Gary. The wolf found at the warehouse eventually did not survive the injuries he sustained in whatever fight he was in, and it was later discovered that he was not a member of the Hagen Pack. He was another victim of Damion’s senselessness. Mark was being as caring as he could to Casper, who had been sad for most of the six weeks due to William’s consistent absence. His pregnancy was obvious already, as his stomach was already protruding and he had been told by some of the others, including the medic, that his baby was going to arrive at any moment.

      “You know the amount of responsibility he has on his shoulders, right? This could be the beginning of our extinction. It’s up to him to make sure that does not happen. If we fail, if we begin to get wiped out, nobody will look at me or Shane or Gary or you to blame. Everyone will look to him for their salvation. Every wolf. We’re the only pack that can match the Hagen Pack, even if they greatly outnumber us. That means every other wolf is looking to him for help and for protection from Damion.” Mark was being realistic about the situation. He understood that Casper needed his mate around during such a period, but the pack was also important. The lives of many were in danger, including Casper himself.

      “You know, Mark, I’m not saying I don’t recognize the fact that he’s busy saving the pack and all that, but if he knew this was how much he would neglect me he should not have made me his mate in the first place,” Casper said, still feeling downcast.

      Mark was pissed off, though, as he felt Casper was being unreasonable and was lacking any form of understanding.

      “Almost everything is wrong about what you said, Casper. We both know that he made you his mate because he loves you, which I want to assume you do too, even if you keep saying things like these. You also know that this is temporary, and that the war will be brought to an end quite soon. Your failure to be patient, knowing the temporary nature of all this, knowing that he’s thinking about you and that it’s only you he wants to come back to, is very disappointing, Casper, to say the least.”

      Casper suddenly screamed the loudest he had ever screamed in his entire life. Mark was initially taken aback, as a scream was a very odd way to reply to all he had just said to Casper. However, he immediately understood what it signified, and dashed out immediately. He returned in minutes with the medic. Casper was having a baby.

      Everyone in the room was freaked out, including the medic himself. He was not freaked out because he had no experience, but because it was William’s baby.

      He got everything necessary and brought them over to the room. He began the entire exercise and instructed Mark, who was also scared out of his mind, to step backwards. The members of the pack outside the room were more freaked out than the ones inside, because they could only hear screams, so according to them, nothing was going well inside the room.

      “Okay, Casper, just breathe, just breathe,” the medic said as he tried to get Casper’s blood pressure and heart rate stable before they continued with the exercise. Casper began to try controlling his irregular breathing, as he continuously breathed through his mouth.

      Casper let out another loud scream, and the door burst open immediately. All three of them looked to the door.

      There he was, breathing heavily and humble as the earth. William.
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      William remembered the degree of joy he felt when Casper broke the news of his pregnancy to him, and realized that it was nothing compared to what he felt in the room, as he held his baby and raised him. The baby was covered slimy liquid accompanied with little blood. Before handing the baby back to the medic as the little creature cried, he looked it in the eye and said, “Henry. That’s what you’ll be called. Henry.” He looked at Casper. who was dizzy and tired from the process of childbirth. He knelt down by the bed and placed his hand on Casper’s forehead, wiping the sweat.

      “You’ll heal in no time, my love. You’ll be perfectly fine.”

      Casper was too tired to force a smile, so he placed his hand on William’s hand and managed to smile by widening one side of his lips faintly.

      “His name’s Henry,” William continued, still smiling at Casper, “What do you think?”

      Casper repeated the routine and gave a faint nod.

      “It’s a great name, William,” Mark said, as he stared at William with a mixture of admiration and pride. William looked at him from where he knelt and immediately stood up to hug him, embracing him heartily.

      “Thank you,” he whispered, “Thank you.”

      “Oh William, come on, you’d have done the same thing for me and more, despite being the alpha. I’ll do it all over again in a heartbeat.”

      The medic stepped back in and handed Henry over to William, who handed him over to Casper where he lay healing. After he kissed the baby’s forehead twice, he handed him back to William, who continued to admire him.

      In no time, Shane stepped in and marveled at what he saw.

      “Holy smokes he’s live! He’s up and running!” he exclaimed. He hugged William immediately. “How’re you healing?” he asked Casper.

      “Fine, thank you, Shane,” Casper said, finally mustering up the strength to speak. “But he’s not a machine, he can’t be up and running just immediately!” he jokingly said, breaking everyone into a round of laughter. He was happy and he knew it. He tried to show it but could not. He did not have enough strength yet. But he was happy, beyond any form of happiness he’d ever experienced in his life. He looked at William again and smiled, in a way that spoke to William, telling him to be as proud as him, for making something, someone, so beautiful. William smiled back, then looked into Henry’s eyes and smiled too.

      Shane’s expression suddenly became serious. He looked at William and gestured him to come over, as though he wanted to whisper something to him.

      “Oh come on, Shane, you can just say it here, there’s no outsider in the room,” William said, still in the joyous mood.

      “Yes, Shane, share it. Or who’re you protecting this time?” Mark asked, still pained about the mission from which he was excluded previously. Shane shrugged. He breathed heavily, before finally speaking.

      “There’s been an attack, William, a serious one. A lot of dead this time,” he regretfully said.

      “Where? What pack?” William asked, equally affected by the news. Casper’s face began to take up a suspicious and worried look.

      “The other side of the city, some thirty miles from here. The entire pack was murdered, save for three,” Shane explained, shaking his head.

      “Their alpha?” William asked, hoping that he would be part of three.

      “Missing.”

      “Damn it!” William clenched his fists as he expressed his pain. The room became tensed immediately. He did not want to continue discussing such bad news in the room where his son was just born.

      “Let’s take this outside, Shane, not in here. It’s unsuitable for this moment.”

      “No,” Casper said. “Stay. Discuss everything here. Let me know if you’ll be running off again. I’m tired of having to hear it from Gary or you having Mark tell me that you’re gone already. So just say it to my fucking face for once okay?”

      He was beginning to lose it. He did not mind using up the little energy he’d gained so far from healing. He was tired of being left alone, and refused to let it happen again particularly when he just had his baby. According to him, William had an equal responsibility to Henry, apart from the one he had to the pack. He had the choice to choose one, and the pack would understand if he picked his son at least for a while. William looked at Casper, who was already crying as he spoke to him. Tears began to form in his own eyes as well, as they both knew that even if it was true that he indeed had a choice, there was only one he was going to make at that point in time.

      “Casper,” he said with tears in his eyes.

      “No, I don’t want to hear it, William. You know what, you can go ahead and save the whole world for all I care! But you won’t meet me back here if you get back alive. Drop Henry as you leave!” he yelled, as he turned away from everyone, crying. The medic silently walked out of the room. William knew that offering any explanation was going to fall on deaf ears, so he gave Henry over to Mark, and tears in his eyes, took Shane’s hand and dragged him out of the room.

      “You know you can sit this one out, right?” Shane said to William out of concern, although he knew it was impossible. William would never ignore such a situation, knowing his son was in good hands. He felt pity for Casper, and tried to salvage the situation the best he could.

      “Let’s go, Shane,” was all William could say, as he was too pained to say anything else. He was apparently heartbroken by the fact that his son came to the world at such a crucial time. He was filled with rage and swore to himself to make Damion suffer to the brink of death over and over again before finally killing him.

      They both set out to the location where the massacre had been reported after assembling just enough members of the pack to fend off an attack.

      “Where’s Raymond?” William asked Shane.

      “In the city, unfortunately. Jasper’s around. But I suppose you need him to remain here to handle things with Mark.”

      “Yes. Get Gary. Let’s go.”

      The trio set out to the village that had just been massacred by members of the Hagen Pack. William was boiling with rage for different reasons. As they moved through the woods, he said to his two companions, “We need to kill Damion.” He said nothing else after that. After a few seconds of waiting for him to explain, Shane finally spoke.

      “What do you mean, of course we need to kill him, and we will. We will kill him and win this goddamned war. And you will happily get back to your family.”

      “We need to kill him now, Shane, now.”

      Shane was beginning to get confused as to what William was saying. They were on their way to save the supposed three members of the massacred pack, and hunt down the Hagen Pack members in the process. Suddenly William got to talking about killing Damion.

      “We’ve been on the defensive foot for too long. He’s killing every pack little by little. How long will it take for him to get to us, Shane? We need to find him and kill him.”

      “When he gets to us he’s going to get the worst of it. We both know that. And besides, it was the plan to be partially defensive for a while, before we go all out and attack him, right? That plan has not changed has it? Has it, Will?”

      Shane was talking to him like a father now. He knew that the source of all the determination to kill Damion was his inability to be with his family, and he understood what that meant for William. Family values were something William never took lightly, and that was why the pack had always been everything to him, being the only family he had. Now he had Casper and Henry, and right at the beginning of it all, Damion was preventing that from being in happy existence. Shane knew that the fatherly approach was the only way to get him to see reason.

      As they ran through the woods. Gary remained silent, listening to Shane and William talk to each other.

      “What’s the matter, Gary? You’re awfully quiet?” William, who was feeling better than he felt when their journey began, asked the lanky young man with blond hair, who had been included in most of their recent missions, due to Mark’s unavailability.

      “He’s always awfully quiet,” Shane added with a mild chuckle.

      Gary smiled and replied to his two mentors, “I try to learn as much as I can by listening. I never stop listening. To your arguments, your decisions, the ones made by careful considerations and the ones made out of pure instinct, and your ability to listen too, I listen to everything. And that’s why I’m usually quiet.”

      Gary surprised them, but not enough to prevent Shane from adding, “His listening ability will actually be nonexistent if I wasn’t in the picture, you know, since he’s too stubborn to listen to anyone and only listens to me when I remind him of the day he was born. For that brief moment he forgets he’s the alpha.” They all burst out laughing.

      As they closed in on their intended location, the smell of fresh corpses greeted them from five miles to the village. They looked at each other as they moved more cautiously, reducing their speed and being on higher alert than they had been, in case of any presence of the perpetrators. Gary had never experienced anything like this before, and the fact that he could only smell the corpses rather than see them only freaked him out more. He was trying to keep it together as they advanced forward. He would not want to be the wolf that threw up on a mission with the alpha. Shane noticed his discomfort and smiled.

      “Hold!” Gary whispered sharply, bringing the three of them to a halt. William was surprised at the fact that Gary had noticed something which he and Shane had not. He was further amazed by the confidence with which he’d duly cautioned the team. Indeed he listens. Shane noticed the surprise in William’s eyes. “He’s a tracker,” he silently said.

      “He’s quite the tracker,” William whispered back.

      “We’re being followed,” Gary whispered.

      Like a lightning bolt, a sudden thud landed on Gary’s back.

      “Watch out!” Shane screamed, but it was too late. Hagen Pack members had been hiding within the trees, waiting for them to arrive. One of them had jumped down and attacked Gary as he landed. The others immediately landed from the trees above. They were unbelievably many for just three opponents. William did a quick count and estimated them at thirty in number. He immediately grabbed Gary and threw him far out of sight into the woods to give him time to heal. The landing from William’s throw would probably injure him a bit, but his back was practically slashed in half by the initial attack. He will heal fast and hopefully won’t get noticed before then. The thirty wolves surrounded both William and Shane. They all recognized them, so no one dared to approach yet. They began to take slow steps, advancing carefully. They were all in their human-wolf form. William and Shane turned immediately, and backed each other, ready for a fight. Considering the level of skill and experience embedded in just the both of them, it was almost a fair fight, and so they were ready to see it to the end. One of the wolves tried to go after Gary in order to finish him off, but in a twinkle of an eye, William was in front of him, grabbing his shoulder with one hand and swiftly pulling his head off with the other.

      One down, twenty-nine to go.
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      Shane was surprised when he heard William’s heart skip a beat. That showed fear. Since the day William was born, Shane had never seen him scared of anything. But the narrative was different now, he had a son. He had something and someone to live for, and most particularly, he had something to fear in case he died. He was scared to die, leaving Henry in the unsafe world. Shane remembered how William’s father was before William was born, and the similarities were spot on. He was the alpha, strong, almost as fearless as William—which could actually not be matched due to its ‘out of the world’ intensity—and cared deeply about the pack as well. He became a bit softer when William was born, and Shane totally understood, just as he understood William at that moment.

      How in the hell did we miss their heartbeats? Shane wondered. He was totally caught by surprise when the first of the wolves attacked Gary. Gary had only noticed the fact that they were being watched for a second before they were attacked. As Shane wondered, he realized there were a lot of chirping birds in the trees in that particular area of the woods.

      Damn it, the birds, the bloody birds. They masked their scent and their heartbeats using the continuous chirping of the birds and we caught it too late. He was absolutely livid and cursed at the situation, but he soon realized there was no time to blame but himself for a setback. They were surrounded by thirty—now twenty-nine wolves.

      “Who else wants to go after Gary? Who else? Come on!” The wolves failed to attack. They continued to close in carefully on the two of them. William decided to assess the situation more carefully. Why were they not attacking? Something was wrong somewhere. William suddenly roared, and a lot of them trembled, moving back in fear. He followed it with a swift attack as he began to fight the lot of them. Shane immediately did the same, and attacked the wolves right after. The fight was intense. Whatever they were planning, William thought, they were going to destabilize it by attacking them. William continued to attack, as he noticed that not all of the wolves were as weak as the one whose head he pulled off moments earlier. In no time, one of the wolves slashed Shane with his claws in the leg, bringing him down to one knee. While on his knees, he grabbed the wolf by his legs and pulled them off his waist. Using both legs as a weapon, he knocked out four wolves and immediately leaped on them to finish them off, quick as a flash, at least from the perspective of his victims.

      In an instant, the wolves stopped fighting and they all fell back. William and Shane were both surprised. They were covered in blood, breathing heavily, all their wolf features apparent, and they looked angry, hungry for more of the wolves. They were about sixteen in number now, and in a horizontal file, they stood facing William and Shane.

      Like a revelation, it dawned on Shane! The wolves before them were not supposed to attack them at all. They were supposed to be decoys. That was why they were not attacking at all. But what did they want? They were certainly not attacking the Naltice Settlement, as it was totally secured, and they would have been chased down by a pack member to inform them of the emergency. Damn it! Shane opened his eyes wide as it occurred to him.

      “William!” he shouted, which surprised William as he was standing just next to him. He was almost panicking as he said to William in a loud whisper, “William. William, they need a hostage. They were stalling. Some of the other ones would have grabbed Gary or they’re trying to at the moment!” To their surprise, the other wolves immediately retreated and disappeared into the woods.

      Both of them immediately ran towards Gary’s direction, and found him half dead, opened up in his gut, with a lot of blood still gurgling out of his mouth. He was coughing out more and more blood, and grabbed on to William’s hand as they got to the location. There were a lot of claw marks on the other parts of his body and he was bleeding all over.

      “Gary!” William shouted as they got to him, “Gary, hey, hey, take my hand, okay, take it, take my hand.” He knelt by the omega and placed the back of his head on his lap. Shane tried to take off after Gary’s attackers but William gestured that he stay.

      “He needs us here, Shane,” he said, as tears rolled down his cheek. He felt the life leave Gary’s body. There were two dead wolf-men close to Gary, and William could smell their blood on Gary’s body.

      “He gave them a good fight. They could not take him hostage,” Shane added, as they watched him finally close his eyes. William held his hand one last time and absorbed his pain so as to reduce the pain he felt as he died. He stood up in anger and looked away, leaving Shane to bury the wolf.

      They were both silent as they walked back to the settlement slowly and dejectedly. They had been outsmarted by Damion’s forces and Shane realized that they had indeed been playing defense for too long.

      “We need to go back to the table,” he said to William as they headed back.

      “Yes, Shane, we need to,” he said in agreement. “We have been losing for too long now. We need to start winning. Whether we like it or not, other packs depend on us to win this war, and the earlier we get on the offense the more that is a possibility. Unless we want to keep deceiving ourselves Shane, we need to admit, that lunatic is having his way, and we need to stop him.”

      “We still need to find the surviving members of that pack,” Shane said.

      “Yeah, yeah we will. Immediately we announce Gary’s death to the pack. We’ll set out tonight to search for them. We need to know what they know.”

      Casper and Mark were still in the same room where they both left them, as well as the silence they left in the room. William already announced to the entire pack that Gary was dead, and explained the circumstances surrounding his death to everyone already. He called all the generals to the meeting room and instructed them to prepare for a change of plans, as he briefed them on everything he’d discussed with Shane. He also informed them that he would return to the woods that night with Shane just to conduct a brief search for the missing survivors of the attack against the pack on the other side of the city.

      Upon getting to the room where he left Casper and Mark, William stood there in the familiar silence, with Casper turning away from him. He was properly healed now, and had no interest in listening to anything that William had to say. He was utterly disappointed that William was willing to leave his own newborn son for a matter which he could have sat out.

      “Casper, today has been a bad day. A very bad one for a lot of us, for all of us in fact. Including you. Gary was your trainer, and I’m sure you’re not happy about his death as well.”

      “Is that what you came here to talk to me about? About Gary and how I should feel bad about his death? Is that it? You’re trying to make me feel remorseful and run back to you like I always do, so that you’d console me and make me forget that just today you abandoned your own son only to get the same Gary killed?” He was apparently not having any of it from William. The death of Gary had really affected William, and he felt deeply offended immediately Casper decided to spin it around and make it his fault.

      “Casper, you can get angry at me all you want but please don’t you trivialize Gary’s death. Please don’t you do that. He died for the sake of the pack. He died fighting a war he never asked for. He’s a hero. And don’t blame me for his death okay? I’m as pained about his death as anyone, and I tried my best to save him out there.”

      Shane stepped into the room again and Casper turned around to face them this time. “Hey Casper, how are you holding up?” he asked. “You’re healing okay?”

      “Why? So you can figure out if I’m strong enough to handle another news of William leaving?

      There was silence, as Shane tried to avoid facing Casper after he completed his statement. Casper understood immediately.

      “You have got to be kidding me Shane! Really? Really?! Again? The both of you left by noon with Gary and just got back late in the afternoon and Gary died before you were back! What exactly is wrong with you guys here? William, please, you cannot keep doing this!” His voice was beginning to drift from sounding angry and nonchalant to sounding sad and desperate.

      “You can sit this one out William, I know you can! Just don’t leave again, not tonight, please!”

      “Casper,” William started. “Gary died. I was there. I saw him die, I held him as he died! I can’t sit anything out, don’t you understand? I can’t sit this out, not tonight. And I am sorry. I am sorry that it keeps looking like I don’t care enough about you as I continue to run off for one mission or the other. But I need you to know that every single thing I do is for you and for Henry. I have nothing else to live for, Casper, nothing! Just the two of you and the entire pack. You both will always take priority in everything I do, and I really hope you understand that.” He was begging. He was scared of falling out with Casper, as he did not want to imagine a world without him.

      “William,” Casper sternly said with tears forming around his eyes. “You can continue lying to yourself for the purpose of justifying what you’re doing, but do not lie to me, as I will never help you justify this. You call Damion a coward all you want but I don’t hear about him running around fighting small battles at the expense of people who he claims matter to him!” That broke William in many ways than one. Casper had just compared him to Damion while accusing him of lying to him. He was angry and sad all at once. He painfully looked at Casper with tearful eyes.

      “This is the height of your lack of understanding, Casper, you need to address this part of yourself. The man I fell in love with is better than this! You’re being a totally different person right now. I really want to believe this is not you! It can’t be you!” William angrily stormed out and was closely followed by Shane. Mark remained silent all through the heated conversation as he held Henry in his arms.

      Casper could not believe his eyes, he had expected his adamant stance to sway William’s mind and influence him to change his decision, not to end up like it did. He jumped out of bed, totally livid at his mate, and started to pack his things into his bag.

      “Casper, what are you doing?” Mark inquired.

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m leaving. I’m leaving, that’s what I’m doing. I will not continue to be William’s trophy that he attends to whenever he wants. He can go off hunting whomever he has been hunting all this while, but I don’t want to be a part of it anymore. I want out. Don’t give me that judgmental face, I’m leaving, and do not try to stop me.”

      He retrieved Henry from Mark and with his bag in his other hand, disappeared into the night.
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      The search for the three survivors was made more difficult for Shane and William for a lot of reasons. Bearing in mind the odds against them, they were both ready to quit the search once the other person suggested it. The lapsed amount of time was a major factor hindering the possibility of finding the three survivors. The interruption by the Hagen Pack members earlier that day was a huge hindrance, a setback that made them rethink their entire war strategy, apparently. They were not ready to give up. They needed the three survivors from the massacre as badly as they needed to win the war, as they were sure those three would have seen something, anything that would give them a vital lead to aid their war strategies. They were on the back foot, so they could not leave anything to chance. The enemy had a lot of pack members to spare, that was why their strategy was always in form of mass attacks, which opened them up to the risk of losing vital members of their pack, if they had any such people.

      Another factor they thought could be a hindrance to their search was if the three wolves did not want to be found, since the Hagen Pack would most likely be on the search for them as well. William thought that there was a huge chance that the three survivors were searching for the Naltice Pack as well, as they apparently knew that the Naltice Pack was the main pack in the fight against Damion. If they wanted to survive, seeking refuge at the Naltice Settlement was the best way to secure their prolonged survival.

      “What if they don’t find their way to the Naltice Settlement?” Shane pointed out the fact that they may have had the intention to secure their safety with them without knowing how to get to their location.

      “They’re supposed to be wolves, if they cannot find their way there then I’m really interested in knowing how they were the ones who survived,” was William’s reply.

      “Perhaps they’re just scared of being spotted by the Hagen.”

      “Perhaps, but I don’t think the Hagen are that calculating in their thinking. I think they just want to kill, and since they did that already, they may as well just move to the next pack.”

      “Which is where we strike them.” Shane spoke with so much venom in his blue glowing eyes as he stared into the dark.

      “Shane,” William called to him as they combed through the woods.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you think I’m being insensitive to Casper? You’ve been relatively quiet over the issue so far and this is a sort of issue where you’re the only one I listen to.”

      Shane stayed silent for a while, thinking as they moved.

      “I do not think you’re being insensitive, William. In fact this is the most sensitive you have ever been in your entire life. The way you apologized to Casper and kept asking for his forgiveness even if you have a perfect reason for doing what you’re doing, especially when it also benefits him, that shows sensitivity, son. He kept blaming you for things which we all know you have to do as a leader who carries the entire responsibility of a pack on his shoulders, and you on the other hand kept on apologizing and accepting the blame while you begged him to understand. That’s rare in anyone.

      “The fact that you are asking me right now whether or not you were too insensitive shows that you care about the effects of your words and actions on Casper. The fact that you are willing to accept my judgment despite what it is shows that you are willing to be on the wrong side for his sake. That is not being insensitive, if you ask me. So no, you were not, William.”

      William was overwhelmed. In his hundreds of years alive he had never heard Shane speak so well of him. Scratch that, in his hundreds of years he had never heard anyone speak so highly of him.

      “Damn, Shane,” he said. “You just made me feel more than an alpha right there.”

      “Well if it’s any explanation you’re more than just an alpha to me, and I think you know that already.”

      “Thanks Shane.”

      They finally arrived at the massacred village as they were greeted with the stench of corpses butchered primitively by Damion’s subjects.

      “Wow, the rest of the packs must have really done something to hurt Damion, for him to have such vile intentions against us,” William commented as they made their way through the dead.

      “Don’t move, Shane,” William suddenly said. Not again! Shane had gone through enough ambushes for one day. He prepared himself for an attack immediately. William suddenly disappeared, away from Shane’s side. I really hate when he does that. William’s incredible speed was one striking attribute about him, and had always been a point of great advantage in battle.

      He immediately returned with two men; grabbing them by the neck, he dropped them on the floor before Shane. The two men look traumatized and unable to speak. They remained on the ground. At this point it was clear that the men were surviving members of the pack, and if they valued their safety they better start to talk, as far as Shane was concerned.

      “Who are you guys?” William asked the whimpering men. One of them managed to point towards the death pool.

      “Those… Those were our people, and look at them! Just look at them!”

      It was indeed an eye sore. They were killed indiscriminately, with most of them mutilated.

      “I thought three of you survived,” Shane eventually said, unable to console the men in any way.

      “No, two of us. Just two of us survived. I think the Hagen wolves spread the rumour of three survivors when they could not find us.”

      “Okay, you both need to get cleaned up, then let’s get going once you’re done.”

      “Who are you guys?” The man was surprised by their gesture of kindness, as they were total strangers.

      “I am Shane, and this is William.”

      The two men opened their eyes wide in astonishment. They definitely would have heard of Shane and William of the Naltice Pack. They assumed a submissive position as they sat on the ground and thanked William.

      “No please, you’re beginning to freak me out already. Let’s just go.”

      Their arrival was greeted a lot of cheering and praising by the members of the pack. The first wolf they met upon getting back realized that they had returned with the survivors and was overjoyed. He howled loudly in the air and in an instant, the howl was reciprocated by a number of wolves and they all trooped out of their homes to see what the matter was. Upon meeting the survivors, everyone was indeed glad. They had taken a considerable step forward in the war. They had been on the back foot, and suffered a few setbacks from time to time, including the loss of Gary earlier that day. This was a sort of compensation, and whether or not they were at war, they were going have a good night feast.

      William was about to go out and check on Casper when he saw Mark standing alone searching for him amidst the crowd. He stared at Mark and walked toward him.

      “Mark,” he said, staring suspiciously at Mark. “Where’s Casper?”

      Mark stayed silent. He did not know where to begin the narrative from. He looked at William and shook his head.

      “What, what do you mean? Why are you shaking your head? Answer me!” The colour of his eyes changed to the alpha red as he questioned Mark. He tried assuming the worst at this point, but could not bring himself to do it. He looked at Mark straight in the eye and demanded an answer.

      “He’s gone, William. He left. Took Henry with him as he did.”

      William was lost for a few seconds. Lost, in a way where he lost sense of his consciousness for that period in time. Lost, as in losing sense of where he was and who he was. Panicking would have been an understatement to what state he was in. Immediately he grabbed Mark by the neck and threw him far across the room, shattering a few delicate objects in the process. The entire crowd became silent and the feast came to a standstill for a while.

      “You were supposed to watch him!” He stormed out of the room in absolute rage.

      William ran the fastest he had ever run to his personal home, where he immediately landed in the room where he’d left Casper. But he was gone. Casper, the baby, and Casper’s belongings. William ran his hand through his hair, back and forth in succession. His heart began to beat in geometric progression, as he looked for stability within himself to decide what to do. He was angry at Mark for letting Casper go, but deep down he knew that Mark did the right thing by not trying to physically stop Casper, as that may have had consequences on his fragile recovering body, or the baby he carried. Besides, Mark did not have the right to do that anymore as Casper was old enough as a wolf to make his own decisions. He was particularly angry at Casper, for being such a child in his actions. Where was he going to go? It’s late at night, there’s a war going on, who does he know? He is in more danger than he could ever imagine! Different thoughts flooded through William’s mind, and his anger became mixed with worry. He decided not to sit back and think anymore, and leaped up and out of the room. He ran out of his home and straight into the woods, tracking Casper through his scent as well as Henry’s. He only wanted to find Casper at this moment, and totally forgot the fact that he was mad at him. Seeing how dark and silent the night was got him scared for Casper’s sake, and most importantly Henry’s.

      He in no time caught Casper’s scent with a bit of Henry’s. He immediately got a lock on the scent’s direction and began tracing it. Following the scent, he felt a bit of tension in the atmosphere, but brushed it aside. He was only focused on finding his mate and his child. He forged forwards and continued to track the omega’s scent.

      He suddenly felt his focus shifting. He was not getting much of the scent anymore, neither Casper’s not Henry’s. Something was preventing his focus. The scent of another person, another wolf! William began to internally panic and was on a high alert. He was torn between pursuing the scent and finding out who it was, and directing all of his focus towards finding Casper and Henry. Both choices were aimed towards ensuring that Casper was safe.

      As he contemplated, something suddenly struck his mind. He recognized the scent interrupting his focus. He went on higher alert and decided to track that scent down instead, there was no other option now. He was able to get a lock on the scent and began to track it as fast as he could. His ruthless instincts came alive, as he ran forward in the woods with incredible speed. He was alpha, so he knew what was at stake here. Henry was the future of the pack, so he was not going to let the creature go anywhere near him.

      Soon, he began to lose track of the scent. He was not surprise,d as this was typical; the scent was being masked. But he was no ordinary wolf, unmasking the scent of any wolf was something he was certain he could pull off. He was back on track after a short while and continued his search. He was not going to allow such a vile creature anywhere near his mate and son. He was ready for anything now, as he got closer to the scent’s location. There was bitterness and rage in his eyes as he ran.

      “Damion, I’m coming for you,” he silently muttered to himself under his breath.
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      Casper rethought his decision to leave almost immediately after he left the house with Henry. He was mad at William, and that was not going to change for a while, but he was also not putting Henry’s life at risk. He moved silently through the woods, and was surprised at how fearless he was in the dark. He had never been one to fear anything at all actually, but that night there was confidence in how he moved through the woods, knowing the dangers of the night during such a time of war. Halfway through his journey he began thinking out loud, which made more sense to him than it normally should, considering the fact that Henry was with him.

      “It has to be you, you know,” he began. “It just has to be, I’m supposed to be shitting myself right now out of fear. I mean we’re at war, you know. Gary was killed earlier today, while he fought off Damion’s wolves trying to kidnap him. Heard he killed two of them. He was brave, Gary was brave. I don’t think I’m that brave, not yet maybe. But tonight is different. I feel brave, like Gary. I feel like I can actually protect myself, and you. You have to be the source of my confidence out here. It has to be you. Nothing else makes any sense.

      “You know, your father, William, is never scared of anything,” he said, admiring William in his absence. “He never fears an opponent in battle, no matter how much the odds are against him. He is possibly the strongest alpha that has ever lived, in terms of both his physical and mental strength, and his sense of commitment to the pack. That part is out of this world.

      “But sometimes he can get too committed, you know, he never wants anything to interrupt his duties to the pack. I wanted him to realize that things are different now, that he has you now, and he can’t keep running off at any opportunity to battle the enemy. He has trusted warriors and generals. A few of them are almost as strong as him, and can handle themselves in battle. He should trust them to do certain things and learn to delegate, that is all I ask.

      “But William won’t. He prefers doing the dirty jobs of the pack, exhibiting his perfect sense of leadership and example before everyone. But I don’t think he needs that anymore, everyone already knows how much of a leader he is and that he would do almost anything, including give up his own life, to protect the pack. But then again, he’s not doing it for the recognition. He’s doing it because he has to, and he believes no one will do it if he does not, but that is where he is wrong. He just needs to take a leap of faith, really.”

      Casper’s walk was filled with a lot of reflection. He liked his time at the Naltice cabin, but felt he was being treated like an egg which must not be dropped, and he did not like that. He thought about Mark, his closest friend in the pack, and felt sorry for him. He reflected on how much Mark would have to explain to William when he found out about his disappearance. He strongly hoped that William did not punish Mark unreasonably upon realizing that Mark let him go. He honestly was surprised himself when Mark did not put up any resistance to him leaving. He remembered how irrational he was acting and how Mark just calmly stood there, doing nothing as he packed his bag and carried Henry, not even saying a word to convince him to stay. He realized that Mark was only staying within his bounds and not trying to interfere in what was clearly between himself and William.

      The plan was to get to the city through any of the entrances into the woods and to find his way back to his home, the Jackson Mansion, which no one else had lived in since he arrived at the Naltice Settlement. He walked towards the edge of the woods and his wolf instincts kicked in. He noticed that he was not alone, and he started to get concerned for the safety of Henry. Instead of panicking, he prepared himself to shift at any time for battle as he continued to walk silently through the woods.

      He noticed a light up ahead, signifying the exit of that part of the woods. It was a house at the outskirts of the city. He was relieved as he walked towards the light, hoping to get to the end of the woods without a hitch. Walking towards the light, he noticed the presence he earlier felt was closer to him now, and he was sure at this point that he was not getting out of the woods without confrontation. But he decided not to stop moving. He was going to protect Henry with his life. Suddenly, a giant wolf man appeared before him. His hair covered his entire body and his face bone structure was already shifted to that of a wolf. He had bright, sharp red eyes and his stare was piercing, as he looked straight into Casper’s eyes. He had red eyes, which signified the fact that he was an alpha. Casper was not afraid. Well, there aren’t a lot of alphas around anymore, so you’re either Damion or you’re not. You might as well show yourself first, or let’s just goddamn fight.

      The alpha stepped forward as he shifted back to his human form, his wolf features going out of sight. It was indeed Damion.

      “Hey Casper,” he said, smiling mischievously.

      “Dr. Jeffery Hagen,” Casper replied, calling him by his alias to signify to him that they were already on different sides now, and that he had found out everything there was to find out about him. Damion laughed.

      “We’re going official now, aren’t we? I love your confidence, Casper. I have always loved your confidence. Look at you, unfazed at the sight of all this. I bet you think you know me already. Your little friends at the Naltice must have told you stories. Isn’t that right now, Casper?”

      “What’s there to know, Damion?” He called him by his actual name now, showing that indeed he was not afraid of him. “Apart from the fact that you’re a coward who hides behind the soldiers inherited from his father and claims to be the alpha? Or the fact that you sacrifice members of your pack like pawns as you send them out to any and every battle, ignoring the consequences? Or the fact that despite losing them in battle you keep sending them out in the hundreds, and repeat the same thing as you continue to lose more of them? Tell me Damion, what else is there to know?” Casper said, speaking confidently and loud enough for Damion to hear him.

      “What else is there to know, eh? How about the fact that I killed your parents?” he asked Casper, trying to catch him by surprise.

      “Damion, Damion,” Casper said, laughing. “I already knew that. However, I’m not exactly sure why you feel it is necessary to tell me at this point. You’re trying to throw me off guard? Emotionally attack me and break me? Or you’re trying to make me recklessly attack you so you can have Henry after knocking me out? Come on, Damion, aren’t you supposed to be the alpha here? Even as your enemy I’m hugely disappointed in you.”

      “Are you now? How about the fact that you were promised? Huh? Did you know that? Did you know that you were promised to William by your parents? Did they tell you that? There we go, that’s the face I’ve been dying to see. So they didn’t tell you, huh? Why do you think they chased you all the way into the woods, the night I pretended to be drunk? You think they genuinely cared about your safety just because you’re a wolf? Come on, Casper, there are thousands of wolves out there.”

      Casper stayed silent. Before he had time to think, Damion attacked with a swift punch with one leap from where he stood.

      He’s fast! Casper thought. Instinctively he was able to dodge the attack, but it only missed him by a hair. He never knew Damion had such speed in battle. He had heard stories about Damion being fast, but not that fast. Not ‘almost William’ fast. Still holding on to Henry, the omega began to allow his wolf side to come out. He was at a huge disadvantage here, since he was incapacitated and was fighting with an alpha. He was genuinely scared at that point.

      Rather than attacking Casper for the second time, Damion suddenly grabbed him and dragged him into the house which Casper noticed earlier, from which the light emanated. He threw Casper onto the floor in the house. Casper did not really care about his own safety but the safety of his son, whom he held tightly.

      “Casper, Casper. Let me tell you how this will go. That beautiful boy you’re holding, what’s his name? I’ll have to collect him from you, and kill him, in case you’re wondering what I want with him. I need to kill him before I kill you, so you’d die knowing your son is dead, after that I—”

      His threat was interrupted by a loud thud at the entrance. William broke down the door. He dashed in and immediately launched an attack on Damion, hitting him in the chest with every ounce of strength he had in him. The punch sent him flying to the other end of the house, crashing into the wall and cracking it upon impact.

      “Long time no see, Damion!” William said as he strode forward. The hunger for blood was written all over his face.

      “This was supposed to be a fair fight, eh? Me being an alpha, you being an alpha, but I don’t see any fairness here if you ask me.”

      Damion was on the floor, bleeding through his nose and mouth as he stared at William. He managed to get up, wiping the blood off and staring at William from where he stood, staggering.

      “You won’t leave this room alive, William. It’s perfect, since you and your little family are all present here. I finish off the lot of you, and my job is all but done. Members of the Naltice Pack will either join my pack to save their lives or rebel against me and get killed. But whatever happens I won’t leave Shane alive, no. He won’t comply, he’s too loyal to you. I will consider leaving his little pawn Mark alive too. I can force him to comply once I kill his lover, which will automatically break him. What do you think Willy, come on, genius right?” he said, laughing unnecessarily loudly.

      William was enraged. He felt insulted by Damion’s words, as he could not imagine members of his pack, whom he had devoted his entire life to, being subject to Damion. He knew they would all rather kill themselves in an instant than join the Hagen Pack, but Damion’s words still got to him. He looked up at him from where he stood with bitterness and rage in his bloodshot eyes.

      “Don’t call me Willy!” he yelled, as he charged at Damion once again, this time with a level of speed even Damion could not see coming. Casper remained on the floor, holding Henry and watching with absolute fear in his eyes. William’s attack was too fast and blurry to him, as he suddenly saw his mate standing before Damion with his hand buried deep in his stomach. He pulled out his hand, worried he’d killed him, as he wanted him to suffer before that happened. He grabbed Damion by one shoulder and forced him to his knees.

      “Alpha!” he yelled as he pulled off his left arm. Damion screamed in agony as he watched his arm being thrown away by William. His nose was beginning to bleed again.

      “How exactly do you command respect within your pack, Damion?! Because I know it’s certainly not your honesty and virtue! It obviously cannot be your physical strength, seeing how weak you are! Is it the money, Damion? Or do they just accord you the respect they had for your father because you’re his son!” He inserted his hands into Damion’s chest and grabbed his heart, squeezing with enough pressure to make Damion scream even louder.

      “Please! Please William, mercy!” Damion cried out.

      Still with his hand grabbing Damion’s heart, William leaned in and whispered into Damion’s ear, “You don’t even deserve to say that word, Damion,” as he finally pulled out his heart.

      William stood up as the life finally faded out of Damion and he fell flat to the ground. He dropped his heart on his lifeless body, and said to him, “You just lost the war. Have that as a souvenir.”
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      William rushed towards his family and heartily embarrassed them, raining kisses upon Casper and Henry as Casper hugged him in return.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Casper repeated, as William kissed his forehead and face continuously.

      “I’m sorry, William, I’m sorry for not being understanding and being unreasonably selfish,” he continued to apologise. William was not capable of speaking yet. He was overwhelmed by the fact that he just ended the war and got his family back at the same time. He was filled with a mixture of relief and overwhelming joy, which could not be put to words.

      “It’s okay, Casper,” he finally whispered. All of that doesn’t matter now. The important thing is that we’re all okay now and that’s all that matters to me. That you’re fine and that Henry is fine.”

      “We just won the war,” Casper whispered as he smiled at William. He was proud of William, and felt totally safe with him.

      William was covered in blood, all of which belonged to Damion. He stood up and walked towards the entrance, allowing the cold air of the night to blow through him as he closed his eyes and decided to finally speak to Casper.

      “I should apologise to you too, Casper,” he said from where he stood. “At different points in time I had the choice of delegating certain responsibilities which I did not. I should’ve given you more time than I did. My lapse in judgment almost cost you your life. I just want us to move past all that now, as I have all that I have always wanted in both of you. We’ve won the war and we’re at peace now. It will take some time to get all the fallen packs together, but I want you by my side, and me by yours as we do it together. You and Henry will continue to be my source of happiness no matter what, and I’m just glad we have an opportunity to start over.”

      William’s words soothed Casper from the inside. He trusted every single word he said. He smiled at the prospect of starting over with William, without any lingering war meddling with their happiness. He was happy that they would raise their son, Henry, into a strong wolf, stronger and more virtuous than even his father.

      “I want you by my side through everything too, William,” Casper said.

      He carefully placed Henry in a safe spot and walked towards William. He shut his eyes as he was hit by the cold of the night, and held William’s hand very tightly.

      Like a meeting of their minds, both wolves shifted to their wolf form and disappeared into the night, with Casper ready to submit himself to William, just like the good old nights of perfect, passionate love making.
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